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ABSTRACT
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interaction, and effects -cf mother's and father®s behavior on the
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The traditional role of‘the moﬁher ~— cooking and cleaning, comfortiﬁg
and caregiving, cuddling and coddling -- is familiar, and its effects on young
childreﬁ at 1easthell—studied, if n§t well~known. But what do we know of the
comparable role of the father and of its effects on young children? One recent
review that sought to answer thaﬁ questioh summed up the state of our knowledge
with the claim that fathgrs are "forgotten contributors to child development."
Over the past three years, publication of a numb:r of books about fatﬁers, both
scholarly and popular, has sugggsted that fathers are no longer forgotten --
but the nature of their role and their contribution to children's development
remains uncharte& and unknown.

Children, themselves, have définite ideas about what fathers are, of course.
"A father is a han who picks you up ana holds you tight when your 1ittle énd
afraid."” "...a person who more or less sets examples."” "(who)...éays to cug
your hair and then he grows a mustash." ".,.a person who most little boys fight
over who has the strongest or the smartest." ".,.a person hoo coaches your
baseball team when he's rot the coach." "...useful at home to protect his family
from damage. ‘(and who)"...iike a guldence counslor guides you through the early
stages of life (and) leads us from right and wrong."

EWhat psychologists want to know is ﬁow these conceﬁts of fathers develop,
What in the fathef's behavior at home leads children to these views? How do fathers
interact with their young children? and influence their behavior
and development? Only carefﬁlvand'systematic observation of young children and
their fathers can answer these questions.

Unfortuﬁately; until quite recently, psychological studies of fathers and

children did not add significantly tc our knowledge about paternal roles since they
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focussed on fathers' absence -- which is, of course, confounded with social psycho-

logical and economic circumstances. More recent research has attempted to probe the

father's behavior more directly. One kind of study that‘attempted this --
representing, perhaps, a reaction against current devaluation of the father's
role in this society —- has sought. to deronstrate how active and involved in
chiid care fathers really are. . The agenda of suca research seems to be to prove
that fathers are (or can be) as good at parenting as mothers are. These studies
have shown that fathers are "engrossed" in their infants, and just as nurturant,
affectionate, and active as mothers -- at least when interaction is clearly

expected and an observer is taking notes. Unfortunately, the distinction between

competence and performance limits generalization from these results; although

O

these studies show that fathers can be as active as mothers, thay do not establish
how much fathers actually dn care for their infants in the "privacy of their own
homes." Home observations and parental reports suggest that in most homes the
opportunities for fathers to display their nurturant talents are not frequeﬁt.
Estimates of the amount of time fathers spend with their youngsters never exceed
three hours per day — ofeen they are eonsiderably less — and the amount of
father-child interaction actually observed has been far, far less.

The alternative approach to dzmonstrating how much fathers re like mothers
has Been to investigate how different they are. This appreabh has also been
fallowed in recent work. Differences between men's and women's responses to
children have been’documented, and the difference in biological "connectedness"
of mothers and fathers to their offspring has been noted. It has been suggested
that becauge of the biological link between mother and infant the mother's effect
is more likely ro be "direct™ and her role to involve physical caregi-ing, while

the father's effect is Mindirec:" and his role involves fun and games and a link

4
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to the outside world. Few observational data demonstrating such dif-
ferences in parental styles of interaction have been collected as
yet. More frequently demonstrated have been differences in chilaren's reactioms
to mother and father. Differences in physical proximity and contact, vocalization
and visual attention and in the child's respcnsiveness to play with the parent.
have been used zs indirect evidence for differences in parental stylesvand roles.
Another approach for evaluating the father's contribution to children's
develppment has been té correlate paternél variables -- warmth, permissiveneés,
restrictiveness -- with assessments of the child's development ——‘intelligence,
aggression, zutonomy. Although this approach, tco, is valuable and necessary,
oné problem that has arisen in such studies is that often investigators, in
focussing on the father—child‘relatioq‘have ignored the concurrent contribution
of the mother. This exclusive concentration on the father is as shortsighted as
the previdusly pnéular focus on mothers. To fully pnderstand children's develop-
ment, it is necessary to examine their relations with both mother and father
simultaneously, to treat mother, father,.and child.as a triladic system. Taking
such a triadic approéch implies giving attention to zll the possible relatiéééb
within the family system. Pedersen and his associates have delineated and studied
a nﬁmber of these relations and have provided empirical evidence for a significant
association between characteristics of the -infant, the relationship between mo ther
and father, and the mother's and father's behavior to the infant. The work of
this symposium is to provide further evidence for triadic relations within the
family svstem, and thus to enlarge conceptualization of the father's role in
child dévelopment. - |
The study I will describe approaches the father's contribution to child
development in the context of a triadic family constellation, attempting to integrate
into this triadic framework data that parallel previous investigations of fathers:

differences in children's behavior to mother and father and in mothers® and father;'

~
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behavior to the child, and correlations between parental and child variables.
Furthermore, it treats the family triad as a system that is dynamic, examining
the interactive behavior of mother, father, and child as they change over time.

The data are drawn from a longitudinal study of 14 children from 1 to 2%

years of age carried out in 1972-3. Children in the study had been randomly

selected from hospital birth records. Ail families were white, but a range of

socioeconomic levels from working class to professional class was represented.
All mc *hers were nonworking and their children's primary caregivers.

The data I will describe today were gaphgred in %ive different ways. First,
in unstructured 'matural" observations of cﬁild and family.at home. These
observations occurred. in pairs of father pfesent—fafhéflabsenthisits, at three
ages: 15, 20, and 30 months. Observations were recorded according to a sjstem
I hawe described previpusly that involved writing in a two-columned stenographers"
notebook abbreviations for the discrete behaviors of the child and of the other
persons with whom he interacted, while aﬁ the same time marking off l0-second in-
tervals on the record. At the of each observation period, observers were also asked
to fill out a set of 5-point scales ratipg on a more subjective lével the quality
of the interactions they had just observed. “

The second source of data was semi-structured situations. Omne, at 15 months,
was an activity-choice situwation, in which parents, at separate visits, we’e
asked to choose and to do things with their child that were either social (like
having a pretend tea party), or intellectual (like reading a story). A second
Rind of semi-structured situation, at 20 months, assessed children's attachment
to their parents by having each parent go through sequences of social intera;tion,

separation, and reunion with the child. The third semi—structureé situation, at 30

months, called upon parents to do specific activities with the child —— e.g. blowing
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5
bubbles, making designs with straws, blaying with balls — under two conditions:
dyadic {with parent and child alone) and triadic ( with all three, mother,
father, and child, present).

At each of the';hree age periods (15,‘20, and 30 months), mothers were
also asked to fill out a "daily record" for the day preceding an observation
visit. This record consisted of 104 questions about the cﬁild's activities
from waking till bedtime -- questions about what he did, when, and with whom.
This provided us with the third:kind of data reported here. A fourth kind of

information was attitudinal, and was derived from written questionnaires. Each

' parent was asked to rate his or her child for attractiveness, intelligence,’

likeability, etc.; ﬁo indicate the age at which he/she expected the child would
achieve certain skills or‘be allowed to perform certain activities (like crossing
the street alone, using scissoré, or taking a bath without help); and to indicate
the age at which he/she would teach the child certain academic skills like

counting, printing his name, or reciting the alphabet. Finally, the fifth kind

 of data was the assessment of the child's intellectual competence. The Bayley

Mental Scale was administered at 16 and 22 months and the Minnesota Child Develop-
ment Inventery was completed at 30 months to get this inforhation.

What, then, can we say about the father's role in the family and his
contribution to his child's development from these data? The theme that appeared
in the data and will be elaborated here mav be stated most broadly as the
demonstration of clear différencés - beﬁween parents and children's relations

with parents -- but differences always in the context of similarities and

- communalities.

O
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Let us look first at children's behavior with each parent. Of central and

pervasive interest in studies of children's relations with mother and father has
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been the question.of their attachment to each: is the mother-child Eond as
unique and special as it has been purported to be? In the present study, the
answer is cleaflx,no: no measure of the cﬁild's attachment (negative reaction
to separation, positive reaction to reunion, Ains&orth rating, or the amount of
positive social interaction in the attachment situation) differentiated between
children's behavior witﬁ_ﬁather and father. According to conventional criteria
for attachment, these children at 20 montﬁs of age were plainly attaéhed to their
fathers, as much as to their mothers, a finding consistent with previous research.
Studies that have found that children prefer proximity with mother have been done
with YOunger children or under the stress of a laboratory seéting, fatigue, or
the presence of a.stranggr. There seems no doubt that the father's relation with
his young children, by 2 years of age, at least, 1s similar to the mother's in
tefms of ﬁhyéical and emotional attachmenc. = But what about other aspects of
the parent-child relationship?.

A second kind of pérént—éhild interaction that has been given theoretical
importance and claimed to differentiate between mother and father, is play. Here,
again, results of the present study were consistent with previous research, this
time, demonstrating that there is a significant difference in children's
behavior wirh mothgr and father. In the attachment situation just discussed,
although no.difference iﬁ attachment was“obéerved, the children were rated as
significantly mofe responsive to play initiated by the
father than to play initiated by the motner. Moreover, this positive reaction
to play with the father was even more clearly revéaled some months later when
children played with both parents in the triadic play situation. Although .the
behavior of individual children with both parents was basically similar --

that is, correlated -- children were more cooperative, "close, involved, excited,

8
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7
and interested in play with their fathers. Ten of the 14 consistently chose‘
to play with father first and dispiayed a strionger preference for him as a
playmate. An important question that follows from this observation is whechér
the same differences and preferences appear in the natural cituation of the
home observations.

In fact, ﬁhey do not. In unétructured, spontaneous interaction at hoie,
seeing things as close to neormal as possible, any "preference" for the father
disappears, and mother becomes the predominaut partner in all kinds of inter-
action. ESpécially marked were the differences in absolute amounts of interaction =
with mother and father.

Since these differences were affected by differen-
tial opportunity for children to engage in interaction with each parent, children'sﬂ
behavior was further énalyzed as proportions 5f the time each parent was
actually in the same room és the éhild and thus available for interaction. Although
the interactioﬁ of child with mother was consistently more frequent than that
with father in these "same room" meaéures;‘too, differences were smaller and,
Significantly, diminished with age. By 30 months, in fact, anly‘one kind of
child behavior differentiated between mothér and father and that was responsive
behavior -- suggesting that observed differences in children's sociability
with mother and father at home were no# the result of any "preference" for the
mother, but appeared because the mother initiated more interaction with the
child. The next logical step, oBviously,‘was tovlook at differenéeé in parents’
behavior;

Significanﬁ and consistent differences between parents matched perfectly
those we have described fof children. In the triadic play situation,

fathers were rated higher than mothers in ability to engage the child in play
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and in their own enjoyment and involvement in the task. They gave more verbal
directions to the chiid and more positive reinforcement. This finding that
athers "got into" the play situation more than mothers, in the triadic situation
at 30 mdnthe, might have been predicted from the observation that, in the earlier
activity probe at 15 montns, mothers chose activities that were intellectual
while fathers selected social-physical activities to do with the child. It

may also be related to the observation of other iuvestigators that fathers are

-more likely than mothers to hold and rock their newborn infants and that mothers

are more likely to encourage their children's independence while fathers help

O

them physically. These observations of parent-initiated behavior in somewhat
constrained situations (tne lab, the hospital, or specified tasks) consistently
snow fdthers to be more physically and socia;ly involved in piay with their
children than mothers, and clearly mesh w:.th .the difference = in children's
"preference " for father that has been observed in such situations. Once
again, however, we must ask whether the same differences show up in the "real
world" of everyday interaction at home;'*“"“”

It goes withnut saying that, overall, mothers spend vastly more time with
their young ehildrén than fathers, Even when fathers are at home, as they were
during our father observations, however, the data here suggest that mothers still
spend more time with the childrenp Since we know from studies of mother-child
interaction that the sheer amount of time spent together does not dramatically
affect children's development, perhaps this difference between moms and pops is
not critical. Wﬁat‘about'differences in the R amounts of interaction
each parent ﬁas with the childé Here, too, diffenences were large, particularly

in physical contact and verbal interaction. Mothers consistently touched and

talked to children more than fathers did. These differences, moreover, were not

10
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the result of differential prefe;ence by the child; there were no differences
in responsive parental behavior, only in parent-initiated bLehavior.

Of course it's‘no ndws that mothers totich énd talk a lot, and this finding
fits with otﬁerbcomparisons of mother-child and father-child interactioa.  But
the place that fathefs are supposed to shine, according to popuiar'belief and
current’ theory, is in play, especially physical, rough-and-tumble play. In the
present study, although mothnrs exceeded fathers in the observed freqdency of
play that invqlved objects, no difference was féhﬁd be;ween mo thers and’fathers
in the daily record of playv occasions, the observers' rating ofvtﬁe quélity of phy-
sical or social stimulation, themgbs;¥ved frequency of s&cial-thsical play, or‘thé
proportion of parent-child -interaction that was playful. TFathers may not play
with children gggg than mothers, but play is, at least, a kind of interaction.
that is relatively balanced between mother and father, where thé fathers' effcrt
is not so overvhelmed by the sheer émount of maternal behavior emitted. Father and
mother were essentially similar in the amount of social~physical play, its style,
stimulation, and vigor, and in its prominence in their interaction with the
child. Play with the father, when it occurred, however, was relatively more

likely than play with the mether to be physically involving and not distant,

mediated by a toy, or done in the interests of intellactual stimulation.

Additional information about the father's play was provided by the daily
record§ kept by the mother. They suggested that the father's role as playmate
develops gradually over the period from 15 to 30 months. At 15 months, the

child's primary adult playmate was the mother; at 20 months, both parents played
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equally often; at 30 months, the father played more often than the
moﬁber.

But at the same time as. the father was beﬁoming a more frequent pl;ym;te,
the mother's role as caregiver was diminishing,'and parénts were becoming |
increasinglyigimilar on this dimension. ”This returns us to the other half of
our ﬁheme -- the similarities —— or lack of differences —-- between mothers and
fathers, which were as notable as the differences. Mothers and fathers were
alike in the "quality" of their interaction with the child during the natural
obserbations -— in measures of contingent reéponsiveness and observers' ratings.
Although theﬂchild's interac;ion with mother ﬁas more‘frequent, it was nof _
judged by an_observer to be more stimulating, affegtionéte; re3ponsive; or effec-
tive. Moreover, intercorreiations wiﬁﬁin séts of'pérental variables for
mothers and for fathers were also similar. Only oﬁe pattern was diétiqctly
vdiffefént; and that, not surpfisingly at this point,_reiated to paréﬁtai
élay. While play wés highly correlated with other measures of stimulation
- and reépdnsiveness for mothers, it was not so related for‘dads. "In fact,
this playful quality -—- the same oné we suggested is eSpecially "daddish" ~-
was correlated. with fathers' negative emotion. Another element is thus
added to our portrait of faﬁhers: not‘oniy are fathers physically playful‘i
-and stimulétihg, but the mosﬁ playful fathers, being more involved with
their children, may further stimulate and arouse them by S§Olding, criti- -
cizggg, and;speaking harshly. | |

Another way of showing the differences and éimilaritiés in parental
roles is to look ;t correlations over pairs of spﬁuses. Doing so,
we found that genefallyvtﬁe same behaviors for mother and fathgr were‘corre—

lated =~ e.g. the amount of maternal speech was gorrelated with paternal speech --

but, in addition, there were two‘highlyjsigﬁificant'cross—modal correlations that
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1
‘illustrate in one further'way the differences in maternal and’ paternal roies.”The
father s social-physical play, although only weakly and 1on-significant1y corre—
'lated with the mother s sacial—physical play, was very h1ghly correlated (r =
v.96) with the mother’'s talking and playing with the child with toys. ' These latter
kinds of maternal behavior have been found in other‘reeearch to be central ‘
components &f a pattern of so-called "optimel maternal care"; while mothers’
social-physical play has not. The correlations'found in the present study"
seem to suggest that the comparable or matched role for a father to go along
with (be married to) an "optimal mother'" centrally involves secial-physical
play -- demoustrating, once more, the centrality and specialnees of play in
the father's role.
But before we conclude that mothers are poornor uninterested or unappealing
playmates, let us look at a‘particular limitation on all these results dis-
cussed thus far -— the restriction that for all these data mother and father were
both present during the observations. Tarhaps the father's presence affects the
mother's play with thke child. When we cumpared matched pairs of father present-
father absent observations, it appeared, first of.all, that there was a significant
effect on the mother's behavior of having the father in the house: the amount of
positive and responsive talk by the mother was significantly diminished. This was
apparently net a by-product ef decreased attention to the mother by thekchild, as’no
differences were observed in the frequency of children's behavior. But merely being
"at home" is not the best measure of the father's presence. What happens when the
father is in the same room as mother and child? To investigate this question we
‘analyzed a subset of the observations during which mother, father, and child
were in the same room for more than two-thirds of the observations period. This
analysis revealed not only the difference in maternal verbal responsiveness,

but also a significant effect on the amount of mother-child play. When father
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was present, mother initiated less play with the child.‘

Does this same effect hold up when mother and father are requested to‘play
with the child, as in the play probes? ‘Returning to our finding that in a triadic
play situation children were more cooperative, happy and interested in play with
daddy than with mommy, and that daddy was more engaging, directive, and reinforcing,
we now find that, in the comparable dyadic play situation when mother and child
played the same games alone, the differences in children's play with mother and
father totally disappear. Mother-child play in the dyad was significantly
greater for every kind of behavior in which a difference between mother and
father was observed in the triad. In fact, the amount of social interaction
when mother and child were alone was even greater than that of father and child
in the triad. Clearly, in a contrived triadic play situation, where both parents
are given equal opportunity and are equally willing to play, and where the child
chooses one parent for a playmate, fathers are more active and involved and the
preferred choice. When father is not there, however, mother is a welcome play-
mate —- just as interesting and active as dad, and even more sociable. In both
‘natural observations and in reqoested play situations, the father's presence
depresses the amount and quality of mother-child play.

One might speculate about why this depression of mother-child activity
occurs. 1t may be that daddy is such a novel or interesting playnate that, given -
aay opportunity, t the child chooses to play with him. This might help account
for differences in the play probe. But it is not simply a matter of differences
in the child's behavior. When father is around, mother also imitiates less play
with the child and is, proportionately, less responsive, as well. This may fit
a dominant male/submissive female stereotype, as mother lets father take center

stage. Or it‘may just be that whenever she gets a chance, mother lets father do
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as much of the child care as he is willing to. In the home situation, it ﬁay
be that with two adults present interaction with the child is divided between
them or that sdme of the mother's attention is diverted into interaction with her
‘husband. One thing it does suggest - is that at home in the normal course of
‘events, active play that involveé all three — mother, father, and child - '
isimultaneously is not .common. It also suggests that researchers must clearly
separate their observations of paternai behavior into mother-present and mother-
absent situations. |

But to return to our theme of similadxiesléced with differences, we turn,
finally, to the question of possible differences in the "effecté" of mothers and
fathers' behavior on children's‘development. That is in parents' contributions E
to child development. We know from other studies that children's development
is related to maternal atténtion and stimulation, affection and responsiveness.

Do these same relations appear when child development is correlated with
paternal behavior?

In the present‘stﬁdy, confirming the fesults of previous mother-child
research, children's intellectual competence was most highly and consistently
related to‘the‘mother's verbal and materials stimulation, intellectual accelera-
tion, and expression of warmth or positive emotion; it was not related to her
- physical - contact, time in the same room, of amount of play.

The pattern for fathors was somewhat diffefent.. Although fathers' vercal
and  materials stimulation were also related to children's intellectual competence,
the correlati&ns were less significant and consistent. The paternal variables
most closely associated with children's intelligence were the father's engagement

of the child in play in the probe, his positive ratings of the child, his

anticipation of the child's independence on the age-expected questionnaire, and
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the ‘duration of‘his interactions with the child in the natural observations.
One proposal suggested by comparing the twc ;tterns of maternal and

paternal correlations with children's intellectual development, is that the

mate;nal behaviors, by virtue of their acceleratory and stimulating nature,

seem likely to be influences on child development, while paternal behavior

that is associated with children's competence —-- accepting the child's behavior,
expecting early independence, engaging the child in play, rating the child high
on intelligence, and interacting longer with the child — is more likely to be

the result of the child's competence.

This proposal was explored further in one final analysis of our data, the
examination of changes in parent-child correlations err time. Differences had
been documented in the patterns of associations of maternal and paternal behavior
with child development. WYere there also differences in the directions of those

associations? By calculating a.d comparing the cross-lagged correlations and the

‘standardized path coefficients for parental and child behaviors at 15 months

and 30 months, the most plausible direction of influence between parents' and
children's behavior was inferred. Here again, a consistent difference between‘
mothers and fathers was apparent. The predominant direction for mother=child
variables . - . was from mother to child. That is, the
mother's verbal stimulation and play with toys at 15 months pfedicted children's
subsequent intellectual performance.“This causal direction finds support in
other research with mothers and children close to this age. For fathers, by
contrast, the pattern pf correlations suggested the opposite direction 6f
influence —— from child to father. That is, children's superior intellectual
performarice at 15 months predicted that the father would be more  likely to

talk and play with the child 15 months later. Putting these relations into a

16
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triadic framework suggests the possibility, anticipated from the observed
kdifferences in the maternal and paternal Qariables thét were correlated‘with
assessments of child development, that the chain of family influence aff;cting
children's intellectual competence may be from mother, to child,‘to‘fathe:.
That is, the mother stimulates the child's developmgnt by talking and playing
with objecté, and the child's competence then is reacted to by the father,
iﬁducing father-child conversation and play.

In order to complete the circle, we also examined cross-lagged correlations
between mother's and father's behavior. ‘The findings from this analysis take
the causal chain a link f;rther. The father's talking and piaying with the
child at one age was highly predictive of the mother's talking and playing with
the chiid later. This suggests that family interaction ig indeed triadic --
and even, perhaps, circular -- from mother to child to father and back to mo ther.
The suggestion of suéhvabtriadic chain of influence, while intuitively éppealing
and consistent with the results of other analyses performed on this particular
set of data is highly tentative, of course. It is based on a tiny sample, and
relates only to children's intellectual development, to parents' verbal and play- -
ful interaction, and to the age period from 15 to 30 months. Its particular
usefulness here is to illustrate the cbmplexity of parent-child relations -~ a
complexity that, quite obviously, is missed if analyses never extend beyond
mother-child and father-child pairs.

In brief, in two-parent families at least, fathers and mothers have roles
that contain substantial similarities, but are also distinect. They share in, but do
not du@licate, each other's efforts. Though both may contribute to children's
‘ development, they do not contribute équally or in the same way. They do, quite cléérly,

create a conscellation in the home, that is, truly, one family, under God, indivisible,

with liberty and justice for all.
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