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Abstract

Black fathers in South Africa face enormous challenges remaining involved
in their children’s lives as a result of very high levels of unemployment and
union instability. We use data from the Birth to Twenty (Bt20) cohort study
to describe trajectories of father contact in the lives of children who have
experienced a parental union dissolution and examine the influence of life
stage of child at time of union dissolution and mother’s entry into new
union on nonresidential contact with fathers. We find that, in the first 5
years after dissolution (1) children who were in the 3 to 5 life stage at time
of dissolution face substantially higher odds of having no contact compared
with those who were in the 0 to 2 group and (2) children who were in the 6
to | | group experienced lower odds of intermittent contact. Mother’s entry
into a new union increases the odds of having no and intermittent contact.
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Black fathers in post-apartheid South Africa face enormous challenges
remaining involved in their children’s lives as a result of very high levels of
unemployment and union instability. This is particularly difficult in the period
following union dissolution when fathers do not normally reside with their
children. In this analysis, we use data from the Birth to Twenty (Bt20) cohort
study in the greater Johannesburg area to accomplish three objectives. The
first is to describe trajectories of biological father involvement in the lives of
children who have experienced a parental union dissolution using sequence
analysis. Involvement, in this analysis, refers to contact with child and unions
include formal marriage and nonmarital cohabiting relationships. The second
is to examine the influence of (1) life stage of child at time of parental union
dissolution and (2) mother’s entry into new union on nonresidential contact
after union dissolution. The third is to examine whether these effects differ by
time since dissolution. These analyses contribute to the growing scholarship
on father involvement in South Africa by viewing father involvement as a
series of transitional processes that entail greater and lesser involvement,
rather than as discreet categories of involved or not involved fatherhood.
Moreover, it is one of the only analyses that we are aware of in the South
African context that examines how factors associated with union dissolution
affect father contact postdissolution. This work can help inform the develop-
ment of polices to strengthen the role of fathers in their children’s lives by
identifying critical time periods in children’s and fathers’ lives in which
fathers are more likely to disengage.

The South African Context

There is a rich descriptive literature on factors that have shaped Black men’s
parenting behaviors, in particular, labor migration and unemployment
(Madhavan, Townsend, & Garey, 2008; Morrell & Richter, 2006; Swartz &
Bhana, 2009). Whereas overall unemployment stood at 25.5% in 2012,
Black unemployment was at 29% (Statistics South Africa, 2012). Labor
migration, institutionalized under apartheid but still a defining feature of
Black South African life, has resulted in households functioning as
“stretched” residential units, with family members “dispersed” between dif-
ferent households for reasons of work, care, support, education, and housing
(Murray, 1980). High rates of residential separation are particularly notable
for fathers and their children. Moreover, poor employment prospects limit
men’s ability to pay bride price and afford a marriage, without which there
are cultural restrictions on a couple living together. The lack of job prospects
for men also serves as a disincentive for Black women to enter into and/or
remain in formal unions (Hunter, 2009). The choice of some women to

Downloaded from jfi.sagepub.com by guest on May 8, 2014


http://jfi.sagepub.com/

Madhavan et al. 3

remain unmarried or disengaged from the fathers of their children is likely
to have a profound effect on fathers’ ability to maintain a consistent relation-
ship with their children (Wilson, 2006). Moreover, as in most societies in the
world, South African mothers tend to gain custody of children following
union dissolution (Khunou, 2006), which makes it even harder for men to
maintain close relationships with their children, particularly if they do not
pay any maintenance. Despite all these challenges, fathering remains a criti-
cal component of men’s identity and family life in Black communities.

The value of this analysis is underscored by the current interest in South
Africa to develop policies to strengthen the role of fathers in their children’s
lives in low-income communities particularly in light of declining marriage
rates. Yet, fatherhood research, particularly quantitative, is still in early stages
hampered, in part, by the limitations of existing datasets (Hosegood &
Madhavan, 2012). According to the 2010 General Household Survey, only
34% of South African children live with both parents, 39% live with mothers
only, 3.3% live with fathers only, and the rest without either parent (Statistics
South Africa, 2011). In one of the only studies on paternal investment in chil-
dren, Anderson and colleagues, using data from the Cape Area Panel Study,
showed that men invest more in genetic offspring and the children of their
current partner than in children of former partners (Anderson, Kaplan, Lam,
& Lancaster, 1999). However, none of the available South African research
has addressed two key questions: (1) What is the trajectory of father involve-
ment over the course of childhood for children who experience parental union
dissolution? (2) What are factors that may explain variation in these trajecto-
ries in the immediate and longer term periods following a parental union
dissolution? Both these questions are addressed in this article.

Conceptual Background

Research on father involvement has grown rapidly in the past decade in the
U.S. context. It has now been established that involvement is a multidimen-
sional concept in both residential and nonresidential circumstances (Lamb,
2010; Lamb, Pleck, Charnov, & Levine, 1987). Time use studies have been
particularly useful in providing more detailed accounting of how fathers
spend their time with children (Bianchi, Robinson, & Milkie, 2007; Hofferth
2003), as have studies of fathers’ views and perceptions (Gillies, 2009). Much
of what is known about father involvement following dissolution comes from
U.S.-based literature. Early scholarship on union status and father involve-
ment showed that fathers disengaged from children following a divorce
(Furstenberg & Harris, 1992; Mott, 1990; Seltzer, 1991). Union dissolution
usually results in fathers physically moving away from their children making
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it difficult to maintain consistent contact (Amato & Gilbreth, 1998;
Furstenberg, Morgan, & Allison, 1987). In addition, men experience a shift in
their identities as fathers, particularly in relation to their roles and responsi-
bilities toward their children, which makes it difficult to maintain a meaning-
ful relationship with their nonresident children (Cherlin et al., 1991;
Thinger-Tallman, Pasley & Buehler, 1993). Research has shown that most
unmarried and nonresident fathers do not maintain consistent contact with
their children (Argys et al., 2007; Argys & Peters, 2001), though postdivorce
fathers have been found to have higher levels of involvement than postco-
habitation fathers (Laughlin, Farrie, & Fagan, 2009).

Research on the determinants of post-dissolution father involvement has
highlighted the positive effects of an amicable and cooperative relationship
between the biological parents on paternal involvement (Ahrons, 1983;
Carlson, McLanahan, & Brooks-Gunn, 2008). It has also been shown that
new romantic relationships formed by biological mothers and fathers follow-
ing union dissolution inhibit father involvement (Carlson, 2006; Carlson et
al., 2008; Manning & Smock, 1999; Tach, Mincy, & Edin, 2010). Some
research has focused specifically on the effect of age of child at parental
union dissolution on subsequent paternal involvement. Stewart (1999) found
that the younger a child at the time of separation, the less contact there is
between father and child at later ages. More recent work by Aquilino (2006)
confirms this finding. Another study by Hetherington and Stanley-Hagan
(1986) found that nonresidential fathers are more involved with their adoles-
cent children compared with younger children, but they don’t provide infor-
mation on whether there is an independent effect of the age of child at the
time of dissolution. Bruce and Fox (1999) confirm this finding though the
authors note that nonresidential fathers who place more value on the father
role tend to be more involved with their adolescent children.

Less attention has been paid to immediate and longer term trajectories of
father involvement post dissolution and the factors associated with variation
in these trajectories. In one of the only studies of its kind, Cheadle, Amato,
and King (2010) constructed trajectories of father involvement over a
14-year period using U.S. data and identified four distinct trajectory types
including fathers who were either consistently highly or rarely involved.
Moreover, they also found that fathers were more likely to have minimal
contact with their children the younger the child was at the time of union
dissolution. No such study that we are aware of has been done in a low- or
middle-income country, where pressures on father involvement are both
greater and different as a result of work migration and poverty. In South
Africa, the volatility of the labor market for Black men and women and high
levels of union instability result in ebbs and flows in father involvement.
Whereas some children may experience a complete break with their fathers
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in the aftermath of a dissolution, others may experience intermittent engage-
ment, while still others experience no change in involvement.

Our approach to this issue is oriented broadly by a life course perspective
that places emphasis on the interconnectedness of individual lives as they
transition into new states in response to macro- and microlevel forces (Elder,
1985). We draw specifically on recent work on transitions within fatherhood
across the life course by Palkovitz and Palm (2009). They define transition
as having both internal (how individual understands himself and the world)
and external (role arrangements, relationships with others) components and
emphasize the time needed to reset equilibrium in relationships following
points of disequilibria. They detail a number of triggers for transition but, in
this analysis, we focus on (1) the changing needs of children as they move
through various development stages (Galinsky, 1987), (2) family crises
(e.g., divorce, job loss), and (3) countertransitional changes, or changes in
fathering in response to other transitions. We operationalize child develop-
ment needs by life stage of the child when the parental union dissolves and
countertransitional changes by fathers’ response to mothers’ entry into a new
union. Our focus on life stage instead of age of child at time of dissolution,
as is found in much of the extant literature, offers a more nuanced alternative
to considering father’s roles in their children’s lives by emphasizing devel-
opmental needs as opposed to time spent with child. A mother’s new partner
may use his relationship with his stepchildren to strengthen his relationship
with the child’s mother (Anderson et al., 1999), which in turn, is likely to
trigger a response from biological fathers. In an effort to move away from a
simplistic dichotomy of involvement, we examine three types of father con-
tact—uninterrupted, intermittent, and none. To examine the processual
nature of reestablishing equilibria in relationships with children, we focus
on two time periods following dissolution: immediate 5 years and subse-
quent 5 years. Taken together, this perspective on transitions within father-
ing enables us to posit the following hypotheses about father contact
following union dissolution:

1. Different life stages of children at parental union dissolution will
engender different types of father contact as a result of fathers’ per-
ceptions of what children need, their time investment up to that point
and children’s own ability to maintain their fathers’ involvement.

2.  Mother’s entry into a new relationship will increase the odds of chil-
dren having no and intermittent contact with fathers as a form of
countertransitional change by fathers.

3. Effects will be different across time periods as fathers adjust their
involvement with their children and reestablish equilibria in their
relationship to their children.
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Data and Analysis

Data Description

Bt20 is a long-term birth cohort study in the greater Johannesburg-Soweto
municipality that began in 1990. The majority of families live in socioeco-
nomically disadvantaged circumstances. Bt20 was initiated as an observa-
tional, ecological study of human development, health and well-being, from
before birth and has continued into young adulthood (Bt20). Prospective
data collection began in the antenatal period and continued with yearly and
some twice-yearly follow-ups until age 20. Data collection has covered a
broad range of topics including, among others, anthropometric measures,
nutrition, family composition, socioeconomic circumstances, child care,
cognitive development, and social experiences at home, school, and in the
community. Even though data have been collected through age 20, this anal-
ysis uses age 18 as the end point. Both prospective and retrospective data on
fathering has been collected in Bt20. Most of the prospective data come
from mothers, particularly in the early years as they are children’s primary
caregivers. A retrospective questionnaire specifically focusing on father
involvement over the child’s life course was administered at year 18 to fill
in missing prospective data. Questionnaires were administered to the (1) bio-
logical mother if she was the main caregiver, (2) the biological father if
mother was not available, and (3) the child’s primary caregiver if neither.
The questionnaires include detailed information on union histories of moth-
ers and fathers, fathers’ coresidence with the child, extent of contact if not
coresident, provision of financial support, and other forms of interaction
with the child over the life course. We privilege prospective data wherever
possible and supplement with retrospective data only where the prospective
data are missing.

There are two drawbacks that need to be acknowledged. One, most of the
data on fathers comes from mothers or other caregivers. Research from the
U.S. context has highlighted the potential biases in mothers’ reports, which
consistently show underreporting of father involvement (Coley & Morris,
2002). It is difficult to establish the extent of such bias in the Bt20 data but
comparison of mothers’ reports of father contact over the life course and
fathers’ reports of their own involvement suggest potential underreporting.
Two, the use of retrospective data introduces problems associated with mem-
ory recall the farther back in time that data are sought. However, when we
compared retrospective reports of father presence in the 0- to 2-year period
with prospective data for the same time period, we found that 85% of reports
matched.
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Analytical Sample

Children born between April and June 1990 and resident for at least 6
months in the Soweto-Johannesburg municipality were enrolled into the
study (N = 3,273). The initial enrollment rate for the Bt20 study was 60%
(out of a total of 5,500 births). The Bt20 cohort includes Blacks, White,
Indian, and colored (mixed ancestry) children based on the conventional
racial classification system used in most data collection in South Africa.
However, we limit this analysis to only the Black children who comprise
the largest proportion of the cohort (N = 2,567). The term colored refers to
children of mixed ancestry. Attrition over the course of the Bt20 study has
been about 30%, mostly occurring during infancy and early childhood
when women moved back to their rural homes after giving birth (Norris,
Richter, & Fleetwood, 2007). A small number of children were lost to fol-
low-up as a result of death, and there have been very few withdrawals from
the study. The postattrition sample is 1,942 girls and boys followed up from
birth to age 18 years, out of which, 1,557 were also administered the retro-
spective questionnaire. Given that union history data is critical in this anal-
ysis, and that the most complete data were collected for biological mothers
and fathers, we exclude 315 children who lacked this module bringing the
sample to 1,246. As our focus in this analysis is father contact post—union
dissolution, our final analytical sample is 828 children who experienced a
parental union dissolution at some point in their lives. Table 1 shows
selected characteristics of the sample at time of birth.

The distributions of all variables are very similar to those of the full
cohort of Black children (not shown) allaying concerns about selectivity. A
little more than 40% of the sample is composed of first births and the mean
age of mothers at birth of the child is 25. Mother’s union status with the
biological father is determined using union histories. Almost 44% of the
mothers were “in union” defined as married or living together with the
fathers of their children at the time of birth leaving 52% “not in union,”
which includes being in a casual relationship, divorced/separated, wid-
owed, and not in any relationship. The majority of mothers have had at least
some secondary school education. We find a similar distribution for fathers
on educational attainment though there is a sizeable missing proportion.
The household wealth index is computed as quintile rankings based on
home ownership, access to regular electricity and ownership of car, TV,
fridge, and phone. It ranges from 1 (very poor) to 5 (relatively wealthy) and
shows highest proportions in the second and third quintile. Finally, we find
that the majority of households are classified as having an extended family
structure.
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Table I. Selected Characteristics of Analytical Sample at Time of Birth.

Sex of child (%) Paternal education (%)
Male 49.2 No schooling 04
Female 50.8 Some primary 1.2
Parity (%) Completed primary 35
| 434 Some secondary 19.8
2 29.0 Completed matric 325
3 15.0 Postschool .5
4+ 12.7 Missing 31.2
Maternal age (mean) years 249 Household wealth index
Paternal age (mean) years 30.9 | 13.5
Mother’s union status with the 2 17.5
biological father (%)
Married 24.8 3 325
Living together 18.7 4 20.0
Divorced/widowed 0.8 5 9.5
Not in union 51.3 Missing 6.9
Missing 0.1 Household structure
Maternal education (%) Nuclear family 15.8
No schooling 0.7 Extended family 68.1
Some primary 4.0 Missing 16.1
Completed primary 5.1
Some secondary 42.1
Comepleted matric 34.7
Postschool 74
Missing 6.0
N 828 N 828
Analysis

We focus on residential and nonresidential contact with child as our measure
of father involvement for the sequence analysis and only nonresidential con-
tact for the regressions. We chose this indicator for two reasons: (1) it has the
best data quality and (2) it is highly correlated with the provision of financial
support (not shown), another commonly used measure of father involvement.
The contact variable is based on household rosters that established father
coresidence and responses to the question “Was biological father in contact
with child at x year?” that was asked in selected rounds of the prospective
data and supplemented with responses to the same question on the retrospec-
tive questionnaire.
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Our analysis proceeds in two steps. First, we use sequence analysis to
describe, compare and group trajectories of children’s contact with their
fathers (residential and nonresidential) over the life course for children who
experienced a parental union dissolution. The idea is to represent the trajec-
tory of father contact in the course of childhood for each child (0-18) as a
string of O (not in contact) or 1 (in contact) characters for every year from
birth to year 18. We then group “similar” sequences of father involvement
according to the sequencing of periods of involvement and noninvolvement
by fathers in the lives of children. Second, we use multinomial logistic regres-
sion models to analyze the influence of two factors—Ilife stage of child at
time of dissolution and mother’s entry into new union—on nonresidential
father contact patterns in two time periods following union dissolution:
immediate 5 years and subsequent 5 years. The samples for the two time
periods are smaller than the original sample size of 828 because of the time
constraints for time of dissolution, which are minimum of 5 years and 10
years, respectively, before the end of the study. Moreover, the sample sizes
for the models that include “mother enters a new union” are further reduced
because the data were only collected in the biological mother retrospective
questionnaires.

To ensure adequate sample size, we collapse the full range of contact
sequences into a parsimonious categorization of three involvement types for
the dependent variables: (1) uninterrupted or full contact, (2) intermittent
contact, and (3) no contact and treat full contact as the reference category.
The first set of models examines the influence of life stage of child at parental
union dissolution on father contact in the two time periods following the dis-
solution. Life stage of child at dissolution is composed of 4 dummy vari-
ables—0-2, 3-5, 6-11, 12-18—for the first 5-year period and 3 dummies—0-2,
3-5, 6-11—for the second time period because of the difference in exposure
periods. The second set of models examines the effect of mother’s entry into
a new union (0/1 dichotomous variable) in the first 5 years after dissolution
on father contact in the two time periods following union dissolution. We
were unable to examine father’s entry into new union because mothers could
not provide accurate information on their former partner’s current relation-
ship status. Table 2 shows the distribution of our key variables of interest.

We control for individual attributes of child (sex and birth order coded as
0 for first birth and 1 for later births), father and mother characteristics (age
at birth of child, educational attainment at birth of child coded as 1 for com-
pleted secondary school/postschool and 0 for no education through some sec-
ondary), union status of parents at time of birth (1 for in union and 0 for not
in union) and household wealth status at time of birth (1-5 wealth quintiles).
We also control for kin involvement because kin play an important role in
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Table 2. Distribution of Key Variables of Interest.

n (%)

Life stage of child at time of union dissolution

0-2 473 (57.1)

3-5 209 (25.2)

6-11 88 (10.6)

12-18 58 (7.0)
Mother entered new union

Yes 205 (24.8)

No 589 (71.1)

Missing 34 (4.1)
N 828

child rearing in the African context (Madhavan & Roy, 2012; Mkhize, 2006;
Nsamenang, 2010) and mediate the relationship between fathers and children
particularly in the aftermath of a dissolution. To address this, we use the pres-
ence of nonparental breadwinners at time of dissolution as a proxy.
Nonparental breadwinner includes grandparents, aunts, uncles, and other
adults, who are reported as providing most of the financial support to the
household. In addition, we control for contact in first time period for the
models predicting involvement in the subsequent time period. We distribute
the father involvement categories of those children whose fathers died after
dissolution according to their involvement type before the time of death.
Children whose mothers or fathers died before dissolution are not included in
the analysis and are treated as never having experienced a parental dissolu-
tion. Six children experienced a maternal death after dissolution.

Survival Bias

In our quest for maximizing sample size by integrating retrospective data with
the prospective data, the analytic sample is composed of only those children
who “survived” in the study until year 18. It is possible that those children
who were lost to follow-up might had weaker links to their fathers which
would, in turn, contribute to an overestimation of father involvement in our
analysis. We examined this issue by comparing the means of duration of father
contact for children who dropped out and those who did not by age of attrition.
With the exception of two attrition periods: 6 months to 2 years and 12 to 13
years, none of the differences are significant, suggesting that our estimates of
father contact in this analysis are not seriously affected by survivor bias.
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Results

The sequence analysis produced 27 different strings for children’s contact
(residential and nonresidential) trajectories over the course of childhood.
Each string type, shown in Table 3, recorded only changes in the contact
sequence (as opposed to the number of years spent in the state).

Table 3. Distribution of Sequence Types of Father Contact (N = 828).

Sequence n %
0 23 2.8
0l 9 1.1
010 12 1.4
010l 10 1.2
ololo 10 1.2
ololololo | 0.1
olololololo | 0.1
01012 2 0.2
0102 7 0.8
012 3 0.4
02 4 0.5
| 256 30.9
10 175 21.1
101 71 8.6
1010 80 9.7
10101 4 0.5
101010 22 27
1010101 | 0.1
10101010 13 1.6
1010101010 | 0.1
101010102 2 0.2
10101012 | 0.1
101012 6 0.7
10102 10 1.2
1012 18 2.2
102 42 5.1
12 44 52
Total 828 100
Note. | = in contact; 0 = not in contact; 2 = father deceased; 101 is interpreted as in contact/not in

contact/in contact.

The two most common trajectories are uninterrupted contact (1) and con-
tact followed by noncontact (10). We see that just more than 30% of children
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experience uninterrupted contact throughout the 18 years, and another 21%
experience a sequence that starts with contact followed by no contact until
age 18. Almost 28% of children experience a sequence that starts with contact
followed by a period of no contact followed by at least another period of
contact. Interestingly, we also find that 6.5% of children experience a
sequence that begins with no contact but is followed at some point by at least
one period of contact The percentage of children who have never had contact
with their fathers is 2.8% (0). Almost 16% of children experience a paternal
death at some point in early childhood (sequences that include 2).

At this descriptive level, we find that most children who have experienced
a parental union dissolution have contact with their fathers, either uninter-
rupted or intermittent, throughout their lives. We know that parental union
status is one of the largest contributors to explaining variation in father
involvement patterns over the life course (Madhavan & Roy, 2012) mainly
driven by a change in residence. However, there is likely to be variation in the
trajectories of father contact in the years following the dissolution. To exam-
ine some of the reasons why children might experience different types of
father contact trajectories in the immediate and later time periods following
union dissolution, we turn to the regression models.

Child’s Life Stage at Parental Union Dissolution and Father
Contact Postdissolution

Our first analysis examines whether different life stages of children at time of
union dissolution engenders different types of contact patterns and how this
varies by time since dissolution (Table 4).

There are two significant life stage effects, both found in the first 5 years
after dissolution. First, children who were 3-5 at the time of dissolution are
nearly 5 times as likely to experience no contact in the first 5 years after dis-
solution compared with those who were 0-2 at the time of dissolution. Second,
children who were 6-11 at the time of dissolution face lower odds of experi-
encing intermittent contact compared with those who were in the earliest life
stage. It is also interesting to take note of the change in the direction of effects,
albeit not significant, for both types of contact patterns across the two time
periods. In the immediate 5-year period, children who were at later life stages
at dissolution face higher odds of no contact but lower odds of intermittent
contact compared with children who were 0-2 at time of dissolution; this is
reversed in the subsequent 5-year period. Children whose biological parents
were in union at the time of birth experience higher odds of intermittent con-
tact only in the immediate 5-year period. We also find that the presence of a
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nonparental breadwinner at the time of dissolution significantly increases the
odds of children having no contact and intermittent contact with their fathers
in both time periods. Predictably, having had contact in the first 5-year period
decreases the odds of having no or intermittent contact (compared with full)
in the second 5-year period but the key point is that the other effects remain
even after controlling for contact in previous period. Moreover, we ran sensi-
tivity tests using the same sample for both time period and confirmed that the
difference in effects is not an artifact of sample compositional differences.
Figure 1 shows predicted probabilities of father contact for both time periods
holding all other covariates at the mean.
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Figure |. Predicted probabilities of father contact types postdissolution by life
stage of child at dissolution.
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The graph shows that specific life stage effects are different by time
period. While the probabilities of intermittent contact are lower at later life
stages in the immediate 5-year period, they follow an opposite pattern in the
second time period with the exception of the last life stage. No contact, on the
other hand, is higher at later life stages in the first period and lower in the
second. The patterns suggest that the process of readjusting one’s relationship
with a child postdissolution may be a protracted one influenced by other life
transitions such as mother’s entry into new unions.

Mother’s Entry Into New Union and Father Involvement
Postdissolution

Table 5 shows the results of models that tested our second hypothesis that
mother’s entry into a new relationship will increase the odds of children hav-
ing no and intermittent contact with fathers as a form of countertransitional
change by fathers.

Mother’s entry into a new union nearly triples the odds of children having
no contact with biological fathers and increases the odds of having intermit-
tent contact 3.5 times relative to having full contact in the immediate 5 years.
In the later time period, similar effects are evident though the strength and
magnitude of intermittent contact is less. The effects of life stage and union
status of parents at time of birth continue to hold. We also find a positive
effect of mother’s age at birth of child on the odds of children having no con-
tact and intermittent contact compared with having full contact in the first
time period. Once again, we find a strong positive effect of the presence of a
nonparental breadwinner on the odds of having no or uninterrupted contact
with father in both time periods. These results hold even after controlling for
contact in the first 5-year period that decreases the odds of having no or inter-
mittent contact (compared with full) in the second period. Sensitivity tests
using the same sample for both time periods confirmed that the difference in
effects is not an artifact of sample compositional differences. Figure 2 shows
predicted probabilities of father contact in both time periods holding all other
covariates at the mean.

It is clear that mother’s entry into a new union has a profound effect on
fathers’ involvement with their children made evident by the significantly
higher probabilities of having no contact and intermittent contact in both time
periods. However, it is notable that not all fathers respond with complete
withdrawal from their children and instead attempt to establish some form of
communication even in the immediate aftermath.
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Figure 2. Predicted probabilities of father contact types post dissolution by
mother’s entry into new union.

Discussion

In this analysis, we set out to examine two understudied processes related to
father involvement in the lives of children who have experienced parental
union dissolution. One, we described trajectories of father contact over child-
hood. Two, we examined how specific issues related to parental union dis-
solution—Tlife stage of child at dissolution and mother’s entry into a new
union—influences these trajectories in the immediate and subsequent 5-year
periods following parental union dissolution. We highlight our key findings.
One, most children in our sample who experience a parental union dissolu-
tion have uninterrupted or intermittent contact with their fathers for most of
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their early lives. Two, even though we did not find many significant effects of
life stage of child in either time period, it is notable that the direct of effects
for each type of contact pattern takes on a distinct pattern in each time period.
Whereas later life stage of child at time of parental union dissolution increases
the odds of experiencing no contact and decreases the odds of intermittent
contact in the immediate period, this pattern is reversed for the subsequent
period. Three, mother’s entry into a new union soon after the union dissolu-
tion increases the odds of children having no contact and intermittent contact
with fathers in both time periods. We also found that the presence of a nonpa-
rental breadwinner increases the odds of having no contact and intermittent
contact with fathers in both time periods following dissolution.

How do we make sense of these results using Palkovitz and Palm’s (2009)
framework for understanding transitions within fathering? On a descriptive
level, our analysis underscores the importance of capturing the dynamism of
father involvement rather than basing involvement on a measure at one point
in time. The sequence analysis shows that a large number of children transi-
tion in and out of contact with their fathers throughout their lives, not particu-
larly surprising for Black men in the context of urban South Africa where
they face a long list of challenges in remaining engaged with their children.
However, it is an important finding because, in conjunction with the sizeable
number who have uninterrupted contact with their fathers, it challenges con-
ventional impressions that children who have experienced a parental union
dissolution have minimal contact with their fathers. Moreover, the way in
which fathers remain in contact with their children varies and does so over
time. We found that children who were 3-5 at the time of dissolution are more
likely than those who were 0-2 to experience no contact with fathers in the
immediate aftermath of a dissolution. This may be due to a particular conver-
gence of factors that facilitate complete disengagement. One, fathers per-
ceive this age-group of children to be out of their most vulnerable phase and
therefore not needing them; two, fathers have not made as much of a time and
emotional investment (as they would have with older children); and three,
this age-group is not old enough to keep their fathers engaged. The absence
of any such effect in the subsequent time period, where we actually see higher
odds of intermittent contact (though not significant), suggests that fathers
may reestablish contact with their children after a period of readjustment. A
somewhat different set of factors may help understand why children who
were 6-11 at the time of dissolution face lower odds of intermittent contact in
the immediate aftermath. Fathers may be more motivated to retain full con-
tact because (1) they have invested substantial time and emotion into the
relationship and (2) they may perceive this age-group to have specific needs
that they can address.
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All this is further complicated by other life transitions such as mothers’
entry into new unions. While the results clearly show that children in these
circumstances experience either no or intermittent contact with their fathers
in both time periods, it is important to note that there is room for fathers to
engage. While they may be ambivalent about their paternal identity and are
also responding to maternal gatekeeping pressures, they are, nonetheless, in
a process of reestablishing equilibria with their children in light of a new
stepfather or father figure in the household. In this sense, our narrative is
consistent with the “package deal” model (Tach et al., 2010; Townsend,
2002) in which fathers’ relationship with their children depends on their rela-
tionship with the mothers of their children. Our results suggest that in such a
deal, fathers may enact a countertransitional strategy of both total disengage-
ment and having intermittent contact with their children in response to their
former partner’s new romantic relationship. In all this, the involvement of
extended kin, who are most likely related to the mother, as breadwinners,
appears to inhibit children’s contact with fathers in both time period. On one
hand, this finding may reflect the indirect effect of fathers’ inability to play
the provider role, which in turn, is likely to increase “kin gatekeeping” power.
In this sense, our results are in-line with some of Swartz and Bhana’s (2009)
findings that kin actively discourage contact between young fathers and their
children. On the other hand, however, our results are not consistent with the
idea of kinwork supporting fathering in low-income communities (Madhavan
& Roy, 2012) suggesting that cultural norms legitimizing unions, such as the
payment of bridewealth, continue to be critical factors in influencing fathers’
involvement in their children’s lives. Either way, it appears to be a part of a
complex process through which biological fathers attempt to recalibrate their
relationship with their children following a union dissolution with biological
mothers.

In assessing these results, it is important to note several limitations of data
and analysis. First, our measure of contact does not capture quality or inten-
sity of contact both of which matter for children’s outcomes (Amato &
Gilbreth, 1999). Second, our measure of men’s labor market potential is not
ideal given that we use a time constant proxy—educational attainment. Third,
we do not have a measure of parental relationship quality following dissolu-
tion, a critical factor in supporting father involvement (Carlson & McLanahan,
2004). Finally, small sample sizes prevented us from modeling relationship
dynamics that would offer a more nuanced approach to understanding the
implications of union status on father contact. For example, some of the new
unions that mothers enter inevitably dissolve, which may, in turn, enable bio-
logical fathers to reestablish contact. We also limited the time period of entry
into new union to the first 5-years leaving the effects of entry in the second 5
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years after dissolution unknown. Despite these limitations, however, we
believe that these analyses make an important contribution to the growing
scholarship on fathers and fathering in the South African context. Much of
the research on father involvement thus far has been driven by a concern for
child and adolescent well-being, particularly in the context of “father
absence.” In contrast, far less attention has been paid to the ways in which
men reconfigure fathering roles after the dissolution of a relationship with
mothers. This is not only important in its own right but is also an important
part of understanding the pathways of effects on children’s well-being.
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