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T
HE EVIDENCE IS IN AND IT IS CLEAR THAT FATHERS DO MATTER FOR THE LIVES OF CHILDREN.

Hundreds of studies over the past two decades have consistently demonstrated that

fathers have a measureable impact on children.1 Studies show that infants are posi-

tively affected by the interactions and care given by their fathers.2 Research has also

established the importance of fathers for older children’s well-being. Good studies have

found that the quality of parenting exhibited by the father as well as the resources fathers

bring or don’t bring to their families predict children’s behavior problems, depression, self-

esteem, and life-satisfaction.3 The reach of fathers has been shown to extend to adolescents

and young adults, as research shows adolescents function best when their fathers are

engaged and involved in their lives.4 Finally, there is good evidence that fathers play an

important role in helping their children make the transition to adulthood.5

Much remains that we do not know about the link between fathers and their children. Yet the first

“stage” of work, that of establishing that fathers matter, is well advanced. The next stage, explor-

ing the unique contributions of fathers as compared with mothers or other adults, remains less well

developed. To date, debates about whether fathers are essential to optimal child development have

taken place without much anchor in empirical research.6 Assessing the unique effects of fathers on

children is important for several reasons.

First, high rates of divorce and nonmarital childbearing mean that about half of children

today are likely to live some of their childhood in a home where their father does not live.7

As of 2007, 19.2 million children were not living with a biological or adoptive father or step-

father, compared to 9.5 million children living in fatherless homes in 1970.8 While many non-

resident fathers work hard to provide for their children and take parenting seriously,

research shows that responsible, involved nonresident fathers remain rare. In a large num-

ber of cases, nonresident fathers are largely absent from the lives of their children.9 Given

this demographic reality, it remains imperative for family scholars to continue to research the

full “cost” of fatherlessness for children.

Second, an increasing number of children are growing up in households that differ in impor-

tant ways from two biological-parent households as well as female-headed households.

Certainly, the numbers of children in multigenerational households, cohabiting-couple

households, and other nontraditional living arrangements can no longer be ignored. Put

another way, do children develop optimally when raised by their father and their moth-

er? Or can any number of adults, regardless of their gender, parent as effectively as a

father and a mother?
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Finally, there is considerable cultural pressure today for fathers to be involved in the lives of

their children. What exactly this “involvement” means, however, remains unclear. Should fathers

act like mothers to their children? What does it mean that children might be better off if “there

is a man around”?10 Research on the similarities and differences between mothers and fathers in

characteristics, behavior, and parenting may help parents better appreciate the distinctive parent-

ing contributions of their spouse or child’s parent.

To date, research attempts to disentangle the effects of mothers and fathers have been thin. One

review of the literature on the effects of fathers on children identified only 8 of 72 studies that took

into account the relationship between the mother and the child when assessing the effects of father

involvement.11 Most of these studies have simply “controlled for” (or taken out) the effects of the

mother’s characteristics in their assessment of whether fathers matter. The relationship between the

mother’s and the father’s characteristics and behavior on a particular outcome, however, can poten-

tially take three forms.12 First, the father’s effects may be additive; that is, what fathers do may have

an effect on adolescent outcomes over and above what mothers do. It is also possible, however,

that the father’s and the mother’s involvement or characteristics are redundant; that is, children

benefit from a father or mother—it doesn’t matter which one—engaging in certain behaviors or

possessing certain characteristics. Finally, it is possible that fathers have a unique effect on certain

outcomes; that is, fathers, but not mothers, are important for distinct outcomes. Little is yet under-

stood about how the father’s influence is distributed across these possibilities.

In this research brief, I explore the importance of fathers and mothers for a nationally representa-

tive sample of teenagers, specifically examining whether a father’s human capital, social capital,

and role modeling may uniquely influence his adolescent’s self-identity and behavior.

Sociological Perspectives on Fatherhood

When sociologists think about what fathers do and how they might make unique contributions

to the welfare of their children beyond that of mothers, they focus less on the particulars of how

fathers interact with their children (the province of psychologists) and more on what resources

fathers directly or indirectly provide. Much of the sociologically oriented research concentrates

on using survey data to compare children living in married-couple families with children in

mother-headed families. While this approach has been useful for understanding the advantages

for children of growing up in a two-parent family, it is not very useful for understanding the pre-

cise role fathers play because researchers are comparing unlike situations: children reared by one

parent instead of two.13 To better understand the unique roles of fathers and mothers, this brief

compares the contributions of fathers and mothers within two-parent heterosexual families to

determine if they are unique.

From a sociological perspective, what kinds of contributions to children might we expect from

fathers? To answer this question, sociologists tend to think about what kinds of human capital

and social capital fathers possess and how this might uniquely affect children. Also, because

sociologists see both parents as the primary agents of socialization, they look at the role model-

ing of both mothers and fathers as important influences on children.
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Human Capital
How mothers and fathers care for their children is strongly influenced by their human capital—the

skills, knowledge, and values that they possess and that are associated with occupational success in

American society. Parents with high levels of human

capital, typically indicated by years of education, are

more likely to do the kinds of things that enhance their

children’s cognitive abilities and school performance.

They are likely to provide a stimulating home environ-

ment by limiting television and encouraging reading.

They are more likely to take their children to muse-

ums, libraries, plays, and other enriching activities. They may choose to live in communities with

good schools or sacrifice to send their children to strong private or parochial schools. Mothers and

fathers with high human capital not only encourage high occupational aspirations in their children

but also promote the kinds of behavior in their children that are associated with success in school.

Most, but not all, studies show mothers and fathers with high education levels have children who

do well in school.14 Furthermore, most of these studies find that a father’s education affects chil-

dren independently from a mother’s education. Although less studied, where fathers have good

education, families have also been found in some studies to have children with positive self-

esteem, life skills, social competence, and cooperativeness.15 In short, there is consistent evidence

that children benefit from the human capital characteristics of both their parents.

Social Capital
In a classic article in 1988, sociologist James Coleman identified “social capital” as resources

embedded in family and community relationships. The quality of the relationship between each

parent and child represents one important component of social capital.16 A large number of stud-

ies that investigated associations between paternal supportive behavior and child outcomes

found that the overwhelming majority showed significant associations between father support

and measures of child well-being. Only a few studies, however, took into account characteris-

tics of mothers, and among those that did, the evidence for father effects was weaker.17

Role Modeling
Beyond their resources and relationships, fathers and mothers influence their children simply by

who they are and how they act. Children learn by observing those around them—and parents are

the most visible adults in their world. Children who observe fathers and mothers treating others

with respect, handling conflict in effective ways, and engaging in responsible and appropriate

behavior are likely to emulate these behaviors themselves. On the other hand, children learn quite

different lessons about themselves, how to behave or treat others, when parents treat each other

badly, are neglectful or abusive to their children, or engage in inappropriate or illegal behavior. In

addition, fathers and mothers uniquely model to their children what it means to be a man and a

woman. The importance of parental modeling has been shown in a large number of studies,

although only a few studies attempted to assess the effects of both mothers and fathers simultane-

ously. Two recent studies that did account for the role-modeling behaviors of both mothers and

fathers show that each parent’s psychological health, drinking behavior, availability, as well as the

degree of marital conflict all influence the child’s self-image and behavior.18 More research needs

to be done to understand the relative importance of mothers and fathers as role models.
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An Analysis Using the National Study of Adolescent Health

Data drawn from the National Study of Adolescent Health (or “Add Health”) provides an excellent

opportunity to examine these theoretical ideas. The Add Health survey is a long-term nationally

representative sample of 20,745 middle and high school students first interviewed in 1995–1996. A

second wave of interviews was conducted one year later, and a third round of 15,170 persons was

interviewed in 2001.19 I looked only at respondents who were living with both biological parents

during the first round of interviews.20 I focused on the link between mothers and fathers and two

adolescent outcomes: poor mental health (indicated by the number of symptoms of depression)

and bad behavior (indicated by participation in violent or delinquent activity in the past year).

Both depression and delinquent behavior become significantly more common during adoles-

cence and represent major risk factors for poor school performance, drug and alcohol abuse, and

risky sexual behavior.21

I used two indicators of the mother’s and father’s human capital: education levels and whether

or not they had worked full time in the previous year. I used two indicators of the father’s and

mother’s social capital: adolescent reports of the relationship quality with their parent and how

close they feel to their parent. Finally, I looked at three indicators of the mother’s and father’s

role-modeling behavior: the number of activities they did with their adolescent, whether they

were available for the adolescent at certain times of the day, and whether the parent engaged in

excessive drinking.22

Fathers and Adolescent Depression and Delinquent Behavior

I found that the father’s levels of social and human capital, as well as some role-modeling behav-

iors, are strong predictors of the likelihood his child will show depression symptoms. Furthermore,

the father’s characteristics and behavior remain statistically significant even when the mother’s

human and social capital characteristics and her role-

modeling behavior are taken into account.

Specifically, if the father has a poor relationship with

his adolescent, the adolescent reports lack of close-

ness, the father has a low education level, and the

father does few activities with his adolescent, the

more likely both male and female adolescents are to

show depression symptoms, regardless of the mother’s

characteristics.

Fathers also matter a great deal when it comes to delinquent behavior. The higher the father’s social

capital (quality of father-child relationship and closeness) the less likely both boys and girls are to

engage in delinquency. In addition, the father’s lack of education is associated with the son’s delin-

quency, and the father’s lack of availability increases the likelihood of the daughter’s delinquent

behavior. All these indications of the father’s influence appear to exist regardless of the mother’s

social and human capital and her role-modeling behavior.
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Fathers as Complementary and Unique

In my analysis, I found that fathers typically make additional or complementary contributions

beyond that of mothers to adolescent well-being. In almost all of these cases, the human and social

capital of mothers and fathers tended to be additive in nature. In other words, two parents are bet-

ter than one. In a few instances, adolescents benefit

from having at least one parent modeling appropriate

behavior—or suffer if one parent models bad behav-

ior. For example, lack of one parent’s availability tend-

ed to increase the likelihood of the boy’s delinquency,

and one parent’s excessive drinking tended to increase

the likelihood of the girl’s delinquency. In addition, I

found evidence that mothers and fathers make unique

contributions to parenting depending on the gender of

the adolescent, most often by their particular role modeling. For example, the father’s, but not

mother’s, lack of involvement in the adolescent’s activities was associated with the girl’s depres-

sion symptoms, and the mother’s lack of involvement in her child’s activities uniquely predicted

the boy’s delinquency. The mother’s, but not the father’s, lack of availability and excessive drink-

ing were associated with the boy’s depression symptoms.

Conclusion

What these analyses clearly show is that mothers and fathers both make vital contributions to

adolescent well-being. In a few instances, fathers and mothers appear to be interchangeable.

There are more instances, however, in which mothers and fathers complement each other in

their characteristics or behavior in ways that benefit children, and in most cases fathers make

positive contributions to the well-being of their children beyond what mothers do.

While this research demonstrates that the well-being of adolescents living with their biological par-

ents is influenced by both mothers and fathers, significant questions remain. Very little is known

about how the parenting practices, parent-child relationships, and characteristics of the parents or

other adults who care for children in cohabiting-couple families or other nontraditional family

arrangements are similar to, or different from, married-couple families. Until careful, methodolog-

ically rigorous studies based on reasonably representative samples are conducted, we cannot be

confident that these nontraditional arrangements offer the same potential benefits to children as

growing up with involved, educated, and responsible mothers and fathers.
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