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Abstract

Emotions play an important role in fostering positive parenting and healthy child
development. This qualitative study explored the affective experiences of U.S. fathers with low
income who are racially diverse across the prenatal, postnatal, and early childhood periods.
Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 24 fathers. Interview questions asked about
fathers’ early parenting experiences that elicit parenting emotions of different valence. Results
from thematic analysis demonstrated activation of multiple emotions depending on different
proximal and distal experiences. Specific to proximal experiences, fathers reported feeling both
excited and anxious about the pregnancy and joyful and disappointed at childbirth. Related to
distal experiences, fathers reported feeling encouraged by their social support networks that
further aid their parenting, and feeling marginalized given systematic barriers (e.g., societal
bias, high incarceration rates of Black fathers). Most importantly, fathers’ parenting emotions,
especially negative ones, led to them resolving to stay involved in their children’s lives, gaining
a sense of responsibility, and changing behaviors to do right by their children. Fathers resorted
to various coping strategies to regulate their negative emotions. Overall, fathers with low
income are emotionally resilient. Infant and early childhood health professionals should
support their mental health to promote father-child engagement and ultimately young

children’s mental health and well-being.
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Abstrakt

Emotionen spielen eine wichtige Rolle bei der Forderung positiver Elternschaft und einer
gesunden kindlichen Entwicklung. Diese qualitative Studie untersuchte die affektiven
Erfahrungen US-amerikanischer Vater mit geringem Einkommen und unterschiedlicher
ethnischer Zugehorigkeit wahrend der pranatalen, postnatalen und frithkindlichen Phase. Es
wurden halbstrukturierte Interviews mit 24 Vatern gefiihrt. Die Interviewfragen bezogen sich
auf frithe Erziehungserfahrungen der Viter, die Emotionen unterschiedlicher Valenz
hervorrufen. Die Ergebnisse einer thematischen Analyse zeigten, dass je nach den
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verschiedenen proximalen und distalen Erfahrungen multiple Emotionen aktiviert wurden.
Beziiglich proximaler Erfahrungen berichteten die Vater, dass sie sowohl aufgeregt als auch
dngstlich wegen der Schwangerschaft waren und sich bei der Geburt freuten sowie enttduscht
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waren. Beziiglich distaler Erfahrungen berichteten die Véter, sich durch ihre sozial
unterstiitzenden Umfelder, die ihnen in ihrer Elternschaft halfen, ermutigt sowie aufgrund
systematischer Barrieren ausgegrenzt zu fithlen. Von zentraler Wichtigkeit ergab sich, dass die
Emotionen der Viter bei der Erziehung, insbesondere die negativen, dazu fiihrten, dass sie sich
entschlossen, sich weiterhin in das Leben ihrer Kinder einzubringen, ein Gefiihl der
Verantwortung zu entwickeln und ihr Verhalten zu dndern, um ihren Kindern gerecht zu
werden. Die Vater griffen auf verschiedene Bewéltigungsstrategien zuriick, um ihre negativen
Emotionen zu regulieren. Insgesamt sind Vater mit niedrigem Einkommen emotional resilient.
Fachkrafte im Bereich der Sduglings- und Kleinkindversorgung sollten die psychische
Gesundheit jener Vater unterstiitzen, um die Vater-Kind-Beziehung und letztlich die psychische
Gesundheit und das Wohlbefinden der Kleinkinder zu fordern.
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Resumen

Las emociones juegan un papel importante en fomentar una crianza positiva y un saludable
desarrollo del nifio. Este estudio cualitativo exploré las experiencias afectivas de papas de
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Estados Unidos de bajos recursos econdmicos que son racialmente diversos a lo largo de los
periodos prenatal, postnatal y la temprana nifiez. Se llevaron a cabo entrevistas
semiestructuradas con 24 papas. Las preguntas de la entrevista trataban acerca de las
tempranas experiencias de crianza de los papas que provocaban emociones de crianza de
valencia diferente. Los resultados de analisis tematicos demostraron la activacion de multiples
emociones dependiendo de diferentes emociones proximales y distales. Especifico a las
experiencias proximales, los papas reportaron sentirse tanto emocionados como ansiosos
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acerca del embarazo y alegres y decepcionados al momento del nacimiento. Con relacién a las
experiencias distales, los papas reportaron sentirse animados por parte de sus mecanismos de
apoyo social que ayudaron en su acercamiento a la crianza y sentirse marginalizados dadas las
barreras sistematicas. De manera mas importante, las emociones de crianza de los papas
especialmente las negativas, les llevaron a decidir mantenerse involucrados en las vidas de sus
nifios, adquiriendo un sentido de responsabilidad y cambiando conductas para hacer lo correcto
con sus nifios. Los papas recurrieron a varias estrategias para arreglarselas para regular sus
emociones negativas. En general, los papds de bajas entradas econ6micas son emocionalmente
fuertes. Los profesionales de la salud infantil y en la temprana nifiez deben apoyar la salud
mental de los papas para promover la compenetracion papa-nifio y a la larga, la salud mental y
el bienestar de los ninos pequeios.

Keywords

Fathers with low income; perinatal; infancy; early childhood; emotions; mental health
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Key Findings

e Racially diverse fathers with low income reported feeling both positive emotions (e.g., joy,
happiness) and negative emotions (e.g., sadness, disappointment) across the perinatal and
early childhood periods. Furthermore, fathers reported feeling encouraged by their social
support networks (e.g., family members, fatherhood program staff, other fathers in the
community) that further aid their parenting, and marginalized by systematic barriers (e.g.,
negative stereotypes and biased images, high incarceration rates of Black fathers).

e Importantly, fathers’ negative emotions were associated with positive behavioral intentions
such as resolving to stay involved in their children’s lives and changing behaviors to do right
by their children. Fathers also used various creative coping strategies for emotion regulation.

e Infant and early childhood professionals could support the parenting of racially diverse
fathers with low income by engaging in education around emotional awareness and
regulation; helping fathers identify and leverage their interpersonal and intrapersonal
resources; and advocating for anti-racist family policies and employing culturally responsive

practices to serve fathers of color raising young children.

Introduction

This article is protected by copyright. All rights reserved.
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In the United States, 62% of men (75 million) aged 15 years and over are fathers (U.S.
Census Bureau, 2019). Of them, 13.5 million men father young children between the ages of 0-5
years. Fathers today are significantly more involved in their young children’s lives than they
were several decades ago; such father involvement is beneficial for children’s development
(Bakermans-Kranenburg et al., 2019; Cabrera et al.,, 2018; Diniz et al., 2021; Livingston &
Parker, 2019; Schoppe-Sullivan & Fagan, 2020). Specific to the perinatal period, early father
involvement has been linked with decreases in low birth weight and small for gestational-age
infants, along with mothers’ higher levels of prenatal care use and abstinence from drinking and
smoking (Alio et al.,, 2010). Fatherhood is taking a salient role in promoting children’s well-

being, suggesting the need to better understand men’s early parenting experiences.

Indeed, perinatal and early fathering experiences come with notable biobehavioral and
psychological changes in men (Bakermans-Kranenburg et al., 2019; Shorey & Ang, 2019; van
Vulpen et al., 2021). Fathers have reported, for example, positive emotions with pregnancy
being a “magic moment” full of wonder and childbirth as akin to “being in love” (Ledenfors &
Bertero, 2016; van Vulpen et al.,, 2021; Walsh et al,, 2014, 2021). Research also documents the
challenges fathers face across the perinatal period that contribute to feelings of negativity and
exclusion (Gemayel et al,, 2018; Vallin et al., 2019; Xue et al., 2018). Much of this research has
been conducted with middle-income, majority White fathers, limiting our current
understanding of how American fathers with low income navigate their affective experiences
with parenting young children. The current qualitative study explored the affective experiences
of U.S. fathers from low-income urban contexts across the perinatal and early childhood periods

using an affective parenting theoretical model.

Parenting Experiences of Fathers During the Prenatal and Childbirth Periods

Author Manuscript

Numerous qualitative studies have identified and documented the early parenting
experiences of fathers, especially around the perinatal period (Elmir & Schmied, 2016;

Johansson et al,, 2015; Plantin et al., 2011; Vallin et al., 2019; Wells, 2016; Werner-Bierwisch et
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al,, 2018; Xue et al,, 2018, 2018). Such studies primarily focus on describing the ways in which
fathers are involved during pregnancy and childbirth, their parenting needs, as well as
facilitators and barriers to fathers’ early involvement (Plantin et al., 2011; Xue et al., 2018). For
example, Xu et al. (2018)’s review of the literature, including nine qualitative studies on fathers’
involvement during pregnancy, showed that fathers who attended prenatal visits with the
mothers and listened to their babies’ heartbeats or saw ultrasound scans had positive attitudes
toward their involvement and were motivated to continue to participate in prenatal activities.
This was especially the case when fathers were treated equally and respectfully by medical
professionals. Specific to labor and childbirth, Johansson et al. (2015) in their meta-synthesis of
eight qualitative studies found that while many fathers were worried about their partner’s and
baby’s wellbeing during labor, they experienced a number of positive emotions, including

surprise, pride, relief, and happiness, immediately after their baby was born.

Compared to these positive parenting experiences and emotions, prior research has
identified and documented more commonly fathers’ negative experiences and their
accompanying emotions during pregnancy, labor, and childbirth (Plantin et al., 2011; Vallin et
al,, 2019; Xue et al., 2018). During the prenatal period, fathers have reported feeling anxiety,
distress, discomfort, and irritability when seeing pregnancy as a possible disruption in life (Xu
et al, 2018). Fathers felt they lacked knowledge about healthy behaviors during pregnancy and
unwelcomed or excluded when accompanying their partner to prenatal visits where
information and communication tended to be mother-centric (Xu et al., 2018). With respect to
labor and childbirth, fathers have reported feeling helpless, confused, angry, and fearful, during
both normal and unexpectedly complicated childbirths that led to assisted births (e.g.,
emergency cesarean section). Fathers felt these negative emotions especially if they were less
supported by medical professionals or lacked adequate information (Plantin et al.,, 2011; Vallin
etal,, 2019; Werner-Bierwisch et al,, 2018; Xue et al,, 2018). Others have described hidden
feelings, with fathers fighting to stay calm or hide their emotions to support their partner

through a complicated birth or an adverse situation (Johansson et al., 2015). In more severe

This article is protected by copyright. All rights reserved.
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cases, fathers have reported unresolved feelings around the trauma of complicated childbirths
that manifest in nightmares with few opportunities to process their feelings with anyone (Elmir

& Schmied, 2016).

Parenting Experiences of Fathers During the Postpartum and Early Childhood Periods

Studies examining fathers’ affective experiences at postpartum and early childhood are
less common. In one review of mostly qualitative studies on Swedish fathers, Wells (2016)
found that nearly a third to half of fathers discussed being unhappy and dissatisfied with the
postpartum service they received. Fathers reported the type of support available was more
catered towards mothers and they were less able to contribute to decision-making processes
(Wells, 2016). A few individual studies have documented fathers’ emotional experiences
parenting their toddlers and preschoolers (Kerr et al., 2022; Kwon et al., 2013; Wilson & Prior,
2010). For example, applying open-ended questions from a validated parenting interview with
74 majority White, middle-income fathers in the U.S., Kerr et al. (2022) showed that positive
emotions such as joy, pride, and happiness were most commonly experienced with fathers
watching their toddlers grow and spending time with them. Findings related to fathers’ negative
emotions were more nuanced in that fathers experienced pain and difficulty most commonly
when their toddlers were in emotional or physical pain. Fathers reported guilt when they felt
they were not being good parents (e.g., too much time spent at work). Anger or annoyance were
most common in fathers when their toddlers misbehaved. Similar findings have been reported
by others (Kwon et al., 2013), with fathers resorting to more controlling and power-assertive
methods to manage child misbehaviors, as well as possibly regulate the negative feelings

activated by them.

Despite this evidence base, very few of these prior studies have focused on fathers in
low-income contexts, with most available reviews synthesizing qualitative research in this area
focusing on middle-income, majority White samples from high-income countries (e.g., United

Kingdom, Sweden, Canada, Australia, New Zealand) (Elmir & Schmied, 2016; Johansson et al,,
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2015; Plantin et al,, 2011; Vallin et al., 2019; Wells, 2016; Werner-Bierwisch et al., 2018). Many
of these countries have more generous and egalitarian family policies and programs than the
United States, suggesting that fathers in America—especially those with low income—may be
parenting in very different socioeconomic contexts. Although a few reviews (Steen et al., 2012;
Werner-Bierwisch et al., 2018; Xue et al., 2018) included U.S.-based studies, again the majority
of their U.S. samples were fathers with middle income, who along with their partners, were
receiving perinatal care from high-resource settings. Despite calls to examine the parenting
experiences of racially and socioeconomically diverse fathers (Plantin et al,, 2011; Xue et al,,
2018), the voices of fathers with low income concerning their early involvement and

accompanying parenting affect are largely missing and not readily reflected in the literature.

Theoretical Framework: An Affective Organization Parenting Model

Emotions play a vital role in parenting because they can either help facilitate or
undermine sensitive and responsive parenting behaviors that have been linked with children’s
healthy development (Deneault et al., 2022; Dix, 1991). Relatively little attention has been
focused on parental affect or emotions, even with ample evidence pointing to strong
correlations between emotions, cognitions, and behaviors (Bornstein et al., 2018; Dix, 1991;
Palkovitz, 2022; Palkovitz & Hull, 2018). Specific to fathers, scholars have argued for the need to
focus on fathers’ lived experiences and related emotions as potential resources for positive
fathering (Palkovtiz & Hull, 2018). In their articulation of the resource theory of fathering,
Palkovitz and Hull (2018) noted that all fathers possess some level of positive resource that
could benefit their children’s development and that such resources include fathers’ experienced
cognition, behaviors, and emotions. Relatedly, Dix (1991) theorized an affective organization
parenting model that places emotions at the center of one’s parenting experiences and
emphasizes three components of parental emotion organization: (1) activation of parental

emotions (i.e., occurrences of emotions based on the child, parent, and context); (2) engagement
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of parental emotions (i.e., orienting and motivating effects emotions have on parenting); and (3)

regulation of parental emotions (i.e., processes parents use to understand and control emotions).

Dix’s (1991) model has been used to research examining mothers’ emotions linked with
parenting young children (Duncan et al., 2009; Martin et al.,, 2002). Martin et al. (2002), in
particular, noted that Dix’s (1991) model provides a useful heuristic for outlining the affective
structure of parenting behaviors. Their study aimed at obtaining descriptive information on two
out three dimensions proposed by Dix (1991) (i.e., emotions activated and engaged) during
mothers’ interactions with their two-year-old toddlers under both an enjoyable situation (i.e.,
unstructured, free play with toys) and a challenging situation (i.e., the child presented with a
nicely wrapped gift but asked to wait to open it until the mother is done filling out
questionnaires). The researchers found that maternal negative emotions were more commonly
activated during the challenging interaction task than during the enjoyable interaction task. The
researchers noted that negative maternal emotions activated during the challenging interaction
task stemmed from the competing demands in the mother-child dyad (e.g., the toddler wanting
to open the gift vs. the mother preventing such behaviors while completing questionnaires).
Furthermore, the researchers observed that mothers with moderate to high levels of negative
emotions engaged in less sensitive behaviors in their parenting (Martin et al., 2002), suggesting
that intense and frequent negative maternal emotions activated and engaged with could have an

undermining effect on mothers’ positive parenting behaviors as proposed by Dix (1991).

Early Fathering Experiences Amongst Men with Low Income

Fathers with middle and low income share similar early parenting experiences
(including feelings of joy and overwhelmingness). Both groups of fathers are involved
prenatally (e.g, attending prenatal appointments and ultrasounds), find having a new baby a
life-altering experience, and want their children to do better than themselves and not make the
same mistakes they have (Coley, 2001; Walsh et al., 2017). That said, in some aspects, fathers

with low income are different and unique from fathers with middle income in that fathers with
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low income face additional barriers—both proximal and distal—to staying engaged in their
children’s lives (Coley, 2001; Coley & Hernandez, 2006; Edin & Nelson, 2013; Nelson, 2004;
Tamis-LeMonda & McFadden, 2010). These barriers likely contribute to the parenting emotions
of fathers with low income and thus impact their involvement throughout perinatal and early

childhood periods.

Specific to proximal barriers fathers with low income face, literature documents high
rates of unintended pregnancies (and the feeling of unpreparedness that comes with them)
(Combs et al., 2021), relationship conflict with mothers (Coley & Hernandez, 2006), and
economic challenges in providing for their children’s and family’s needs (which often stem from
unemployment or job insecurity) (Tamis-LeMonda & McFadden, 2010; Threlfall et al., 2013).
Specifically, unintended pregnancies have been linked with lower levels of engagement in
socially and cognitively stimulating activities with infants among fathers with low income
(Combs et al., 2021). Similarly, relationship conflict between mothers and fathers has been
associated with lower levels of involvement (e.g., cognitive stimulation, emotional support,
caregiving) with their preschoolers among fathers with low income (Coley & Hernandez, 2006).
In prior qualitative studies, fathers with low income have reported not having sufficient money,
limiting the way in which they could be involved with their children and being a source of worry

and decreased self-worth (Threlfall et al.,, 2013).

Barriers to father involvement for men with low income are also distal (Lemay et al.,
2010; Mattis et al,, 2021; Roberts et al., 2014; Tamis-LeMonda & McFadden, 2010; Tyrell &
Masten, 2022). These distal barriers include, but are not limited to, family members (e.g.,
maternal grandmothers) preventing contacts fathers with low income have with their children
(Coley, 2001); residence in high-poverty neighborhoods with limited educational and
employment opportunities (Tamis-LeMonda & McFadden, 2010; Threlfall et al., 2016); punitive
child support orders and constantly falling behind payments or never having enough money to

pay the expected amount (Threlfall et al., 2016); social beliefs about fathers with low income
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being uninvolved or “deadbeat” without considering their positive parenting practices (Mattis et
al,, 2021); and prior incarceration histories—which adversely and disproportionately impact
Black and Latinx fathers given systemic racism (Bronson & Carson, 2019; Hinton & Reed,
2018)—that make it challenging for fathers with low income to obtain employment post-release
and financially contribute to their children and families (McLeod & Gottlieb, 2018). Qualitative
results have suggested that fatherhood for incarcerated men is associated with feelings of guilt,

demoralization, and helplessness (Edin & Nelson, 2013; Roy, 2005; Thomas et al,, 2022).

The Current Study and Its Contributions

The current qualitative study used an affective parenting model to explore the parenting
emotions of U.S. fathers from low-income contexts across the perinatal and early childhood
periods. This topic is important given the vital role emotions play in promoting or undermining
sensitive parenting behaviors that could support the healthy development of children,
especially that of children living in poverty (Dix, 1991). Furthermore, there are critical reasons
to focus on fathers’ parenting emotions early on: (a) the transition to parenthood is a unique
period in which there are multiple changes in parents (Kuersten-Hogan & McHale, 2021); (b)
early developmental periods demand high levels of caregiving which may generate a range of
parenting emotions and stress (Murray, 2022); (c) these periods also necessitate high levels
parental emotion regulation for raising rapidly developing children (Leerkes et al., 2022); (d)
early parenting, including father-infant secure attachments, sets the foundation for healthy child
development in subsequent years (Cabrera, 2020; Deneault et al., 2022); and (e) more specific
to fathers with low income, there are multiple barriers that make it challenging for such fathers’

ongoing engagement with their children (Edin & Nelson, 2013; Mincy et al., 2015).

By focusing on this underexamined topic of inquiry, the current study makes key
contributions to the literature in the form of (1) introducing and amplifying the voices of low-
income, racially diverse fathers to the current evidence base which has predominantly focused

on documenting the early parenting experiences of middle-income, majority White fathers; (2)
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elucidating how the parenting emotions of fathers with low income are shaped within the
context of proximal and distal factors (e.g., facilitators and barriers to father involvement); (3)
generating hypotheses that could be subsequently tested with quantitative research; and (4)
yielding findings that could inform early childhood professionals to engage in father-inclusive

practices.

Method

Procedures and Participants

The current study was part of a larger project, involving the development and
implementation of a father-focused home visitation program. As part of the program
development, fathers eligible to participate were asked to provide feedback on father-friendly
parent education materials along with their early parenting experiences. A convenience
sampling method was used to recruit heterosexual fathers from a small U.S. midwestern rust-
belt city in 2017. To be eligible to participate, fathers were required to be: (1) 18 years and
above; (2) parenting at least one child; (3) and were considered low income as indicated by
their or their female partners’ involvement in community programs (e.g., Head Start preschool
program; Women, Infants, and Children’s [WIC] clinic) serving families eligible for Medicaid.
Medicaid is a public health insurance program in the United States that provides health
coverage to millions of Americans, including low-income adults and children (Centers for
Medicare & Medicaid Services, n.d.). To be eligible for Medicaid, families’ taxable household
incomes typically must be at or below 133% of the poverty guidelines. In 2017, the poverty
guideline, for example, was $24,600 for a family of four. Thus, applying the 133% poverty

guidelines criterion, all such families (e.g., family of four in this example) with income at or
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below $32,718 were eligible for Medicaid and thus considered low income in our study.

Recruitment locations included a WIC clinic, a Head Start preschool program, a
fatherhood advisory board, and a Community Action Resource agency. Several different

methods were used to recruit potential participants. First, staff at these agencies shared
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information about the current study’s larger project with fathers they serve and reached out to
our research project coordinator with the contacts of fathers who showed interest in
participating. The research coordinator then contacted potential participants, further explained
the project (including the qualitative study), determined eligibility, and scheduled in-person
interviews with those fathers who were interested. Second, we used flyers that detailed our
project. Some of the agency supervisors distributed flyers to fathers at their agencies. Fathers
who saw the flyers and were interested in the project emailed the project coordinator and in-
person interviews were scheduled after confirming they met eligibility. Finally, we approached
fathers who accompanied their female partners to the WIC clinic and shared details about the
project. For fathers who showed interest, their contact information was collected, and the
project coordinator followed up to assess for eligibility. Again, the project coordinator

scheduled in-person interviews for fathers who met eligibility.

A total of 24 fathers met eligibility and thus participated in the current study. This
sample size is consistent with prior recommendations of 5 to 50 participants being adequate
sample sizes for qualitative research (Dworkin, 2012). Such a sample size allows for examining
characteristics that adequately address our research questions and to distinguish conceptual
themes or categories of interest (Dworkin, 2012). It also maximizes the possibility that
sufficient data has been collected to clarify relationships between conceptual themes and reach

saturation when using in-depth interviews (Charmaz, 2006; Dworkin, 2012; Morse, 1995).

The in-person interviews involved semi-structured interviews in which fathers were
asked to retrospectively describe their lived experiences, including their affective experiences,
of fathering across the perinatal and early childhood periods. All fathers provided informed

consent, and trained master’s-level research assistants, including the project coordinator,
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conducted the interviews with the fathers individually either over the phone or in person at a

local café. For in-person interviews, we borrowed and used a separate room within the café to
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ensure fathers felt comfortable sharing their lived experiences, including negative ones, and to

protect their privacy to the best possible extent.

Interviews ranged from 1 hour to 1.5 hours and were audio-recorded and transcribed.
The research coordinator primarily conducted the transcription of the interviews, with
transcripts being de-identified to ensure confidentiality. Fathers received a $35 Visa gift card for
completing the interview. The Institutional Review Board at University of Michigan approved

the larger project, including the current study.

Data Collection

Fathers first completed demographic questionnaires, which included questions about
their age, race, and ethnicity (1 = Latinx/Hispanic, 2 = Black/African American, 3 = White, 4 =
Biracial or Multiracial, 5 = Other), annual income (1 = $0-$29,999, 2 = $30,000-$49,999, 3 =
$50,000-$69,999, 4 = $70,000 or more), employment status (1 = working, 0 = not working),
education status (1 = some high school, 2 = high school diploma, 3 = some college, 4 =
associate’s degree, 5 = college degree, 6 = graduate degree), marital status (0 = unmarried, 1=
married), number of children, age of the first-born child, age of the last-born child, and whether

fathers were currently expecting a new baby (1 = yes, 0 = no).

The interview questions were constructed primarily by the first and second authors
who have expertise and extensive experience working with fathers from low-income contexts.
Fathers were asked about their early parenting experiences that elicited both positive and
negative emotions. Examples include, “How did you feel when you first found out you were
going to be a father?,” “What was fun or exciting during the prenatal period?,” “What was the

pregnancy with your partner like?,” “What was challenging or difficult during the perinatal

Author Manuscript

period?,” “What was it like for you when your first baby was born?,” “What were some of the
most challenging or difficult moments (of being a new father)?,” “What were the most exciting

and happy moments (of being a new father)?,” and “When you picture your child growing up
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and starting a family of his or her own, what things do you hope he or she takes from you as a

father and passes on to his or her family?”

Although many of the original questions pertained to men’s experiences of having their
first children or becoming new fathers, some fathers—especially those with more than one
child—naturally reported on their experiences of having their most recent children (e.g., last-
born children) given the saliency and recency of such experiences. For these fathers, the
interviewers allowed the fathers to speak to these more recent experiences, especially when
recalling memories of being a new father was challenging or the interview continued to digress
into stories involving subsequent children. A list of interview questions was developed
iteratively through inputs from home visitation administrators and practitioners (i.e., program
directors, fatherhood coordinators) who were involved across multiple stages in the
development of the father-focused home visitation program. These interview questions reflect
Dix’s (1991) theoretical model in that they elicit different types of early parenting emotions in
the context of becoming a father and aid in understanding how such emotions are organized in
supporting fathers’ positive parenting of their young children. Interview questions used for the
current study can be found in Table 1, and the full interview protocol is in Supplemental

Material 1.

Coding and Thematic Analysis

Coding and thematic analysis were primarily conducted by the first and third authors—
separate from the project coordinator and master’s-level students who interviewed fathers—of
the current study. The study team engaged in thematic analysis (Guest et al., 2012; Joffe, 2012;
Nowell et al., 2017) and used Dedoose Version 8.035 (SocioCultural Research Consultants, LLC,
2018). Informed by the steps outlined in Nowell et al. (2017), the two researchers first
familiarized themselves with the data by independently reading all the interview transcripts
and noting initial ideas about possible codes. Then, the first author developed an initial

codebook, a structured compendium of codes with definitions of each code and description of
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how the codes are related to one another (Guest et al., 2012), by reading three randomly
selected transcripts in-depth in addition to the transcription readings completed in the first

step.

Second, each of the two researchers took approximately 25% of the transcripts and
independently applied the codes in the initial codebook to their respective transcripts. Third,
the two researchers met to compare coding results, reconciled any discrepancies in coding
through extensive discussion, engaged in detailed notetaking of important decisions (i.e.,
expand or merge themes), and updated the codebook accordingly. Fourth, the researchers
repeated this process for two additional rounds, iteratively coding remaining transcripts,
meeting to discuss results and documenting key decisions regarding themes, and updating the
codebook. Finally, a third researcher on the team—the second author—was invited to review all
codes, themes, and their relations to each other. A final codebook is provided as Supplemental

Material 2.

Consistent with recommendations to determine reliability when conducting thematic
analysis (Joffe, 2012), we calculated interrater reliability. Interrater reliability allows for
assessing the rigor of the coding scheme and its application to the data (O’Connor & Joffe, 2020).
The first and third authors compared their results at each of the three coding rounds in an
iterative manner. The final interrater reliability had a Cohen’s Kappa of 0.92, CI [0.86-0.99]

which represented 92.75% agreement between the two authors.

Research Team and Reflexivity

Because qualitative research involves closely engaging with participants, experts have
noted that it is not possible to completely avoid perceived biases (Tong et al., 2007). As such, it
is recommended that researchers engaging in qualitative research recognize and articulate their
identities, credentials, occupations, and trainings among other things. This allows for improving
the credibility of the findings, as well as considering how these factors might have influenced
the researchers’ observation and interpretation of the data (Tong et al., 2007). As noted above,
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trained research assistants, including the project coordinator, carried out the majority of the
interviews. The project coordinator and research assistants were master’s-level social work
students who were trained in conducting semi-structured interviews with fathers. They
reflected diverse race/ethnicity (e.g., White, Black, Asian) and gender (e.g., male, female)
backgrounds. The researchers involved in analyzing the data and writing the current
manuscript involved four members with doctorate degrees in social work or psychology and
two graduate students in social work. Again, the race/ethnicity of this group was diverse (e.g.,
White, Asian, Multiracial) although all identified as female. We are mindful that our research
team’s high education levels may have influenced interactions with participating fathers (e.g.,
creating power dynamics based on socioeconomic status). Further, the large presence of
females on the team may have biased our results and their interpretations to be more female-
oriented (and by extension mother-oriented), despite the expertise team members have in

working effectively with fathers.

Results

Descriptive Results: Participant Characteristics

Descriptive results, including participant characteristics, can be found in Table 2. The
majority of the fathers identified as Black, followed by White, and Biracial or Multiracial. Most
fathers had some college education or less and were working, with example job descriptions
including handyman, carpentry, construction, and painting. The vast majority reported an
annual household income below $30,000. Over half of the fathers were unmarried and had
either one or two children. Fathers’ first-born children were on average 6 years old. For those
with more than one child, fathers’ last-born children were approximately 1.5 years old (for

details, see Table 2).

Thematic Analysis Results
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Resulting themes were organized by fathers’ proximal (i.e., intrapersonal and
interpersonal) and distal (i.e., familial, neighborhood, and institutional) experiences, with the
former emerging primarily in response to interview questions and the latter more naturally
occurring based on what the fathers wished to discuss. Within proximal experiences, themes
were further organized by time periods across early parenting: prenatal and pregnancy was
defined as a period ranging from conception to labor; labor and birth was defined as a period
ranging from the earliest stages of labor to childbirth, and postpartum, infancy, and toddlerhood
was a period ranging from immediately after birth through the child’s first three years of life.
Although postpartum, infancy, and toddlerhood were initially kept as distinct periods in the
coding process, they were merged given the lack of excerpts within each period and to keep the
results as parsimonious as possible. As shown in Table 1, not many early childhood-related
interview questions were asked, in part, because the larger study predominantly focused on the
perinatal period. However, given that some fathers had children (be it firstborn or lastborn)
whose ages were older than 3 years old, such fathers naturally discussed parenting experiences
related to raising their children during the early childhood period. As such, we included an early

childhood period in our results and defined it as a time covering children ages 3-5 years.

Within distal experiences, two themes emerged that pertained to social support networks
and systematic barriers. Social support networks involved support from family members,
friends, and fathers from the community to help facilitate fathers’ parenting and thus were
associated mostly with positive emotions. Systematic barriers were institutional and societal
factors such as negative portrayals of fathers of color in media, social services, and the larger
society, as well as disproportionately high rates of incarceration of fathers of color from low-
income backgrounds that hinder fathers’ parenting and thus primarily evoked negative
emotions. As shown in Table 3, fathers’ parenting emotions accompanying proximal and distal
themes were further organized by the three components noted in Dix’s (1991) affective
parenting model: (1) activation of parental emotions; (2) engagement of parental emotions; and

(3) regulation of parental emotions.
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Proximal: Intrapersonal and Interpersonal Level Factors

Prenatal and Pregnancy

Pregnancy and Prenatal Positive Emotions. Positive emotions during the pregnancy
and prenatal period included feelings of excitement, happiness around connecting with the
baby, and joys arising from preparing for the baby’s arrival. Nearly all men reported feelings of
excitement when they found out about their partners’ pregnancies and described the prenatal

» o«

period using affective terms like “ecstatic,” “overjoyed,” and “awesome.” Some reported that
they saw this as an opportunity to be the best fathers they can be, especially because they grew
up without their own fathers. More than half of the fathers noted the happiness that came from
bonding with their babies in the womb. Bonding took different forms including reading books,
playing music, talking, and listening to their heartbeats at prenatal appointments. Others
recounted seeing their babies during ultrasound appointments. For example, Dad 16 described
that “going to the doctor’s visits and seeing the ultrasound” was a special moment. He was able
to “[see] the baby move inside the stomach” which was “fun” and “cool.” He also noted that his
baby would move or kick “every time [he] talk[ed] to him (son).” Although reported less, fathers
reported joy in preparing for their babies’ arrival. Seven fathers mentioned this subtheme,

which included the joys that came with “trying to find a name” for their baby, “[preparing] the

room for the kid,” and “getting [baby] clothes.”

Pregnancy and Prenatal Negative Emotions. Fathers’ negative emotions during the
pregnancy and prenatal period included fathers’ worries about employment (i.e.,
underemployment, unemployment), maternal and child health, and negative or mixed feelings
about the pregnancy. More than half the fathers mentioned the employment subtheme. Upon
learning about their partners’ pregnancies, fathers expressed concerns about their abilities to
provide financially for their families. These were rooted in a lack of stable employment and
workable hours, recent layoffs from work, the need to work multiple jobs, and partners not

being able to currently work and thus feeling responsible to be the sole breadwinner of the
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family. However, for some fathers, activation of negative emotions was a motivating factor to
look for employment or additional hours of work as in the case of Dad 14, who said: “Okay, I got
[a] responsibility now. I got [to] start working. [I] had to pick up more hours and make sure |

provide for her (mother) and my child.”

Another challenge during this period as mentioned by half of the fathers was related to
maternal and child health. Fathers indicated that their partners experienced considerable health
challenges (e.g., past miscarriages, extreme nausea, preeclampsia). As a case in point, Dad 3
noted: “She (mother) had a lot of health complications. She was having issues with her blood
pressure. Her doctor had put her on bed rest early on in pregnancy.” In response, some fathers
took the role of caregivers of their partners, caring for their partner’s needs during the day
while looking for work or working odd jobs during the evenings to financially support their
families. Others reported not being able to attend prenatal appointments due to conflicts with
work schedules. Specific to their children’s health, some fathers reported worries about birth
defects which “run in the family” and were causes of constant anxiety. Dad 1, for example,
mentioned that during every prenatal visit, he would be “hoping and praying” that he and his

partner would hear their baby’s heartbeat, and when they did, feeling immense relief.

Another challenge was fathers’ negative or mixed feelings about the pregnancy, with
over half of the fathers mentioning this theme. These emotions stemmed from having
unintended pregnancies or the pregnancy being poorly timed, being surprised at the pregnancy
given the older age of the father, or feeling unprepared to have a baby. For example, Dad 16,
noted: “I was ready, but then again,  wasn't cause | wasn't where I wanted to be in life to have a
kid first.” Similarly, Dad 13 said that while he was at first excited to learn about the pregnancy,
he soon became “depressed about it”, to the extent that he was “ready to leave” his partner and
baby because the pregnancy meant to him “no more hanging out” or doing other things he
currently enjoys. The same father spoke of working through his emotions by speaking with a

therapist who helped him see “how much fun [he][was] going to have (with his future child)”
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and encouraged him “not to walk out of the kid’s life.” Dad 13 subsequently noted that talking

J

with his therapist changed his mind and to “do better than what [he] was thinking about doing.’

Labor and Birth

Labor and Birth Positive Emotions. Nearly all fathers mentioned joys related to labor
and childbirth. Fathers noted that being part of their babies’ births was one of the best

” o«

experiences of their lives (e.g., “It was the most exciting thing ever happened to me,” “warm

» o«

feeling I ain’t never felt before”). They commonly used words such as “awesome,” “ecstatic,”
“elated,” “happy,” “wild,” and “wonderful” to describe their feelings. Dad 19 said regarding his

first son’s birth: “Like you eatin' your favorite food. That's how it feel. Like something really

good...I was so happy.” Similarly, Dad 22 who was at the birth of all three of his children said:

That (birth) was the most amazing experience there was. Each of ‘em when they was

born Ijustlike broke down. I mean, it just brung tears of joy to me seeing this life come into

the world. Knowing that I'm part of it...was cool. I really enjoyed it.

Some fathers mentioned sharing their joys with others. For example, Dad 23 said he was on the
“verge of tears when” his baby was born and called his own fathers to share the good news.
Others like Dad 10 noted feeling as if he has “now got a responsibility” upon seeing his first-born

daughter whom he described as “that is like mine.”

Importantly, many fathers spoke with pride about their involvement in the childbirth

” o« » «

process (e.g., “I cut the umbilical cord,” “I ain’t faint or nothing,” “I was in the room”) and being
the first ones to see, hold, and feed their babies. Dad 24 described his partner’s cesarean section
birth as: “I was the first one to hold my baby. [I] held her for hours before I let someone else
hold her. That was a feeling I cherish, so [ wouldn’t let nobody take that away from me.”
Describing that the first person his newborn son ever saw was him, Dad 21 shared that the

“connection was crazy” and “something [he] will never forget.” As a result, he gave his now 10-

month-old son a “big speech about being his dad.”
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Labor and Birth Negative Emotions. Half of the fathers reported fear or other negative
feelings, especially around cesarean section births. Another half reported mixed feelings rooted
in various reasons (e.g., wanting a boy but baby was a girl, missing timing of childbirth). Others
reported worries about their prematurely born babies and watching them in the Neonatal
Intensive Care Unit (NICU). Specific to cesarean sections, fathers’ emotions ranged from feeling
scared because they lacked sufficient information about cesarean section births to feeling
disappointed about not being able to be in the same room as the mothers due to the procedure
being an “emergency C-section”. Some fathers expressed nervousness related to surgeries and

feeling upset around the birth being cesarean, and not vaginal. For example, Dad 14 said:

She (mother) had to have a c-section because [my][son] was so big. [That] was really
nerve wracking for me [because] it was my first time having a child. They (medical staff)
decided [on][a][c-section] and she agreed to it, which kind of upset me. They [also] had
to cauterize her and they were scrambling, shoving everything in. Then, you could smell
the burning, and she turned green and shaking. It was just the craziest thing I've ever

been through. It was like a baby nightmare (emphasis in Italics added).

Some of these fathers mentioned coping with their negative emotions through staying prayerful
to “[get] through it (the operation)” and focusing on supporting their partners (i.e., staying calm

to support partner when actually feeling “freaked out”).

Fathers also frequently discussed their mixed feelings, which included negative
emotions, that came with labor and childbirth. For these fathers, while the joys of childbirth
were present, they also experienced disappointment, anxiety, and distress around labor and
childbirth for a number of reasons. For example, Dad 13 said one reason he felt sad to the extent
that he cried was because he was out of town during the birth of his child who came early. Dad
11 had a similar experience in which his son was born the only 10 minutes he stepped outside

the room per the doctor’s orders. Dad 22 wanted a boy for his second child and shared his initial
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disappointment to find out his second baby was a girl. Dad 15 reported that seeing the

contractions come for his partner was a “hell of a sight” and was “not fun.”

Others reported their babies being born prematurely and thus being in the “NICU unit
[with][baby] on machine, on incubator” challenging to deal with. However, some of these fathers
like Dad 22 used the opportunity to ensure “everything was in place,” including babyproofing

rooms, setting up the crib, and making sure the nursery “looked nice.”

Postpartum, Infancy, Toddlerhood

Postpartum, Infancy, and Toddlerhood Positive Emotions. Positive emotions for
fathers during the postpartum, infancy, and toddlerhood period included the joys of bonding
with their newborns (via caring for and spending time with them) and seeing their children
meet developmental milestones. Approximately two-thirds of fathers indicated that this period
was marked by joys in bonding with their infants. Dad 24 described bonding with his newborn
by “holding them...Just to see something so small [and] so precious, and knowing that they’re a
part of me, it’s crazy. Life’s amazing.” Bonding with their newborns often took place in the
context of fathers’ caregiving for and spending quality time with their babies. For example, Dad
20 said, “I don’t care if it is a 20-minute stretch of him sitting on my lap drinking a bottle or a 2-
hour period of me and him watching TV, I cherish those moments.” Similarly, describing the
time he spends with his baby son, Dad 19 noted: “He (son) just holdin' onto my chest in the
morning time— nursery time [ guess they say. I would say quality time 'cause that's what we do
now. We spend a lot of quality time like in the morning.” As a result of bonding with their
newborns and accompanying emotions, fathers noted being “more excited to come home” to see
their babies, “never plan[ning] [to][be] gone,” and telling their babies “how good of a father”

they are going to be to them.

A quarter of the fathers noted that they enjoyed seeing their infants and toddlers meet

” o«

developmental milestones. Fathers used words and phrases such as “the best,” “amazing,”
“awesome,” and “cool” to describe their feelings around watching their young children grow.

This article is protected by copyright. All rights reserved.



Author Manuscript

EARLY FATHERING EMOTIONS 26

Dad 11 said, “Seeing little milestones of development, it's like ‘Oh my god! You (baby) couldn't
roll over yesterday but now you're doing it. That's awesome. And, watching [my] baby try to
form words. Those are some things that [ think are cool.” Dad 21 said he got to see his son take
his first steps as a result of staying home, which he described as “crazy.” In a similar vein, when
asked about the most exciting moments during this period, Dad 24 noted how happy he was
watching his children grow which seems to have motivated him to be involved (e.g., spending

time, getting a bike he never had growing up):

Just watching them grow from a little bitty baby to crawling to climbing up on things and
taking a big first toy, handing it to me to play with and I felt like a big kid because |
wasn’t never able to be a kid, you know. I didn’t have a lot of toys that other kids used to
have...So, me being able to be free get on the floor roll around with my kids, run around
the yard with my one-year-old. [ was happy doing that, you know, and [ do that every
day. You know, and it felt good and at the end of the day...I got a bike now (for his
daughter). You know, I'm teaching my baby how to ride her little power wheels, got her
playing in the yard with it, just watching her just smile at everything she do and holler

“Da-da.”

Postpartum, Infancy, and Toddlerhood Negative Emotions. Negative emotions in the
postpartum, infancy, and toddlerhood periods arose in fathers due to challenges with finances
and work, relationship with mothers, lack of sleep and fatigue related to newborn caregiving,
and lifestyle changes. Close to half of the fathers reported financial and work-related challenges.
These fathers noted difficulties securing enough economic and material resources for their new
babies: “We can’t afford diapers. We got a little bit of [financial] support that we can turn to, but
it’s still kind of a struggle” (Dad 24). Other fathers expressed hardship securing childcare when
both they and their partners worked, navigating layoffs, working odd jobs or nontraditional
hours (e.g., 4 to 11pm), and lacking transportation that prevented them from looking for many

good job opportunities "outside of city limits." Dad 8 said that he has been out of work for two
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months—a stressful experience for him—and thus has been staying home taking care of his 6-
month-old daughter and engaging in various activities with her (e.g., visiting relatives, going to

the children’s museum).

Seven of the fathers indicated that their relationship with the mothers was a challenge
during this time. Referring to a contentious relationship resulting in maternal gatekeeping, Dad
17 noted: “Keeping my son away from me [is] the worst thing that someone could do to me.
That’s what's happening with my newborn. I've tried mediation with this woman (mother). It
might be another year before I actually get custody rights.” Half of the fathers pointed to the lack
of sleep and fatigue as another challenge, especially during the postpartum period. Fathers
noted waking up in the middle of the night to care for their babies as a factor contributing to
feeling tired. Other fathers noted feeling irritated and agitated by their babies’ constant crying
and not knowing why they were crying and trying to find the reason or a solution. Describing his
baby son’s cries, Dad 7 said: “All the crying and screaming and, he’d be screaming for like
[hours]. It [was] definitely stressful.” Other related challenges fathers mentioned included
navigating their children’s neurodiversity (e.g., ADHD) or health complications (e.g., swollen
adenoids) and keeping them safe (e.g., preventing children from climbing furniture). Fathers
spoke of dealing with such challenges by “adjusting your sleep,” “balancing work and home,”
“splitting time” with their partners, “just [getting] out (of the house),” and “accept[ing] and

embrace[ing] [parenthood].”

More than half of the fathers reported difficulties related to lifestyle changes, such as
reducing or quitting smoking, altering spending habits, going to church, and “no more late-night
video game playing and hanging out with some of my friends from high school” (Dad 14).
Although many fathers successfully coped with these challenges, there was a sense of loss or
disappointment fathers expressed early on when they realized they had to make what probably
felt like drastic changes to their previous lifestyle. Relatedly, Dad 5 reported that it initially was

“hard” and “challenging” knowing he could not go fishing whenever we wanted to because he
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had to take care of his child. Fathers mentioned handling these challenges and accompanying
feelings by not going out as much, focusing on the child’s needs, and changing their “selfish”
mindsets. For example, Dad 17 and Dad 22 both noted the need to prioritize their children over

their needs and wants:

It is definitely not about you. When you're so used to doing what you want to do with
your money. | couldn't go out and buy that motorcycle now. I had to buy diapers, and all
the other stuff. You figure you have to start thinking about your kid...You start thinking
about [your][child] more than you. It's not about you anymore. You're not the priority.

these children become the priority once you become a parent. (Dad 17)

After they was born? Probably tellin' myself it ain't all about me anymore. It's about
them first, you know. Anything I do, any decision I make, it's gonna affect them. You
know, whether it's career-wise, moving-wise. If I chose to do drugs... | mean, anything I

did I knew it was going to affect them so I had to change that way of thinking. (Dad 22)

Early Childhood

Early Childhood Positive Emotions. Fathers identified positive emotions during the
early childhood period in relation to spending time with their children and reflecting on having
an impact on them both currently and in the future. Over half of the fathers directly mentioned
spending time with their children as joyful experiences. The contexts in which fathers
mentioned spending time with their child included family vacations, parks, outdoors, movies,
and homes, and fathers found pleasures in spending quality time irrespective of types of activity.
For example, Dad 1 found joy in the “little things” such as “just being able to be with them

(children), sitting there watching movies with them. To some people they might take it for
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granted, but it’s wonderful just sitting there” (emphasis in Italics added). Dad 12 described
taking his daughter to the park and playing with her. To him, “[that][was] the best feeling in the
world to see her happy. To see my daughter running around [and] us playing together. It's one

of the best feelings in the world. As long as they happy, I'm happy.” Some of the men noted
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staying engaged in their children’s lives in spite of challenges such that their children recognize
them as their fathers and are happy. These men noted the satisfaction and pride that comes with
their involvement and acknowledgment of their fathering roles from their children. For
example, Dad 10 spoke of being involved in his first daughter’s life even after he and the mother
of his daughter “broke up...when she (daughter) was one.” Importantly, he emphasized how his

involvement has allowed his daughter to know him as her father:

['ve still been around so like for her to still know who her daddy is I feel like that you
know. Like if I asked her, "Who's your daddy?" She'd know who her daddy is, so there's
no doubt that they know I'm their daddy. So basically them acknowledging me as their

dad and making them happy. (Dad 10)

Some fathers noted the satisfaction of having a positive impact on their children. For example,
Dad 21 described instances in which friends and family members said his children are “trained
well” and “listen well,” which is “an outlook on you as a parent” and an opportunity to “brag
about your own children [that] makes you feel like you're doing your job.” Fathers emphasized
positive impact predominantly in the realm of teaching their children to be responsible and
“doin’ what's right.” Other areas of positive impact included helping their young children learn
(e.g., reading), showing affection, being a male role model, and instilling values (e.g., provide for
your family, do your best, put God first). Reflecting on what their children may say about him in
the future, Dad 14 noted: “They'd say, ‘I had the number 1 dad. He was there. He was always

[was] there.” And I [will] always be there...Until god say otherwise, I'm gonna always be there.”

Early Childhood Negative Emotions. Similar to previous periods, fathers during the

early childhood period experienced negative emotions related to employment and income,
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coparenting issues with mothers, and child externalizing behaviors. Specifically, seven fathers
reported early childhood challenges involving employment and income, which ranged from
losing their current jobs to lacking sufficient income to purchase everyday goods for their

children and families to needing to establish financial stability to reunite with their children. Not
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having a stable job or enough economic resources made some of the fathers feel they were not
doing what they are supposed to do, namely fulfill the traditional breadwinner role. In the case
of Dad 5, he shared his doubts about economically providing for his children, including his
preschool-aged son, given his specific context (e.g., partner struggling with substance use,

needing to quit job to care for his children):

My significant other was struggling with addiction and I wasn't allowing it. So, I had to
quit work and stay home with my kids, and financially, yeah, we were struggling...My
parents were helping us out, but I questioned whether or not [ was going to be able to

handle this

Importantly, he noted that these set of challenges eventually “instilled in me [that] [ would never
leave my kids. That's just it. Bottom line. Struggles or no struggles, they're my kids, they're my

responsibility. It's my job to love them, and that's what I live on.”

In the case of Dad 4, a noncustodial father with child support orders, he expressed hopes
to better support his son’s material needs but also disappointments around the difficulties of
maintaining a job and managing expectations from his ex-partner and mother of his son to
economically provide. Dad 3 described an incident involving his daughter asking for chicken

nuggets but not having enough money to afford them:

[ think the hardest thing ever is...there will be times now where I'm in the car driving
her home from preschool and she like, "Daddy, I want some chicken nuggets," and I'm
like, “Daddy doesn't have any money for chicken nuggets and that's a $1.45, and you
know, I don't have a $1.45. [ don't even know how I'm gonna get to work the rest of this

week because [ don’t have enough gas in the car.” It’s like moments like that that are
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really rough sometimes.
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When a similar incident arose with a circus his daughter wanted to attend but he could not pay
for, Dad 3 said “instead of being all sad about it and everything, we made a fort in the living

room you know and watched movies all day. And, she (daughter) forgot all about the circus.”

Seven fathers shared their negative emotions related to coparental relationships with
the mothers. Coparental issues fathers experienced ranged from mothers being unavailable to
coparent together to maternal gatekeeping (especially after mother re-partnered) to frequent
arguments with mothers. Specifically, for Dad 5, he said there was currently no coparenting
relationship with the mother of one of his children, because “my ex-significant other is kind of
out of the picture right now due to addiction, and that's sad.” Dad 11 referred to maternal

gatekeeping behaviors occurring within the context of re-partnering:

There would be times where it seemed like any time that she (mother) got into a new
relationship, her effort to make things easier for me was just gone like almost instantly.

Ya know, ‘Oh, I'm down in Detroit. I have him (son), so I guess you won't see him.’

He simultaneously noted the importance of working things out with the mother:

Make sure that you have a decent relationship with the mom. That's a big priority, and
sometimes it's really tough to do. There are things that they're gonna do that are gonna
annoy me and there are things I'm gonna do that might get on their nerves. But, you have

to make it work.

Other fathers echoed the importance of solving coparenting conflicts with mothers. For example,

» o«

Dad 8 described his coparenting relationship with the mother as “ain’t about crap,” “up and
down” and a “bunch of drama.” However, he deals with it through addressing the situation with
the mother because ultimately, he does not want to allow his tumultuous relationship with the
mother to “affect these kids.” He also mentioned regulating coparenting stress by “working out

and playing basketball.” In the case of Dad 4, whose partner had left him for a new boyfriend,

said he was angry and hurt at the situation as the re-partnering was “almost instant.” That said,
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he was trying to maintain a “grateful” attitude as a regulation strategy because his ex-partner
now seemed to be in a stable relationship, and “the alternative would be men in and out of her

life, which means men in and out of the children's lives.”

A third of the fathers expressed their negative emotions around child externalizing
behaviors (e.g., exceedingly high energy levels, temper tantrums, misbehaviors). Referring to his
son’s recent behaviors, Dad 7 said, “I'm going through this thing with him where I'm teaching
him stuff, but he got a thing where he wants to talk back, and it stresses me out.” He further
noted public settings being exceptionally challenging because he “can handle the situation at
home...but out in public, you've got a screaming child...kids know when they can act up.” Other
fathers mentioned their child’s meltdowns, writing on the wall, watching too much TV, or
waking up too early as additional challenges during the early childhood period. For example,
Dad 12 said: “I just hate when...my daughter...my three-year-old be writing on the walls. She
writes on the walls. [Also], all she wants [is] Dory and Nemo—that's all she want to watch. And

the new [show]: Paw Patrol. That's all she want to watch is Paw Patrol.”

Similarly, Dad 2 said he becomes “upset” and “frustrated” when his preschool daughter
“gets in her moods...isn't listening and being a typical 4-year-old...she just does the opposite” of
what he asks her to do. That said, he subsequently mentioned engaging in behavioral
management strategies that also help regulate his negative emotions. Specifically, he noted

creating physical distance between himself and his daughter:

[ will just be like go be your way, and [ will be over here. Not that I'm ignoring her or
shifting her off down to her bedroom or don't come out until I calm down or until I leave

the room. I'm just like I sit back and take a step back and calm down for a little bit.

Other fathers have noted other strategies to manage child behaviors as well as regulate negative
emotions accompanying them. These strategies included using explanations with their children,

“block[ing] out” feelings to get through the toughest moments managing their children’s
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misbehaviors, and accepting that such behaviors are part of growing up and parenting young

children.

Distal: Familial, Community, and Systematic Level Contexts

Two distal themes emerged—social support networks and systematic barriers—that

were associated with fathers’ parenting emotions.

Social Support Networks

Fathers reported two major types of social support networks that gave them relief
around early parenting and engendered other positive emotions (e.g., surprised in a good way,
feeling encouraged). These included a social support network of family members and friends
and a social support network of other members (e.g., fathers, church members) in the
community. A total of 18 fathers mentioned receiving support for their parenting either from a
family member (e.g., partner, fathers’ own parents, mothers’ parents, grandparents, siblings,
relatives, in-laws) or a friend. Fathers asked for parenting advice, requested help with childcare,
and observed others’ parenting behaviors. Specifically, Dad 12 spoke of getting help from his
wife on how to care for his first child early on: “[With] my first one, it was hard. Because I had to
learn the diaper changing. I could never get that. The way I used to put it on, I put it on

backwards sometimes. Then my wife had to help. She had to show me stuff to do.” Dad 18, who

relied on his relatives for childcare said:

We kind of have a situation where we're close to my grandparents and my aunt. [ mean
like within a block, so where we don't have to call a babysitter, we just say, ‘Hey, would
you mind watching the kids for an hour?’ And they have no problem with that. So that

worked out really well.

Describing his experience observing his friend’s parenting, Dad 7 noted, “Sometimes it is helpful
because somebody might be doing something that you never thought about, but it's a great

»m

parenting technique. I'm like, ‘I like that [and] I'm going to try that.
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A quarter of the fathers reported turning to other members in the community for social
support. These included church members and other fathers they met through community-based
fatherhood groups, as well as male staff (i.e., community health workers) facilitating groups or
providing services to men as part of the father-focused home visitation program. Dad 21 said
that the most helpful part about attending group sessions with other fathers was that “It's good
to come amongst fellow brothers and discuss your weekly situations. We all have good days and
bad days [as][fathers], but it's good to come together and speak positivity into each other.”
Similarly referring to the fatherhood groups, Dad 22 noted, “Just to know that there are other
dads out there that struggles with their kids and it's not just me. Knowing that we all need help
and it's okay to ask [for][help]...it's very encouraging.” Dad 24 specifically spoke about the male

home visitation staff who was exceptionally helpful for him in navigating some tough feelings:

So, Aaron was just at my house a couple days ago. In fact, Monday, we was sitting up
there talking and I was telling him about some emotional feelings [ was having and
thoughts I was having. He was giving me some alternative ways on thinking [and] how to
deal with it. And me talking about it and...thinking about things that he said and some of
the programs that he was mentioning that I could try [was][helpful]...[I][could][see] why
every time I get to this [low][point] I want[ed] to drink, which makes me even more
angry that I'm allowing myself to get this low with myself. So, [Aaron] [and] the program

taught me how to have other options and...become a better person and a better father.

Systematic Barriers

Importantly, fathers noted several systematic barriers that made early parenting
challenging and thus were predominantly associated with negative emotions. These barriers
included bias against fathers of color—especially Black fathers—in media, social services, and
the larger society, as well as disproportionately high rates of incarcerating Black fathers. Some
fathers pointed to histories of slavery and systemic racism in the U.S. being root causes of these

systematic barriers. Half of the fathers mentioned biases they see in the media (e.g., TV) and
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available services in the forms of excluding fathers in TV advertisements, portraying fathers of
color—especially Black fathers—poorly, and tailoring parenting services to mothers only or
prioritizing mothers’ rights (e.g., courts). Fathers used phrases such as “they (media) don’t give
enough credit (to fathers),” picture fathers as “secondary to mothers,” paint the false image that

» o«

“dads are all locked up,” “stigmatize that Black fathers aren’t there,” and “Black men [are] good
fathers, but they (society) point a finger at the wrong people” to describe their feelings of
exclusion and marginalization in society. Dad 17 pointed to slavery as a culprit for low marital
rates amongst Black parents: “Yes, there's a lack of marriage in the Black community, but there's

a history to all that. That dates all the way back to slavery. The Black man was always taken

away from the family. It's deeper than what people just perceive.”

To overcome some of these negative stereotypes and feelings of marginalization, some
fathers tried engaging in behaviors opposite to the stereotypes and be “really great dads.” In the
case of Dad 17, a Black father, he noted being “an exception to the rule” such that he tries to stay
engaged with his children (e.g., go everywhere with them), “put to the side” his wants, and
prioritize the safety and wellbeing of his children. He noted the positive comments he receives
from those in his community that “[I] always got [my] kids [and] everywhere we go [I] got [my]
kids.” However, Dad 9, who also identified as Black, shared having a different reaction to
comments, especially from White strangers who came up to him at a grocery store and said he
was doing a good job as a parent. Dad 9 said the comments came off “condescending because
[they][are] saying it like as if [they][have] never seen a Black man with his kids.” Other fathers,
including Dad 8, a Black father, shared their hopefulness for their children’s future, given the
country’s historical progress and seemingly contemporary post-racialized context: “Like from

slavery to having a Black president. The sky is the limit now. Anything could happen. Don't set

Author Manuscript

no standards for yourself. You can go as far as you want to.”

Specific to disproportionate rates of incarcerating Black fathers, a quarter of the men

mentioned their incarceration histories. Of those who reported their race, one father identified
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as White and four fathers identified as Black. Furthermore, three fathers noted that they were in
jail when their babies were born, which left them feeling sad and disappointed. For example,
Dad 10 said, “I went to jail like 20 hours before she (daughter) was born [and] spent two or
three weeks in jail. So I missed the beginning of my baby. I came home and she was like two
weeks old. So, yeah, that was kind of messed up.” Similarly, Dad 8 noted, “When my [first][child]
was born, I was in prison...I didn’t get out until...she was two years old.” In the case of Dad 24, he
was in prison for almost two decades, which resulted in him missing his first-born daughter’s
birth and growth throughout the years. He noted the challenges of building a relationship with

this now adolescent daughter and accompanying parenting emotions:

When I found out my oldest [partner] was pregnant a couple days or week after that I
was going to prison...So my oldest daughter was born while [ was in prison. She was
almost eleven years old [when][I][got][out]. She’s seventeen right now, and we still
trying to form a better relationship with each other. We have trust issues. You know, so
cause she’s already set in her ways. Her mother raised her while [ was locked up, and I'm
still trying to deal with it...I am her father. I have to support her [still]. There have been
times...I'll get to the point where I stress out, I have panic attacks, anxiety attacks, and |
want to run. [ want to run as far as I can to get away. Then I have to realize I can’t do

what my father did. I have to stay and fight, you know.

Despite the challenges and negative emotions noted above, Dad 24 shared that he made it a

point to be present for the birth of his two younger children he had with his current girlfriend
and noted how “wonderful” it has been to be involved in his children’s lives: “Because [ never
had it with my first child...I was like, ‘Wow, I can actually watch them be born and I can watch

m

them grow up because I [am] in the same household with them.” Dad 8, who also missed the
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birth of his first-born daughter, described his active involvement with the pregnancy and birth
of his second daughter: “I was there the whole nine months, and I cut the umbilical cord. [It] was

wonderful.”
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In addition to compensating for lost time from being imprisoned, fathers mentioned a
number of emotion regulation strategies to cope with negative feelings stemming from being
incarcerated. These ranged from drinking, smoking, exercising, turning to others for help, and
engaging in self-talk. Trying to focus on the positives, Dad 8 noted while it was challenging to
have missed the first two years of his first daughter’s life, it “ain’t something I dwell
on...[don’t][let][the] past destroy [me]. | look at the bright side of [things].” In the case of Dad
10, who was in jail for a shorter duration of time (e.g., couple weeks) compared to others. He
noted coping with his negative feelings by talking with his partner, who was understanding of
his circumstance, and using humor in their conversations: “I was kind of messed up about it (i.e.,
missing out on the birth of his first daughter because he was in jail)...at the same time...She
(mother of baby) [was][understanding]...I talked to her [and] we made a joke out of it

afterwards, you know?”

Discussion

Emotions are central to parenting because they can either help facilitate or undermine
sensitive and responsive parenting, which is associated with positive child outcomes (Deneault
etal,, 2022; Dix, 1991). Fathers play an important role in child development (Bakermans-
Kranenburg et al., 2019; Cabrera et al., 2018; Diniz et al., 2021; Livingston & Parker, 2019;
Schoppe-Sullivan & Fagan, 2020). Numerous studies have documented fathers’ parenting
experiences, including those around the perinatal periods (Elmir & Schmied, 2016; Gemayel et
al., 2018; Johansson et al., 2015; Kerr et al., 2022; Plantin et al,, 2011; Vallin et al.,, 2019; van
Vulpen etal,, 2021; Wells, 2016; Werner-Bierwisch et al., 2018; Xue et al,, 2018, 2018). That
said, with the majority of these prior studies focusing on fathers with middle income, many of
whom are from high-income countries outside the U.S,, little is still known about the perinatal
and early parenting experiences of low-income, urban fathers living in America—a country with

less egalitarian family policies and programs.
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Importantly, researchers have argued for the critical need to examine the parenting
experiences of racially and socioeconomically diverse fathers (Plantin et al.,, 2011; Xue et al,,
2018). In responding to this call, as well as to fill knowledge gaps in this area, the current study
aimed to amplify the voices of low-income, racially diverse fathers concerning their early
involvement and accompanying parenting affect, with a focus on exploring the types of emotions
activated (given both proximal and distal experiences) and how such emotions are engaged and
regulated across different parenting stages as proposed by Dix (1991). Specifically, Dix (1991)
identified three components of parental emotion organization: (1) activation—occurrences of
emotions based on the child, parent, and context; (2) engagement—orienting and motivating
effects emotions have on parenting; and (3) regulation—processes parents use to understand

and control emotions.

Activation, Engagement, and Regulation of Positive Parenting Emotions

Fathers in the current study experienced activation of positive emotions. For example,
during the prenatal period, fathers reported feeling excited to find out about the pregnancy, as
well as happiness to see and bond with their babies during ultrasounds. Importantly, these
experiences moved and motivated fathers to want to be the best fathers they can be in their
children’s lives. These findings support prior studies of majority White fathers with middle
income that during pregnancy fathers who attend prenatal visits and see their babies’
ultrasounds have positive attitudes toward their involvement and are motivated to stay engaged
in prenatal activities (Wells, 2016; Xu et al., 2018). They also align with findings from qualitative
research with young unmarried fathers and Black fathers who have reported feeling the joys of
early parenting (Edin & Nelson, 2013; Florsheim & Moore, 2020; Lemay et al., 2010; Mattis et al.,
2021). For example, Lemay et al. (2010), in interviewing 30 young urban fathers, showed that
being in the hospital and holding their babies for the first time were joyful experiences for such
fathers, who subsequently developed a sense of responsibility to financially provide for and

support their children and families.

This article is protected by copyright. All rights reserved.



Author Manuscript

EARLY FATHERING EMOTIONS 39

Concerning postpartum and beyond (e.g., early childhood), fathers in our study
expressed positive emotions such as excitement to see their children reach developmental
milestones and joys of spending time with their children. Again, these findings support those
from research conducted with fathers with middle income (Johansson et al., 2015; Kerr et al,,
2022) and fathers with low income (Edin & Nelson, 2013; Lemay et al., 2010). Specifically,
Lemay et al. (2010) have documented the joy and happiness young urban fathers feel in
spending time (e.g., playing, listening to music, and dancing together) with their children. Our
results also mirror those from prior work applying Dix’s (1991) affective parenting model with
mothers (Duncan et al., 2009; Martin et al., 2002). For example, Martin et al. (2002) found that
mothers expressed and experienced a range of emotions, including positive ones, that were
dependent on their toddlers’ emotional expressions and the tasks at hand. Similarly, for fathers
in our study, their activated positive (and negative) emotions were closely interlinked with their
children’s feelings (e.g., seeing children be happy) or behaviors (e.g., witnessing children reach
new milestones by rolling over, crawling, or walking), as well as specific parenting contexts that

were proximal or distal.

Fathers in our study to a lesser extent directly mentioned regulating their positive
emotions. Perhaps fathers did not feel the need to clamp down on such emotions unless it
became disruptive. Our lack of findings in this area seems to be consistent with what others
have found in that regulating emotions may more frequently occur in the context of negative
than positive feelings. For example, Johansson et al. (2015) in their review found that,
specifically within the context of adverse or complicated births (e.g., cesarean section), fathers
experienced panic, fear, and helplessness, but also felt the need to stay calm or hide their
emotions to support the mothers. Similarly, fathers in our study shared regulating their strong
feelings, especially negative ones, during childbirth by staying prayerful and focusing on

supporting their partners.
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Relatedly, others have noted that while fathers may often hide strong feelings, childbirth
may serve as an opportunity for them to freely express their positive emotions (i.e., pride, relief,
gratitude, joy) (van Vulpen et al., 2021). For fathers in our study, it seems as if free expressions
of joy and happiness—without the need to hide or regulate such feelings—were present
throughout all the early parenting stages. Given that the majority of the fathers identified as
Black, some of this may be capturing the expression of Black joy as a form of resilience and
resistance to hardship and injustice (Lewis-Giggetts, 2022). Resilience is the capacity for
successful adaptation in spite of challenging or threatening circumstances (Masten et al., 1990),
and fathers in our study demonstrated their resilience—especially emotional resilience—in the
face of multiple structural barriers, including negative portrayals and stereotypes against Black
fathers and disproportionate rates of policing and incarceration of Black men and boys.
Importantly, fathers seem to have drawn upon their intrapersonal (e.g., self-talk, motivation,
unrelenting joy) and interpersonal (e.g., social networks including family members, male home
visitation staff, other fathers in the community) to navigate barriers and successfully manage

their negative emotions stemming from some of the structural barriers identified in this study.

Prior research also documents the open expression of joy among Black fathers (Edin &
Nelson, 2013; Florsheim & Moore, 2020; Lemay et al., 2010; Mattis et al.,, 2021). Although it is
challenging to directly compare and ascertain whether fathers in our study were more willing
than those in these prior studies to share or express their positive emotions, it is important to
note our study’s unique context. Specifically, our interviews with fathers occurred in the context
of creating a father-focused home visitation program and related father-friendly education and
media campaign materials. This process involved working closely with a fatherhood
coordinator, a Black father himself, who connected some of the interviewed fathers to peer
support groups and other parenting resources, in addition to getting feedback on program
materials from fathers and incorporating their feedback into material development. Having
some level of prior interaction with a fatherhood coordinator fathers could identify with or

connection to the father-focused home visitation program might have allowed fathers to openly
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express their positive emotions. Additional research is needed to better understand why fathers
with low income and fathers of color were willing to openly express their positive feelings, as
well as the role of positive emotions in coping with and navigating structural barriers,

throughout early parenting.

Activation, Engagement, and Regulation of Negative Parenting Emotions

Concerning negative parenting emotions, our results also suggest that fathers with low
income have similar early parenting experiences and emotions as fathers with middle income,
which is consistent with what others have found (Coley, 2001; Kerr et al., 2022; Walsh et al.,
2017). That said, there were additional challenges that were both proximal and distal that made
the engagement of fathers with low income difficult and thus were often associated with
negative parenting emotions. Some of the proximal challenges included unintended pregnancies,
conflict with mothers, and economic insecurity stemming from being unemployed or not being
able to maintain employment—factors that support what others have found amongst fathers
with low income (Combs et al., 2021; Coley & Hernandez, 2006; Edin & Nelson, 2013; Lemay et
al 2010; Tamis-LeMonda & McFadden, 2010; Threlfall et al., 2013). Such prior research also
suggests that fathers facing these challenges are likely to be less involved with their children,
possibly given the constant negative emotions (e.g., worry, anxiety) and reduced self-worth

these challenges generate.

Fathers in our study also experienced similarly negative emotions, and even shared
thoughts of leaving their families given their current challenges. However, many demonstrated
resilience by channeling their negative emotions to motivate themselves to stay engaged and
find creative and alternative ways to support their children (e.g., take “responsibility now,” or
“work things out with the mother”). Our results support qualitative accounts of
socioeconomically disadvantaged fathers seeing the arrival of their new babies as opportunities
to change their lifestyles, take responsibility financially, work on their relationships with

mothers, and “do right” by their children (Edin & Nelson, 2013; Florsheim & Moore, 2020).
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Because generally less is known about fathers’ coping strategies, let alone those of
fathers with low income, it was interesting to discover the various methods fathers in our study
used to regulate their negative emotions in the context of proximal challenges. These included
changing their mindset to focus on their children’s needs, accepting the difficulties (e.g., child
misbehaviors) as part of parenting, exercising, and turning to others (including professionals)
for help. Concerning the last point, the fact that fathers felt comfortable seeking support from
others—a finding that contrasts that of prior research with majority middle-income White
fathers (Kwon et al., 2013)—suggests that fathers in our study may be more open or willing to
seek help to work on their thoughts and process their feelings. It could also signal the communal
nature of this group of fathers, many of whom attended local fatherhood group sessions where
support-seeking was encouraged and additional resources (e.g., access to counseling services)

were made available.

Another key finding of our study is that fathers described how distal factors, including
systematic barriers, make it challenging for them to parent and are associated with additional
negative emotions. The two most prominent types of systematic barriers were societal bias and
stereotypes against fathers with low income and disproportionate incarceration rates of Black
fathers, both of which along with other systematic barriers have been documented in prior
research (Bronson & Carson, 2019; Hinton & Reed, 2018; Mattis et al., 2021). Both distal
experiences activated plenty of negative emotions (e.g., feelings of unfairness, exclusion,
marginalization) in fathers in the current study—a finding that is also consistent with prior
research (Edin & Nelson, 2013; Roy, 2005; Thomas et al., 2022). For example, qualitative
research with incarcerated men showed that being in jail was linked with fathers’ feelings of

guilt and helplessness (Edin & Nelson, 2013; Roy, 2005; Thomas et al., 2022).

However, the remarkable aspect is how fathers engaged and regulated negative
emotions they felt within them. Specific to fathers with incarceration histories, for example, such

fathers shared how actively involved they were in the lives of their subsequent children,
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perhaps as a way to compensate for lost time with their first-born children. These fathers
employed a number of coping strategies—including maladaptive ones (e.g., drinking,
smoking)—which suggests the toll incarceration, or most precisely, post-incarceration and re-
entry into society has on low-income, majority Black fathers (e.g., difficulty finding reliable
employment). Still, some discussed engaging in positive self-talk and using humor to overcome
their negative thoughts and feelings, remaining hopeful that they could have a positive impact
on their children. Because poorly regulated emotions can undermine effective parenting,
fathers’ regulation of their negative emotions is important (Dix, 1991). By regulating their
negative emotions, fathers are able to control what they communicate with their children, the

emotional contexts of the father-child dyad, and even their ongoing involvement.

More broadly, these findings point to the critical need to address and counteract biased
images and narratives of fathers with low income and fathers of color, including Black fathers,
through more accurate portrayals of them in mass media (e.g., news, entertainment, social
media), as well as other areas of American society including government, academia, and social
services. As this study has shown, fatherhood in the context of poverty is more complex than
simply “absent” or “deadbeat,” but rather filled with a range of parenting experiences and
emotions that accompany them. In particular, positive experiences and emotions of fatherhood
need to be more readily reflected in images, narratives, and perceptions of fathers with low
income, including Black fathers. Related to study findings on fathers and their parenting
emotions in the context of post-incarceration, prior evidence points to the disproportionate
impact of incarcerations on Black fathers. The racial disparities are staggering, with the Black
imprisonment rate (797 per 100,000) being five times the rate of White imprisonment (268 per

100,000) (Gramlich, 2020). Such trends should galvanize new and ongoing efforts to end
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punitive crime control policies, eliminate mandatory minimum sentences, end cash bail, and
invest resources to support the socioeconomic needs of families in low-income urban
communities (Ghandnoosh et al.,, 2023). These systemic efforts would reduce the

disproportionately negative toll of incarceration on Black fathers, as well as support their
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successful re-entry into society in the form of finding reliable employment and developing
healthy coping strategies. By equipping them with tools to meet their material and psychological
needs, Black fathers would be able to leverage their parenting emotions to engage in positive
parenting behaviors and develop healthy father-child interaction contexts that ultimately

benefit their children for years to come.

Limitations and Future Research Directions

Limitations of this study include the use of a small convenience sample of fathers some
of which volunteered to be part of the larger father-focused home visiting program. Other
fathers were recruited from community organizations serving mothers and young children.
Fathers in both contexts may have already had higher levels of involvement, awareness of their
parenting affect, and emotional engagement with their young children, given their interests in
benefiting from these programs. Hence, our results cannot be generalized and transferable to
fathers with low income in other contexts, including those that are international. Other
limitations include fathers’ reports being retrospective, which could have contributed to recall
bias, especially for fathers whose children were older and thus were further out from the early
parenting months and years. Future research in this area may want to use a prospective
research design to more accurately capture the ways in which parenting emotions are activated,

engaged, and regulated in low-income urban fathers.

Furthermore, given limited resources, we were not able to engage in member checking,
where results are typically shared with interviewed participants to check for the authenticity
and credibility of the findings and interpretations. Future research will do well to ensure that
the credibility of the work is established by getting input from fathers with low income they
interview. Separately, the use of a public location like a local café may have prevented some
fathers from fully expressing themselves on sensitive topics, such as their parenting challenges
and negative emotions accompanying them. Future research could consider other locations and

modalities that better ensure privacy and allow participants to feel comfortable sharing their
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experiences. Finally, the interview questions originally focused on the first-born child as
opposed to the last-born child. With the majority of the fathers having more than one child and
given our interest in understanding early parenting experiences, a focus on the last-born child—
who was on average several years younger than the first-born child—could have better
approximated some of the early periods (e.g., prenatal, labor and birth, postpartum) examined

in this study.

Despite these limitations, a focus on low-income urban fathers in the U.S. (a group that
has been traditionally understudied); the use of an affective parenting framework; elucidation
of how parenting emotions are activated, engaged, and regulated; and multiple researchers’
involvement with the data collection and analysis processes are notable strengths of the current
study. Further, this study contributes to the literature in the form of hypothesis generation.
From our results, we hypothesize that proximal and distal experiences across early parenting
stages would elicit multiple and co-occurring emotions in fathers with low income. We also
hypothesize that negative emotions are just as strong motivators as positive emotions in
motivating and promoting father involvement among fathers with low income, especially when
such fathers have strong support systems. A final hypothesis future research could test is that
fathers with low income use various affective, cognitive, and behavioral strategies to regulate

their emotions, especially negative ones, with the goal to stay engaged in their children’s lives.

Conclusion and Implications for Practice

Overall, our study results highlight the importance of the emotions—those that are
activated, engaged, and regulated—of fathers with low income across the early parenting

period. By virtue of caring for mothers, infants, and young children, healthcare professionals and

Author Manuscript

paraprofessionals including those taking an infant and early childhood mental health approach
to practice are likely to come in contact with fathers and thus may be in ideal positions to serve
their needs, including their affective needs, by engaging in father-inclusive practices. For

example, during the prenatal period, in addition to getting maternal inputs, healthcare
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professionals could invite expectant fathers to share their feelings and wishes around childbirth
and incorporate their desires (e.g., preference for natural birth and using c-sections as last
resort only) into birth plans. That is, it would be important to include father-focused elements of
birth plans to ensure fathers’ needs are met, promote their parenting self-efficacy, and
encourage their involvement early on. Healthcare professionals can also equip fathers with
information on childbirth basics and comfort strategies they can employ to support mothers

during labor and birth.

Across the perinatal period, in identifying negative affective patterns (e.g., negative
emotions perpetually activated, challenges with emotion regulation) and preventing their
escalation into more serious mental health problems, it would be critical to screen for fathers’
postpartum depression in addition to mothers’ postpartum depression. Efforts specific to
postpartum and beyond could include educating fathers to be aware of and reflect on the varied
emotions that come up with different parenting experiences (e.g., forming an attachment with
their new baby, losing sleep in the early weeks and months of caring for a newborn, financially
and instrumentally supporting partner and new baby). Through needs assessments and
resource mapping, healthcare providers could help fathers identify both their interpersonal and
intrapersonal tools and resources to help navigate challenging circumstances and regulate
negative emotions that arise from them. At a broader level, training health professionals for
early father engagement should leverage reflective supervision, address implicit biases, and
prioritize gender and race equity in service provision. There is also a need for health
professionals and health organizations to advocate for anti-racist family policies and employ
culturally responsive practices to strengthen families of color living in poverty and promote

their young children’s well-being.
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Table 1. Semi-Structured Interview Questions for Fathers

Interview Questions

How did you feel when you first found out you were going to be a father?

What was pregnancy with your partner like?

What was fun or exciting during the prenatal period?

What was challenging or difficult during the prenatal period?

What was it like for you when your first baby was born?

What were the first few months with your baby like?

What were some of the things you remember most about being a new father?

What were the most exciting or happy moments?

What were the most challenging or difficult moments?

Author Manuscript

What were some things that helped you reduce your stress during the challenging moments? How

did you take care of yourself?

What did you have to change about yourself in those first few months after your baby was born?

What kinds of routines did you have with your partner and your baby?
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What sort of daily tasks do you take part in (e.g., baths, reading, diaper changing, etc.)?

When you picture your child growing up and starting a family of his or her own, what things do you

hope he or she takes from you as a father and passes on to his or her family?

Do you have any other stories about your experience you would like to share?

What types of supports (healthcare professionals, family members, friends, classes, support/ cultural
groups you’re a part of) did you have? What kind of supports do you wish you had?

Author Manuscript

Table 2. Participating Father Characteristics

\Variable M (SD) or %
Fathers’ age (range: 23-43 years) 31.39 (6.55)
Fathers’ race and ethnicity:
Black or African American 50.09%
White 36.36%
Biracial or Multiracial 4.55%
Fathers’ education level:
Some high school 9.09%
High school diploma 31.82%
Some college 36.36%
Associate’s degree 9.09%
College degree 13.64%
Fathers’ employment status (working) 62.50%
Father’s marital status (married) 45.45%
\Annual household income:
$0-$29,999 72.22%
$30,000-$49,999 22.22%
$50,000-$69,999 5.56%
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Number of children:

One 27.27%
Two 45.45%
Three 13.64%
Four 4.55%
Five 9.09%
IAge of first-born child (range: 0-24 years) 6.07 (5.88)
)Age of last-born child (range: 0-5 years)T 1.60 (1.65)
Expecting a new child (yes) 8.33%

Note. Two fathers were missing on sociodemographic information, and therefore, the participant characteristics

were calculated using a total N=22. "Only for the 15 fathers who reported having more than one child and had

valid data on age of the last-born child.

Table 3. Activation, Engagement, and Regulation of Fathers’ Positive and Negative Emotions

by Proximal and Distal Experiences

Author Manuscript

Activation Engagement Regulation
+ - + - + -
Proximal Experiences (by Parenting Stages):
Prenatal and pregnancy | e Feelings | e Worries eFeelings e Worries None | e Concerns
of about ability | of motivating report | about
¢ Learning about excitement | to excitement | fathers to look | ed potential for
pregnancy when financially around for jobs or baby to
e  Connecting with | fathers provide for | pregnancie | additional have birth
baby found out child and S hours of work defect
e  Preparing for about the family galvanizing | in preparation regulated by
baby’s arrival pregnancie men to be for baby’s hoping and
e Employment and | s e Concerns the best arrival praying to
financial about fathers they hear baby’s
challenges o partner and | can be e Concerns heartbeat
e  Maternal and Happiness | child health about during
child health around partner’s prenatal
issues bonding * Negative health leading visits and
o  Unpreparedness | With their | ormixed fathers taking feeling
babies in feelings care of partner relief upon
the womb | about during day hearing the
(e.g., pregnancy while juggling baby’s
ultrasound) | (e.g., work heartbeat
unintended
e Joyful in | or poorly oCoping
preparing timed with
for their pregnancy) depressive
babies’ mood and
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arrival impulse to
leave
mother and
baby by
speaking
with a
professional
who
provided
encouragem
ent

Labor and birth e Positive e A range of | e Sharing None reported | None eRegulating

emotions negative the news of report | negative

e Being part of (e.g., emotions their ed emotions
childbirth elation, from scared | baby’s around

e Being the first happiness) | to births with cesarean
ones to hold related to disappointm | other section
baby being part | ent around family through

e Birth of babies’ cesarean members staying
complications births section prayerful
and assisted births . and
birth (e.g., e Feeling Acquiring supporting
cesarean section) | proud of ) a sense of partners

e Missing their active | Disappointm | responsibili
childbirth involveme | ent, anxiety, | ty eFocusing

e Seeing partner in | ntin the and distress on
labor pains labor and around e Talking preparing

birth various labor | with and for baby’s
process and | and letting arrival (e.g.,
being the childbirth baby know babyproofin
first ones events (e.g., | who their g rooms,
to see their | missing father is getting crib
babies childbirth, ready)
wanting a
different sex
baby)
® Worries
about
prematurely
born babies
Postnatal, infancy, and ® Joyful in | e Worries * Joys * For None | .
toddlerhood bonding around around unemployed report | Regulation
with their financial bonding fathers, using | ed of fatigue

e Bonding with newborns challenges with their time at home and stress
newborns in the and work newborns to engage in from

o Sceing conte?ctiof relateq ' anq seeing caregi\(ing aqd newborn
developmental caregiving | complication | their young | play with their care by
milestones and s (e.g., children children adjusting

spending layoffs, reach sleep,

e Employment and . o
financial quallty unemployme | developme | e Efforts (e.g., spllttlng 3
challenges time nt) ntgl mediation) to .respons1b111t

e Relationship . ' mllqstopes resolye . ies,

. . e Excited e Frustration | motivating | conflict with accepting
conflict with and happy | and anger fathers to parenthood,
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mother to see their | from stay mothers taking

e Lack of sleep young relationship | involved breaks
related to children conflict with | (e.g., ¢ Channeling
newborn reach mothers coming disappointmen e Coping
caregiving developme home to t around with

o Lifestyle ntal o Fatigue, see baby, reduced disappointm
changes milestones | stress, spending leisurely ent around

(e.g., irritability more time | activities to reduced
rolling from lack of | with make lifestyle leisurely
over, sleep, children, changes (e.g., activities by
crawling, around-the- | planning to | not going as changing
talking) clock care of | never be much, quitting mindset to
newborns, gone, smoking, focus on
handling buying toys | altering and
infant crying | fathers did | changing prioritize
not have habits) children and
° growing their needs
Disappointm | yp)
ent that
cannot
engage in
usual
activities
(e.g.
hangout with
friends,
fishing,
smoking)
Early childhood (i.e., 3- | o Joys of e Range of | e Staying e Looking for | None | e Handling
5 years) spending negative engaged temporary report | negative
time with emotions despite support (e.g., ed emotions

e Spending time children (e.g., challenges | having ex- arising from
with children irrespective | distress, (e.g., partner or employment

e Havinga activity disappointm | relationshi | parents care and
positive impact type ent) around | p conflict for child) or financial
on their children employment | with finding challenges

e Employmentand | e and financial | mother) so | creative by resolving
financial Satisfactio | challenges children alternatives to to stay
challenges n that know who | buying involved in

e Coparenting comes with | e Anger, their things/experie their
issues with knowing sadness, and | fathers are | nces for children’s
mothers they are annoyance and can say | children lives (e.g.

e Child having around in the never leave
externalizing positive coparenting | future their | ® Solving children)
behaviors impacts on | issues with father were | coparenting

their mothers always conflicts (e.g., .
children there making it Regulating
(e.g., e Frustration work) for the negative
teaching and sake of emotions
responsibili | irritability children and stress
ty) associated from
with child e Frustration coparenting
externalizing and irritability conflict by
behaviors associated exercising
with child and thinking
externalizing about what
behaviors is best for
leading to children
fathers (e.g., stable
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employing relationship
various s)
behavioral
management o
strategies Regulating
(e.g., physical frustration
separation, and
explanations) irritability
arising from
child
externalizin
g behaviors
by creating
physical
distance to
calm down,
accepting
difficulty
child
behaviors
are part of
child
growth,
temporarily
blocking
feelings out
to get
through
tough
moments
Distal Experiences:
Social support e Relieved | o Generally | e Relieved | o Speaking None | e Thinking
networks knowing negative knowing with male report | about what
support feelings and | support home ed male home
e Family from thoughts from visitation staff visitation
members and various arising from | various and staff
friends social parenting social processing introduced
e  Community networks challenges networks feelings as
members (e.g., available to available to alternatives
church help their help their to prior
members, other | parenting parenting coping
fathers through strategies
fatherhood e Surprised . that were
programs) to know Motivated unhealthy
there are to try (e.g.,
alternative alternative drinking)
ways to parenting
parent by behaviors
observing they picked
others up
(e.g., observing
friends) others
and liking
their
methods
e Feeling
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good and
encouraged
H about
fathers in
the
community
coming
I together as
! “fellow
brothers”
c J to support
one another
and that
they are
not alone
in their
parenting
3 journey
Systematic barriers e Hopeful | e Feelings of | None ¢ Engaging in | None | e Various
about unfairness, reported behaviors report | strategies
e Negative historical offense, “opposite” to ed (e.g.,
C portrayals of progress exclusion, the negative drinking,
fathers of color | given and stereotypes smoking,
in media, social | seemingly | marginalizati (e.g., absentee turning to
services, and post- on that father) and others,
society at large | racialized | fathers, thus staying engaging in
e Disproportionat | contempor | including engaged with self-talk,
cly high rates of | ary context | Black children and using
incarcerating fathers, not prioritizing humor) to
Black and given credit their needs regulate
Brown fathers for being negative
good parents ¢ Being emotions
but rather actively from
! stigmatized involved in missing out
for being subsequent on birth of
absent children’s children due
birth and lives to being
o Sadness as a result of incarcerated
and missing out on
disappointm first-borns’
ent for births due to
missing out being
H on birth of incarcerated
children due
to being
; incarcerated
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