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SANGEETHA MADHAVAN', PH.D., LINDA RICHTER?, PH.D.,
and MARK GRoss', PH.D. (CAND.)

“Doing” and “Undoing” Gender in
Fathering Research:
Evidence from the Birth to Twenty Cohort Study
in South Africa

We investigate how gender influences research on fathering and the narratives that
are produced in one study in urban South Africa. We draw on “doing” and “undo-
ing” gender frameworks to examine three domains of the research process: 1) re-
search design; 2) the data collection interview; and 3) data analysis and
interpretation. Through close examination of methodology and reporting patterns,
we argue that each domain represents an interactional context in which actors as-
sess the drawbacks and benefits of “doing” and “undoing” gender. This analysis ad-
vances our understanding of the ways in which the research process unwittingly
sustains parenting as a primarily feminine activity but also presents opportunities
for resisting and altering dominant gendered norms about parenting.

Keywords: fathering, gender, mothers, South Africa

Despite the recent surge in interest on fathering, much of what we know about fathers, how
they think about their roles and what they do for their children, generally comes from moth-
ers and women (Cabrera & Peters, 2000). The enduring power of gender norms in parent-
ing influences not just how fathering as a gendered process is constructed but the research
conducted on fathers and fathering as well. Extant research on reporting has consistently
shown that mothers and fathers report on father involvement in different ways (Coley &
Morris, 2002; Mikelson, 2008). For example, Coley and Morris (2002) found that even
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“DOING” AND “UNDOING” GENDER IN FATHERING RESEARCH

though mothers’ and fathers’ reports of fathering appear roughly similar, mothers consis-
tently reported lower levels of father involvement than fathers do. Seltzer and Bandreth
(1994) found a similar pattern when comparing resident mothers’ and nonresident fathers’
reports of paternal involvement post-divorce. Recent work on unmarried parents in the U.S.
has even found high levels of discrepancy between mothers’ and fathers’ reports on who the
child lives with, highlighting the difficulty of collecting reliable data on father involvement
(Waller & Jones, 2014). Gender discrepancies in reporting have also been found among re-
searchers interested in the gender division of housework (Batalova & Cohen, 2002). Such
discrepancies are at least partly attributable to gender differences in the construction of par-
enting itself which lead to different sets of expectations about what fathers ought to be doing
for their children. As such, the role of gender is not particularly surprising. What is puzzling
is the scant attention paid to the gender dimensions of the research process itself which may
be contributing to these discrepancies and the knowledge that results.

In an effort to address this gap, we apply West and Zimmerman’s (1987) “doing gender”
and Deutsch’s (2007) “undoing gender” theories to examine three domains of the research
process, and in particular quantitative research, in one study conducted in urban South
Africa. We draw on the Birth to Twenty Plus (Bt20+) cohort study to examine: 1) the re-
search design, including questions and how they are asked, created by researchers and gov-
erned by beliefs and practices within the research community; 2) the context of the interview
for data collection, as a structured interaction between respondent and interviewer; and 3)
data analysis and interpretation, which involves the researcher engaging dialectically with
the data produced and existing knowledge in the field. Our objective is to show how spe-
cific interactions inherent in each of these research dimensions present spaces to maintain,
and possibly strengthen existing, gendered scripts about fathering, while at the same time
providing opportunities to challenge and ultimately transform these processes, the knowl-
edge that they produce and the practices that they sustain.

The Bt20+ is a long-term birth cohort study in the greater Johannesburg-Soweto munic-
ipality, initiated in 1989 as an observational, ecological study of human development, health
and well-being, following subjects from before birth into young adulthood. The majority of
families live in socioeconomically disadvantaged circumstances. Prospective data collection
began in the ante-natal period and has continued with yearly follow-ups. The study covers
a broad range of topics including family dynamics, parenting, childcare, cognitive devel-
opment, and social experiences at home, school, and in the community. With the exception
of data collection that involved physical measurements and pubertal development, almost
all the interviews were administered by female interviewers. Even though all four major
population groups' are included in the data, we use data only from Black families, who
comprise the vast majority of the cohort and the population of the Johannesburg area, to limit
complexity introduced by cultural differences in parenting norms and family structure. Data
on father involvement included extent of contact with child, and provision of financial and
emotional support. Provision of financial support is operationalized by the question: “In
the last month, has biological father provided any monetary or non-monetary support to
child?” Emotional support is based on responses to the question, “Who supports the child
and how (with choices including biological father and emotional support)?”

THE SOUTH AFRICAN CONTEXT

Even though Apartheid is over in South Africa, its effects linger on, particularly for Black
Africans. Nowhere is this more evident than in family life and interventions aimed at ad-
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dressing particular challenges that Black African families face. First, because of high rates
of non-marital childbearing and multi-partner fertility, there often exists a set of competing
and sometimes conflictual agendas around the care of children (Madhavan, Harrison & Sen-
nott, 2013). Second, very high unemployment rates, particularly among Black African men,
make it extremely difficult for fathers to meet cultural expectations of being financial
providers for their children (Hunter, 2006; Wilson, 2006). Third, gender roles within Black
African communities are being profoundly altered through reconfiguration of employment
and educational opportunities and socio-cultural norms (Hunter, 2010; Makusha et al., 2013;
Walker, 2005). Fourth, there have been a number of high profile campaigns aimed at dis-
couraging violence towards women and children and promoting responsible fatherhood.
A lot of attention has been paid to “absent fathers,” partly a holdover from the Apartheid
era labor migration, which separated Black African men from their families, but also a re-
flection of the high rates of union dissolution resulting in children living with mothers and
maternal kin (Madhavan, 2010; Preston-Whyte, 1993; Russell, 2003). The most recent data
show that only 28.9 percent of Black children in South Africa live with both parents (Stats
SA,2012). Where these men are in contact with their children, it is often limited to the pro-
vision of financial support—a phenomenon locally dubbed “ATM dads” (Mazemba, Thom-
son-DeBoor & Mphaka, 2013). Other work has provided a somewhat different portrayal
by showing that substantial proportions of these fathers are involved in a range of ways in
their children’s lives (Madhavan, Townsend & Garey, 2008; Makusha et al., 2013). Quali-
tative research in South Africa has attempted to capture the voices of fathers. Indeed, Swartz
and Bhana (2009) provide a sympathetic portrayal of Black African and Colored teenage fa-
thers by highlighting the tension between their desires to be involved with their children and
the push back that comes from the mothers and maternal kin of the children because the men
fail to provide financial support. Several of the chapters in Richter and Morrell’s edited vol-
ume on South African fatherhood (2006) are devoted to the views of fathers themselves
(Khunou, 2006; Ramphele & Richter, 2006), and suggest that fathers, in particular Black fa-
thers, want more rights and greater influence in decision making regarding their children.
Despite these efforts, the “absent” father image of Black African men continues to dom-
inate. Yet we have a limited understanding of father involvement given that little is known
about those fathers who may not be physically present but are involved with their children
(Hosegood & Madhavan, 2010). It has also resulted in a virtual absence of research on con-
sistency in reporting on fathering across respondents. However, inconsistencies in report-
ing make for only one aspect of the larger fathering research process that both sustains
gender differences and provides spaces for resisting dominant gendered scripts about par-
enting. We now turn to the theoretical grounding to examine the stages in this process.

“DOING” AND “UNDOING” GENDER

At its core, “doing gender” means creating difference between men and women that are
neither natural nor essential, yet once created, are treated as such. In this sense, gender is
considered as “routine accomplishment embedded in everyday interaction” (West & Zim-
merman, 1987, p. 125). The emphasis on gender roles being produced and reproduced
through continuous interactions among participants is the distinguishing feature of the con-
cept. While recognizing its power, Deutsch (2007) suggests that its architects put too much
focus on the inevitability of “doing gender” such that traditional gender roles and gender in-
equalities are left unshaken. She argues, instead, that these same everyday interactions can
be sites of resistance and transformation of gender roles in order to “undo gender.” Taken

148



“DOING” AND “UNDOING” GENDER IN FATHERING RESEARCH

together, the two complimentary concepts lend themselves very effectively to examining the
subject of this inquiry. In particular, we focus on three domains of the research process on
fathering: 1) the research design; 2) the interview context; and 3) data analysis and inter-
pretation. We treat each domain as an interactional context in which to examine how gen-
der differences are maintained through the process of “doing gender”” and how opportunities
for change are brought about through “undoing gender.” Figure 1 shows a generic repre-
sentation of these three domains and the linkages within and across them.

In it, each of the double-sided arrows signifies an interaction, whereas the single-headed
arrows stand for a one-way flow of knowledge. The research process usually begins on the
left side with the researcher engaging with existing literature and theories and possibly, in-
terviewers and local informants, to inform decisions about design and, in particular, the
choice of respondents. These decisions feed into the interview context where interviewers
directly interact with respondents. The responses that result from these interchanges com-
prise the data that researchers interact with to arrive at findings from the study. When data
come from different types of respondents, it is the researcher who is usually charged with
the task of reconciling or, at the least, interpreting differences in reporting. The whole
process is cyclical with new knowledge feeding back to inform subsequent studies. We now
discuss, in detail, how “doing” and “undoing” gender is reflected in each of these interac-
tional domains with respect to research on fathering using the Bt20+ study and data to sup-
port our claims.

Research Design
Researchers decide on the design of the study and, in particular, the choice of respondents,

based on their reading of the literature, choice of theory, resource constraints and counsel
from collaborators who have familiarity with ground context. This creates the interactional

Research Design Interview Context Data Analysis/Interpretation

Interviewers Researchers

Researchers

Literature Respondents

Theory

Figure 1. Interactional dimensions of research process.
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site for researchers to do and undo gender. Women, specifically mothers, are most often
asked about fathering because they are perceived to be more closely linked to children and,
therefore, more knowledgeable about parenting. Moreover, fathers are often difficult to re-
cruit and retain in research because they may either not be available at the times interviews
are arranged or simply not interested (Mitchell et al., 2007). In some cases, fathers may be
discouraged to participate by mothers (Fagan & Barnett, 2003). Indeed, in the South African
context, the legacy of male labor migration coupled with high rates of out-of-wedlock child-
bearing has made it exceedingly challenging to locate and recruit fathers for research pur-
poses. However, researchers unwittingly contribute to this process with their own
expectations of what men and fathers can and are willing to do. If one believes that an-
swering questions about parenting is not part of men’s gender repertoire, then there is little
point in making the effort to recruit fathers into research on fathering and parenting. This
may be particularly apparent when studies are working with tight resource constraints
whether in terms of time or money. Several recent efforts have used innovative approaches
to recruit and retain fathers (Cabrera et al., 2002; Mitchell et al., 2007; Sherr et al., 20006;
Tach et al., 2014), and have demonstrated the enormous value in getting responses directly
from them.

In Bt20+, similar to most studies on child development, mothers and women more gen-
erally have been the primary respondents about most topics, including fathering, through-
out the course of the study. To a large extent, this is due to conditions that were present at
the start of the study. Because the cohort was enrolled during the antenatal period and the
initial focus was on infancy and early childhood, much of the data collection focused on
breastfeeding and other infant care issues, topics on which mothers are the most appropri-
ate informants. In addition, a large proportion of mothers (38.6%) were single at the be-
ginning of the study as a result of delayed marriage, union dissolution and excess male
mortality. Table 1 shows the distribution of respondents to all questionnaires related specif-
ically to fathers and fathering in Bt20: 1) the “Perceptions of Fathering” questionnaire ad-
ministered in 2004 when the cohort was age 14; 2) the prospective data collection on father
involvement in 2004 and 2005 when the cohort was 14 and 15, respectively; and 3) a ret-
rospective questionnaire administered in 2008 when the cohort was age 18. It also shows
the proportions of children who had a father and/other adult male present across all re-
spondent categories and the proportions with deceased fathers and mothers. We consider
“other adult males” as an important respondent category because of the importance of so-
cial fathering in Black African communities (Mkhize, 2006).

The majority of questionnaires on perceptions of fathering was answered by biological fa-
thers (64%) and the rest by other adult men (36%). Over 75 percent of prospective ques-
tionnaires at years 14 and 15 were answered by biological mothers followed by other adult
women who answered another 18.4 percent and 16.1 percent of questionnaires, respectively,
in each year. By contrast, less than 5 percent were answered by biological fathers, with an-
other 2 percent answered by other adult men. As explained earlier, biological mothers and
female caregivers became, through necessity and design, the de facto respondents in Bt20.
However, it is important to consider life course dynamics of family structure and changing
needs of children as they age and the evolution of the research process in response. For ex-
ample, it is notable that at each of the three time points in which questionnaires on father-
ing were administered (2004, 2005 and 2008), over 30 percent of children in the cohort had
their fathers living in the household with them and 16 to 22 percent of children had other
adult men as co-residents in those years. Yet only about 4.5 percent of fathers and 2.0 per-
cent of adult men served as respondents in those time periods. While male mortality for
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Black men is high in South Africa, the death of fathers does not explain the small number
of fathers who were respondents in these questionnaires.

Taken together, these distributions underscore the ever present practice of “doing gen-
der”. Not only are women the ones actively sought out, but little effort is made to verify the
responses with fathers who may be present. Women are assumed to have reliable informa-
tion about father involvement which, in turn, makes it unnecessary to seek out fathers or
other adult men. The anticipated interaction between interviewer and respondent provides
the site at which researchers apply gendered expectations. Moreover, these appear to be un-
changing over the life course of children and throughout the duration of the study itself.
The choice of respondents does not change as new topics, such as fathering, are introduced
over the course of the study. Mothers and female caregivers, once established as key re-
spondents, remain so throughout the life of the study. However, these numbers also show
that the opportunity exists for recruiting more fathers and men, to help undo the gendered
nature of the recruiting process. Moreover, it underscores Deutsch’s (2007) point that gen-
dered processes are not static and therefore there are continual opportunities to challenge
dominant scripts. Nowhere can this be more effectively operationalized than in the context
of longitudinal studies in which the choice of respondents can and should vary over time in
response to the topics that are introduced over the course of the study. The fact that a per-
ceptions-of-fathering module was included in life year 14 is a notable strength of the Bt20+
study as it shows that the researchers were attuned to changing life course conditions. More-
over, it offers at least some insight into how fathers think about their roles. More can be done
with a longitudinal design but this necessitates a conscious shift in researchers’ expecta-
tions about who has legitimacy as reliable respondents. Practically, it would mean that more
fathers are actively recruited, not as substitutes for mothers, but in addition to them. This
would provide space for all respondents, women and men, to present their respective scripts
which may, in turn, yield new insights into perceptions and practices of fathering.

The Interview Context

The interview context may further influence the ways in which male and female respondents
provide answers (Williams & Heikes, 1993). Therefore, it can serve as an interactional site
between interviewers and respondents for “doing” and “undoing” gender. All participants —
men and women—are acutely aware of their expected gender roles and follow culturally pre-
scribed scripts to structure responses. In the South African context, given the value attached
to financial provision, mothers are often unforgiving of men’s inability to provide, even in
light of high unemployment. It is possible that fathers may internalize this responsibility to
such an extent that they themselves provide reports that downplay their contributions.
Deutsch (1999) has noted that respondents who are more wedded to traditional gender
norms about parenting are more likely to underreport fathers’ roles. Other scholars have
noted how the research interview is itself a venue for “doing gender” particularly when the
interviewer is female and the respondent male, as this presents an occasion for masculinity
to be played out (Pini, 2005; Presser, 2005); or when the interviewer is male and respondent
female, which would necessitate a display of “muted masculinity” by the interviewer (Ortiz,
2005). For the issue at hand, this may mean that fathers are more inclined to draw attention
to their roles as financial providers to female interviewers.

Conversely, interviewers can use the interview process as a site of resistance to normative
prescriptions of gendered roles. When fathers are given the chance to respond, they gain
agency in constructing the narrative about fathering. Male interviewers, drawing on shared

152



“DOING” AND “UNDOING” GENDER IN FATHERING RESEARCH

cultural models, may be able to offer a comfortable space for fathers to speak candidly about
the challenges they face. Additionally, both male and female interviewers could use their po-
sitions to probe strategically into key responses to both confirm answers given but also to
elicit more nuanced responses. For example, by paying close attention to inconsistencies in
responses across questions, interviewers could ask follow-up questions that open up op-
portunities for greater reflection and possible modification of responses.

Table 2 shows how biological fathers and other adult men responded to a series of state-
ments about their perceived roles and responsibilities towards children in the Bt20+ study.
Three patterns stand out in these responses. First, the vast majority of biological fathers and
other adult men are in agreement with most of the statements presented to them. Second,
financial provision is widely accepted as one of the primary responsibilities of fathering
and is closely linked to fathers’ rights over the child. Third, most fathers see their respon-
sibilities towards their children continuing even in the presence of the mother’s new part-
ner. Some might be quick to write off these answers as biased by social desirability or
selection effects which predispose these fathers to agree so strongly with these statements.
Indeed, when we compared children whose fathers did and did not respond to this ques-
tionnaire on selected characteristics, we found that fathers from a higher social class and
with multiple children were more likely to have responded. However, neither factor pre-
cludes consideration of patterns that, we suggest, reflect “doing” and “undoing” gender.
For example, 85 percent of respondents say that “not being part of a child’s life would be
one of the worst things that could happen in life” which is consistent with cultural norms
about the importance of fatherhood as a core component of masculinity (Mkhize, 2006). In
this sense, these respondents could be seen as actively displaying their expected gender
roles most directly to the interviewer, who, in most cases, was female, but also indirectly
ensuring that they are meeting gendered expectations of their communities. Interestingly,
agreement to this statement may also be a reflection of more recent discourses around re-
sponsible fatherhood meant to upend existing negative stereotypes of men and fathers as
being detached from their children. Either way, they are more in line with Deutsch’s (2007)
argument that conforming to expected gender norms need not necessarily sustain gender in-
equality and that cultural expectations may trump gender norms.

When asked about specific responsibilities towards children, a consistently high propor-
tion of respondents agree that they should be fulfilling each of the specified roles. Provid-
ing financial support, protection and moral guidance are all consistent with cultural
expectations of fathers in South Africa (Milkie & Denny, 2014; Natalier & Hewitt, 2010;
Wall & Arnold, 2007; Yoshida, 2012) but also reify gender differences whereby men are as-
sumed to be more powerful, skilled, and morally superior to women. Given that most in-
terviewers were female, this type of gender display is all the more likely. However, it is
somewhat surprising that such a high proportion state that they ought to be providing love
and affection which resonates with discourses around masculinity that were evident among
Black middle class men in the 1950s in South Africa (Clowes, 2006) and also more recent
attempts to present men as emotionally engaged. In this instance, they could be seen as re-
sisting or challenging normative expectations of men and fathers. While this may have been
done for the benefit of the interviewer, it is nonetheless notable that they want to present
themselves as loving and caring, qualities usually associated with women.

Perhaps the most revealing responses about “doing gender” concerns the role of financial
provision. Not only do fathers consider it their primary responsibility and a key feature of
a masculine identity (Hunter, 2006), but they also connect it to their ability to exercise rights
over their children. Even in circumstances where many men cannot afford to provide fi-
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nancial support, 21 percent say that they should not have the right to even see their children
and 32 percent say that they should not have decision-making rights over the child. This sug-
gests that even pervasive structural inequalities do not provide a legitimate reason to dis-
lodge firmly entrenched gender and cultural norms about the role of financial provision in
establishing and maintaining a relationship with children. In this sense, it is useful to con-
sider West and Zimmerman’s distinction between the individual level of “doing gender”
and the institutional level, e.g., the labor market, which conditions these interactional
processes. However, the fact that the majority of respondents believe that their right to see
their children and be involved in their lives should not be dependent on their ability to pro-
vide may be indicative of men actively challenging such norms. Finally, 86 percent of fa-
thers report that they should continue providing financial support even if the mother has a
new partner. This may be indicative of a conscious effort to use biological fathering to de-
fine the relationship to the child. In both instances, there is some evidence that the interview
circumstance provides men with the opportunity to resist and even challenge gendered dis-
courses about the roles and responsibilities of fathers. Perceptions and beliefs, while im-
portant in giving voice to fathers, may not be consistent with actual practice, to which we
turn next.

In moving from perceptions of fathering to actual practice, we pay close attention to the
gender of the respondent. Table 3 presents distributions of selected aspects of biological fa-
ther involvement as reported by biological fathers/adult men, biological mothers, and other
adult women prospectively and retrospectively. Deceased fathers are excluded from the
table. The responses of other adult men are combined with those of biological fathers be-
cause there were so few respondents. It should be noted that each set of responses pertain
to different groups of children. However, the difference in distributions across respondent
categories are, nonetheless, quite instructive in uncovering how gender influences the re-
porting of obligations and responsibilities around child care in the context of an interview.

For the prospective questionnaires, the differences across respondents for each of the cat-
egories of father involvement are quite striking. When asked whether there was contact be-
tween biological father and the child at year 14, 78 percent of biological fathers responded
“yes” compared to 69 percent of biological mothers and 50 percent of adult females. The
differences are starker still for questions regarding the provision of financial and emotional
support in year 15. Whereas 75 and 58 percent of biological fathers responded affirmatively
to each question, respectively, only 51.4 and 24 percent of biological mothers said the same
and a low of 23 percent and 5 percent of adult females responded affirmatively to the same
questions, respectively. When asked to consider these same dimensions retrospectively as
a percentage of the child’s life, there is greater similarity between the responses of biolog-
ical fathers and biological mothers on the extent of contact but the differences for financial
and emotional support remain pronounced. Moreover, other female respondents tend to re-
port particularly low levels of biological father involvement over the life course in all three
dimensions.

There are two obvious explanations that need to be considered: 1) these are not all the
same children; and 2) the fathers who respond have characteristics that are correlated with
greater involvement with their children. To address issues of selection among the children
and the fathers, we compared the groups on selected characteristics, i.e. social class, child
sex, birth order and found few significant differences. Children whose fathers were in a
higher social class with siblings were more likely to have their fathers respond to the year
15 questionnaire and the retrospective questionnaire. While it is likely that the fathers who
respond to these questionnaires are selected on other characteristics not available in our
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Table 3
Biological Fathering in Practice Reported Prospectively and Retrospectively by Type of Respondent
Bio. Father/ Bio. Mother Other Adult
Other Adult Male Female
N (%) N (%) N (%)
PROSPECTIVE (year 14)
Bio. father contact with child 64 (78.1) 643 (69) 107 (50)
N* 82 932 214
PROSPECTIVE (year 15)
Bio. father provides any type of 57 (75) 449 (51.4) 38 (22.9)
material/ financial support
Bio. father provides emotional support 44 (57.9) 216 (24.7) 9(5.4)
N* 76 874 166
RETROSPECTIVE (at age 18)
% of Child’s Life Bio. Father in Contact
0 8(9.9) 21(2.2) 90 (49.2)
1-50% 4(4.9) 215 (22.8) 13(7.1)
51-89% 14 (17.3) 102 (10.8) 12 (6.6)
90-100% 51(63) 587 (62.3) 66 (36.1)
Missing 4(4.9) 18 (1.9) 2 (1.1)
% of Child’s Life Bio.
Father Provided Financial Support
0 14 (17.3) 126 (13.4) 120 (65.6)
1-50% 4(4.9) 211 (22.4) 15(8.2)
51-89% 14 (17.3) 149 (15.8) 12 (6.6)
90-100% 45 (55.7) 439 (46.6) 34 (18.6)
Missing 4(4.9) 18 (1.9) 2 (1.1)
% of Child’s Life Bio.
Father Provided Emotional Support
0 22(27.2) 504 (53.5) 168 (91.8)
1-50% 2(2.5) 33 (3.5) 0(0)
51-89% 3(3.7) 95 (10.1) 0(0)
90-100% 53 (65.4) 307 (32.6) 15(8.2)
Missing 1(1.2) 4(4) 0(0)
N* 81 943 183

* The Ns are different from those in Table 1 because fathers who died before year 14, year 15, and year 18 respectively have
been removed.

data, it is unlikely that selection alone would explain the observed differences. By report-
ing that biological fathers are not providing financially, whether accurately or not, women
are likely expressing their displeasure with these fathers for not only meeting their finan-
cial responsibilities but also for falling short on other expectations as well. They are enact-
ing their culturally scripted gender roles both in front of a female interviewer as well as
among their families and peers. The fact that only 22 percent of biological mothers and 5
percent of other adult women report that fathers are emotionally engaged with their children
suggests that women may not have the necessary scripts to acknowledge men’s emotional
attachment to their children. In other words, they are actively maintaining distinct differ-
ences between what is considered masculine and feminine behaviors.

Conversely, the fact that such high proportions of fathers and men report strong attachment
may reflect either an effort by male respondents to defy the cultural stereotypes of men
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being emotionally aloof and/or an attempt to meet new or different gendered expectations
of parenting within the interview context which in this case, involved a female interviewer
Either way, their responses underscore the point made by West and Zimmerman that to “do
gender” does not necessarily mean to live up to normative conceptions of femininity or
masculinity but to engage in behavior at the risk of gender assessment. Alternatively, we
might see it as a concerted effort to thwart the normative expectation through actively “un-
doing gender.” This may be done purely for the benefit of the interviewer in the limited set-
ting of the interview context or it may reflect a subtle attempt by men to offer a new
discourse on parenting to both men and women in their communities. Either way, it under-
scores the importance of being attuned to the ways in which respondents are engaging in a
discourse that is as much about their existing or aspirational roles as men and women as it
is about father involvement.

Data Analysis and Interpretation

It has long been noted, particularly among feminist researchers, that researchers’ own sub-
jective notions of who should be doing what, informs how we accord weight to the re-
sponses that are given (Harding, 1993; Mohanty, 1984, 2003). This is most apparent in
analyzing differences and discrepancies in reporting. For example, it has been shown that
discrepancies in reporting on with whom the child lives occur frequently when comparing
the reports of non-cohabiting parents. This is explained as the result of confusion brought
on by increasing complexity in family arrangements and parenting particularly those that in-
volve non-residential parenting (Mchale, Waller & Pearson, 2012; Waller, 2012; Waller &
Jones, 2014). We suggest that there is considerable value in explaining differences in re-
porting through the lens of “doing” and “undoing” gender. On the one hand, we may inter-
pret consistency in reporting as a reflection of the enduring power of gendered norms on
parenting. Taking this approach, we, as analysts, are “doing gender” by deferring to the sta-
tus quo dictated by cultural/local norms. Similarly, where there is a discrepancy, we may
privilege mothers’ responses based on explicit or implicit agreement with gendered scripts
that emphasize the integral role of mothers in knowledge production about child rearing
needs. On the other hand, we might adopt an approach more in line with “undoing gender”
and consider inconsistencies and differences in reporting as terrain to examine the extent to
which gender differences are actively challenged.

The graph in Figure 2 shows how fathers and mothers/other women report on father in-
volvement in practice relative to fathers’ perception of the importance of these roles. High
levels of agreement (over 90 percent) are found between practice and perception on father
contact across all respondents. Put simply, when fathers say that they should be present in
a child’s life, most respondents report that they actually are. However, this is not the case
for financial support provision and emotional engagement where we see greater divergence
between perceptions and practice and notable differences across respondents. First, there is
lower level of agreement between practice and perceptions even among male respondents
(82 percent for financial support and 63 percent for emotional engagement). Second, there
is even lower level of agreement between practice and perceptions when the respondent is
the mother or another adult female. Only about 74 percent and 45 percent of female re-
spondents report that fathers are actually providing financial and emotional support, re-
spectively.

What do we learn about “doing” and “undoing” gender from these data? One explanation
for the high levels of agreement between perceptions and practice across respondents for fa-
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Figure 2. What do fathers say they should do vs. reports of what they actually do in practice?

ther contact is that this aspect of involvement may be the least threatening to gender scripts.
In other words, reporting that fathers are in contact with children allows both men and
women to “do gender” in a way that does not fundamentally betray any prescribed role. Al-
ternatively, the consistency in reporting on contact also fits with the idea of accounts (Her-
itage, 1984) through which members of a society regularly render a status report on others
which may include both praise and criticism. Such a position could be seen as more liber-
ating than the more conventional “doing gender” approach might accord. The other two do-
mains are more contentious. For financial provision, the relatively high levels of consistency
among male respondents is in line with men’s efforts at both being true to gendered norms
about fathering responsibilities but also to their own stated beliefs. In this sense, it can be
seen as a double display of expected gender roles. Women, on the other hand, may be more
circumspect about reporting affirmatively on this dimension regardless of men’s stated com-
mitment to this aspect of fathering. In other words, the interplay between fathers’ percep-
tions and their practice is not as important as their own level of satisfaction about fathers’
roles as providers. Emotional engagement is clearly difficult even for male respondents
who may simply find it off-script to identify themselves as emotionally engaged in practice
even if they reported as such on perceptions. Women appear to be even more reticent about
acknowledging this aspect of fathering in practice even if fathers place high value because
“doing” so may blur gender distinctions that they are actively attempting to maintain. Al-
ternatively, the fact that the majority of male-respondent reports on practice are in agreement
with their perceptions may reflect a subtle shift in men’s efforts to make good on their per-
ceptions in a domain conventionally reserved for women.

DiSCUSSION

Our objective in this article is to advance our understanding of how gender influences (in
particular quantitative) research on fathering, using two influential theoretical frameworks:

158



“DOING” AND “UNDOING” GENDER IN FATHERING RESEARCH

West and Zimmerman'’s (1987) “doing gender” and Deutsch’s (2007) “undoing gender.” In
particular, we were motivated by the concern that so much of what we know about father-
ing comes from mothers and women, not fathers themselves. Whereas extant research has
repeatedly uncovered notable inconsistencies in reporting on father involvement across re-
spondents, very little attention has been paid to the gender dimensions of the research
process itself that may contribute to producing these differences in reporting and the knowl-
edge that results. Moreover, applying the theoretical levers of “doing” and “undoing” gen-
der allows us to consider how social science research on fathering sustains gendered
processes and inequalities, but also opens up spaces that could be used to resist and alter
these paradigms. Our focus on South Africa provides a needed contribution to the literature
on research methods and fathering research, which currently is dominated by studies based
in Western contexts. More importantly, South Africa offers an ideal context in which to con-
sider both the intransigence of gender norms in the perception and actuality of fathering
and the multiple forces at play that seek to upend them. In this sense, our findings are likely
to have broad relevance to a range of contexts both across and within countries.

We focused on three specific domains of the research process on fathering —the research
design, in which decisions about respondents are usually made; the interview context; and
data analysis and interpretation—because each stage presents an interactional context in
which to examine both “doing” and “undoing” gender. By taking this approach, we situate
researchers, interviewers, respondents, existing bodies of knowledge and new data in di-
alectical relationships with one another such that actors are constantly assessing the risks and
benefits of upholding or resisting dominant gender scripts. This may take the forms of re-
searchers grappling with existing bodies of knowledge which offer a range of views on fa-
thering, the ground reality and practical challenges of recruiting fathers. Or it may play out
in the more intimate interaction that takes place between interviewers and the selected re-
spondents, each of whom is acutely aware of his/her positionality vis-a-vis the other but
also is beholden to wider audiences (e.g. families, communities) and larger socio-political
structures. Finally, researchers often find themselves in the heart of the dialectic during the
process of analysis when they attempt to make sense of reports from various respondents.
Throughout the entire process, all actors are influenced by their own subjectivities which
influence all interactional domains.

Our findings show evidence of both “doing” and “undoing” gender in each of the three
domains. In the design phase when researchers arrive at decisions regarding selection of
respondents, it is clear that mothers and women are, by far, the most common respondents.
While fully appreciating the difficulty of locating fathers and other men as respondents, the
analysis points to the enduring power of gendered norms that accord greater legitimacy to
mothers as reliable respondents. This is made evident in two ways: 1) fathers and other men
were, in fact, listed as member of the household and therefore, contactable, in a surpris-
ingly high proportion of interviews in which mothers or other women served as respon-
dents; and 2) no attempt was made to alter the recruitment strategy as children aged out of
early childhood during which mothers may comfortably claim greater legitimacy on mat-
ters related to child rearing. However, it is precisely this feature of all longitudinal studies,
along with the fact that fathers may, in fact, be more accessible than thought to be, that also
opens up possibilities to recruit more fathers and men as respondents whereby providing op-
portunities to have multiple discourses on fathering. Moving to the interview context, our
data suggest that both men and women are strongly influenced by gendered scripts of fa-
thers’ roles in the way they answer questions about what fathers should be doing and what
they actually do in practice. This is particularly notable in the provision of financial support,
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an expectation of fathers shared by men and women and one that is closely linked to fathers’
access to children. Conversely, the provision of emotional support is considered to be a
clearly demarcated feminine role. Once again, however, there are subtle indications of re-
sistance to these norms in the form of men voicing agreement with being emotionally en-
gaged with children. Whether this is really a harbinger for change is difficult to say but the
very fact that the majority of male respondents are willing to, at least, say that they should
be emotionally present is notable. Finally, our scrutiny of reporting consistency shows that
considerable differences exist between how mothers and female respondents report on fa-
ther involvement in practice, particularly emotional engagement, and fathers’ stated per-
ceptions about their roles.

In using a dual “doing-undoing gender” framework to understand the role of gender in the
research process and interpretation of data on fathering, our intent is not to deny the criti-
cal role that mothers play in the lives of children. The latter role, we know from scores of
studies, is essential for children’s welfare (Arendell, 2000; Bowlby, 1951; Hobcraft, 1993;
Stolz et al., 2005) and, quite often, more influential than fathers (Booth & Crouter, 1998).
Nor is it to undermine the value of their own narratives which often are a valid reflection
of what fathers do for their children (Dollahite, 2004). Our intention, rather, is to invite crit-
ical reflection on researchers’ complicity in maintaining dominant gender paradigms through
the research process and the possibilities to challenge them. Specifically, it calls for redou-
bling efforts to include fathers’ own reports, either directly from them (preferred) or indi-
rectly, through interviews with men with similar demographic characteristics which would
provide some insight into possible sources of bias in mothers’ reports but also contribute to-
wards “undoing” gender in the research process. While by no means easy, the current his-
torical moment appears to be an ideal time to consider such strategies because not only is
there increased interest in fathering but a growing recognition that exclusive reliance on
mothers’ reports results in an incomplete picture, at best, of men’s roles in parenting. More-
over, research in South Africa is poised to pioneer some of these changes because of aca-
demic and policy attention given to Black fathers. While the South African context is unique
in many ways, observations made in our study are relevant to other contexts including the
U.S. because what we have interpreted through the theoretical lens of “(un)doing gender”
may be taken to reflect research practices on the topic of fathering generally if not univer-
sally. Therefore, we hope other researchers will build upon our effort to better understand
how we “do gender” in our research and share ideas about how to “undo gender” in future
work.
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