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Table 3' Ranking of Behavioral Goals bI Father and Gender of Child . 
Get Try new 

Respect Succeed in High FatherlMF Obey Honest Creative Polite Compassion Independent along things 
Authority school esteem 

Don/F V V V V V V 

JohnlF V V V V V V 

LarryfF V V V V V V 

Steve/F V V V S V V 

RonaldlMF V V V V V V 

Cory/MF V V V S S 

Ray/M V S V V S V 

AlexJM V V V V V V 

RichardIM V V V S V S 

Tracy/M V V V V V V 

% S 0 10 0 30 20 20 

ceptible to activities that might lead to problematic 
behaviors. 

Although the quantitative data fail ed to sort out 
much variation among the most important goals, the 
fathers' own accounts privileged the goal of indepen
dence and self-reliance above the others. However, 
definitions of independence varied among the group. 
Ray elaborated on independence as a way of teaching 
kids to take responsibility for their actions. As a para
professional in the public school, Ray felt today's par
ents were failing to teach their children this form of 
independence. 

I emphasi<e 10 {Kyle] Ihal I' m rai sing him prelly much as a 
parelll ill the wild would, in Ihe sense that I'm raising him to be 
indepelldent. Because [ think oll e problem with a lot of kids
and you see examples of it with some of the young people our 
here- their pare/lls are raising rhem to be dependent. Maybe not 
by design. bllt in the long run that's what ir will tum out to be. 
You have to raise your children to one day be able to fend for 
Themselves. So it's importa/ll to teach them littl e stuff like doing 
their clothes, cooking, and when he gets older you show him 
how to, you know, balance a budget. Even ji'om the beginning, 
putting stuff up alVay from them so they WOIl 't break it. I never 
did thai. I saw that a.\· a learning tool. And even when they go 
to school, I Ihink a sign of nol teaching Ihem how to he indepel1-
delll is nOI having Ihem be responsible for Iheir OWIl acli ons. I 
see too many limes parems. something happens al school, they 
"'(lI1l to come up and find out what was wrong. Like, for in
nance. If the school called and said Kyle was in a fight and Ihey 
suspended him, I'm never going 10 ask what did they do with the 
mher kid. [don't care. I wanl to deal with Ihe issue- why he's 
[tghting-when we get home. Bllt we get parems who wanl to 
come in the school with six guns blazing. They are always 
coddling, making excuses. And "zen these same parenls wonder 
why when their kids gel to he teenagers and young adults why 
Ihey keep coming back alld can't seem 10 Ret on their feet. 
Parel1lS are fUming their children illlo viClims. 

w/others 

V V V S V 

V V V V V 

V V V V V 

V V V V S 

V V V V S 

V V V S S 

S V S V V 

V V V V V 

V S V S S 

V V V V V 

10 10 10 30 40 

Ronald expressed independence in more prag
matic terms, as the ability to provide for one's need and 
take care of oneself by majority age. 

You know, I tried to pmgram my children Ihal "ollce you are 18, 
you ore going somewhere. You know, when you gel oul of high 
school, I'm nOI taking c(lre of grown people. You can go 10 

college or in the service C!fter high school, and there will be a 
room here for you during breaks. If you gel a job, you are going 
to pay rem if you stay here or you need 10 look fllr your OWI1 

place. " 

Still another aspect was proffered by Richard, the 
son of a minister. He viewed independence in terms of 
freedom to choose one's own beli efs and values. 

ThaI was something "wI [ wanted to make sure- l don't believe 
ill forcing reli gion all people, forcing [hem 10 believe something 
IlwI you believe, simply because you believe il. So Tommy has 
nOI been baptized and il will nol be my decision to have him 
baptized. Because I think that has 10 be his choice, his belief, his 
fai th in God. With my parenls, I was forced to go to church, 
j(Jrced to do this or that. There was no option. 

Fathers of daughters were as lik ely as fathers of 
sons to value independence, but they defined it differ
entl y. Fathers of daughters tended to see independence 
as freedom from financial and emotional dependence 
on men. For instance, Emily's father Larry said 

[ want alilhat [all of the goals] for II1Y children. I want kindness, 
creative. polite, and compassion. [do want them 10 succeed 
academically and financiall y. I walll- esl' ecially for my daugh
ter- [ want her to be independenl. I don't want her to be depen
dent Oil a man. Because lots of women (Ire dependent on a man. 

These varied definitions of independence may help 
to explain the mixed findings in a few studies of Black 
fathers. Allen (1981) found that black fathers (as op
posed to black mothers or white fathers or mothers) 
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made the least demands for independence of their chil
dren. Bartz and Levine (1978) found that Black moth
ers and fathers expected earlier autonomy from their 
children, and Baumrind (1972) found mixed results, 
particularly when it came to fathers' expectation of 
independence in daughters. The variation may very 
well be explained by the conflation of disparate be
havioral goals in one concept-independence. 

Sources 0/ Advice and Preparation/or Fathering 

Although about 50 percent oftbe fathers had done 
chores, sometimes babysitting, growing up in their fami
lies of orientation, only two fathers had done a sub
stantial amount of household or parenting chores while 
they were residing with the child's mother. Conse
quently, only a few of the fathers said they felt pre
pared for being a full-time single father, and most of 
them said they found out they were mistaken. The 
ones who expressed the strongest feelings of being 
unprepared were those who had infants or those whose 
children had behavioral problems. For instance, Alex, 
father of one-year-old Alex Jr., echoed the complaints 
of many new parents. 

It was kind of a shock when I first started keeping him. He lVas 
a month old. And he would not go to sleep. Fifteen or twenty 
minutes and he was up. He'd sleep at the most Ihall an hOIll: 
He'd get lip-at niRht, mainly at Ilight. They Ret their days and 
nights mixed up. I'd take his bottle. I'd have to walk him around 
for half an hour. It was (mjit!. That would go on the whole 
night. But as he gets older, it:5 getting better, but he don't sleep 
through the night vet. 1 guess it's just something that they go 
through. There's no remedy Fir it. 1 thought lakillR care of mv 
nieces and nephews had kind ol prepared me for that, but 1 
didn't keep them when they were that young. 

Both Steve and John, fathers of toddler girls, said 
they were unprepared for potty training. Steve said, '"I 
felt pretty well prepared. Growing up I used to babysit 
for my brother and cousins, change diapers, feed them. 
I knew some things, like browning flour for diaper rash. 
But I wasn't prepared for potty training. We are trying 
to potty train, and it has been an uphill, downhill kind 
of thing. It's starting to get frustrating:' 

Richard, the father of Tommy, who was a special 
needs adoption, recounted their first 3 weeks together. 

The first niRhl, of course, 1 was inji:ltuated. I just, I had this little 
kid, and they left him with me, [he laughs). And they left him 
Ivith me. He didn't want to go to bed by himself that night. So 
I laid on his bed until he fell asleep and then I got up and went 
back to my room. And then the next day was hell. It was hell for 
three ,,·eeks. But again, he was just being taken from one home 
and put in another, with no choice about it. Like I said, that first 
three weeks was just hell. 1 actually thought "Why did 1 do 
this.?" Everybody told me this was going to be hard. And I said, 
"No.1 can't go back and say 1 can 'I do this." Everybody WOld" 
have said. "I told you 50." So, VOl' know, it was really those/irst 
three weeks. The thing is that 1 thillk 1 was also arrogant about 
it. I was doing so well in my career, and I was doing well in the 

community as well. I was Oil the hoard oj' directors for the Gay, 
Leshian, and Bisexual Services Center in Colorado. So 1 was a 
recognized leader in the community. 1 was a member of the 
Governor '5 staff I was a recoRnized leader in the recycling 
industry. You know. 1 think part of it was I was just arrogant. I 
thought, I can do this. just bring this child 011. I'll make the 
dijj'erence, [he laughs J. You know. all \'Ou have to do is give 
them food, and you knmv. give them love, and help them with 
homework. And I had no idea thai that was one percent . ... 
One ol the things 1 told Social Services Ihat I've learned in m\, 
short period (il time I!l being a parent is that being a parent an;' 
making the decisions are all one big guess. And the thing you 
fIgured out this lVeek It'ill change next week. And you have to 
guess again. 

Despite their lack of preparation, none of the men 
sought out other single fathers for support or commis
eration. This is somewhat distinct from studies of white 
single fathers, particularly Greif's (1990), who located 
most of his respondents through single-parent support 
groups. Only one of the fathers in this study took a 
parenting course, but that was court-ordered in order to 
get his infant son out of foster care. Two of the men are 
friends, live in the same apartment building, and so
cialize with each other and their children. While they 
do support each other in parenting, such as giving ad
vice to each other's children, they had been friends 
since college and did not specifically seek each other 
out due to their parental status. Few proactively seek 
advice from anyone, because they prefer autonomy, 
they don't want to burden family members or they 
haven't felt a strong need for it. But when push comes 
to shove, the most frequent source of advice is their 
own moms, who were also most frequently cited as 
their role models. 

The characteristics admired in mothers were their 
teaching of independence, exhibiting optimism or fam
ily values, and giving guidance. But the most admired 
characteristic was their staying power. Several fathers 
said something similar to Alex: 

She '.I a very strong person. I mean, to raise me and fin five 
sisters pretty much on her own, through a lot of tough times. 
And to make it through the tough times, she needed a lot of 
strenRth. She:~ special. We didn't have a lot growing up. but 
she made us feel .Ipecial. We didn [ have a lot of material things 
and stuff like thai, but she showed us a lot ollove. So il she can 
do it hack then, not making a whole lot of money and raising five 
of us, r should be able to do it with one. 

However, several of the men looked to less con
ventional sources for their parenting ideals or advice. 
As mentioned earlier, Richard cited The Bill Cosby 
Show as his role model for parenting styles. He ex
plains: I try to take their attitude, that wise old sarcas
tic attitude in front of the children. That bitch thing, 
that was perfect. That's what they would have done in 
real life. They won't do it on TV, but they would have 
done it in real life. So they're someone I kinda look 
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to." Another father of two daughters relies on informal 
chats with women on the Internet. For instance, he put 
out a question about whether he should let his 14-year
old daughter wear lipstick. Within a short period of 
time, he had dozens of replies ranging the gamut be
tween yes and no. He uses their feedback to acquire 
different parenting methods and reasoning, as well as 
to gauge how realistic his expectations are. 

The reader may have noticed that fathers did not 
mention their own fathers as role models or resources 
of advice. Only two fathers said that their fathers were 
role models. This is largely accounted for by the high 
percent of men who did not reside with their fathers 
growing up. Most of them said their fathers were not 
nurturing and served as a role model for what they did 
not want to be as fathers. Even most of those who grew 
up with their fathers did not refer to them as nurturing, 
and none of the fathers sought advice from their fa
thers. (See Coles, forthcoming, for further elaboration 
on this aspect.) 

Conclusions 

While the small size and self-selected nature of 
the sample prohibit generalization beyond this group 
of fathers, there are some findings from this pilot study 
that are congruent with other studies of black fathers or 
that can point us in a direction for further research. The 
roles that these single fathers tend to identify with
primarily provider and nurturer-were found to be simi
lar in studies (Bowman, 1993; McAdoo, 1981) of black 
fathers in two-parent families. In general, this sample 
of fathers placed high priority on what the literature 
(Erickson, 1964) would call "generative" roles-nur
turing, providing, teaching, etc. This could be ex
plained by the fact that all of these men were relatively 
mature as fathers; the majority being in their 30s when 
they took custody and being of majority age when 
they first became fathers. Late-timed fatherhood seems 
to be more conducive to generativity (Hawkins et aI., 
1995). 

The lesser importance placed on authority figure 
and disciplinarian would seem congruent with empha
sis placed on nurturer, but the downplay of the "friend" 
role would not. A possible interpretation is that fathers 
saw friend as the opposite of authority figure and did 
not desire either extreme to predominate in their 
parenting style. Moreover, it was fathers of daughters 
who tended to give less weight to friend, as they thought 
they would have trouble relating to their daughters as 
friends. 

The apparent differences among fathers' choice of 
roles due to characteristics of the custodial child, par
ticularly gender, but perhaps also behavioral problems 
of the child, should be pursued in further research. For 
instance, in addition to the difference on the friend 
role, girls-only fathers were more likely than boys-only 
fathers to adopt the provider and disciplinarian roles. 
Moreover, the two fathers with children who were ex
periencing some behavioral problems were the only 
ones to list authoritarian figure in the top two most 
important positions. These suggest the possibility, as 
suggested by Hawkins et al. 1995, that certain types of 
children may more likely elicit certain parental roles, 
rather than parenting styles unidirectionally shaping 
children's behavior, as is often assumed. 

The results also indicated a general consensus on 
the behavioral expectations fathers had for their chil
dren. All of the fathers had high expectations for their 
children. However, independence and self-reliance 
seemed to be the goal most sought after. Creativity, 
getting along with others, and willingness to try new 
things-were the least desirable, perhaps because they 
seemed to be the ones most likely to support behav
ioral deviance and yielding to peer pressure. However, 
the structure of the questionnaire format for prioritiz
ing goals needs to be modified to identify degrees of 
variation among the most important goals. Such forced 
prioritizing might indicate whether there is any corre
lation between the chosen roles and the behavioral 
expectations. 

In terms of role models and other sources of role 
definition and advice, it was generally found that fa
thers' mothers were the primary source of positive sym
bolic meaning and advice, while fathers' fathers were 
least. Other research (Daly, 1995) has likewise sug
gested that children do not appear to imitate people of 
their own gender more, rather they are just as likely to 
model particular behaviors from a variety of sources 
rather than particular individuals. It is noteworthy and 
ironic that while mothers are cited as the primary role 
model for the fathers, the fathers of daughters still as
sumed that they would not be able to serve as sufficient 
role models for their daughters. The fact that men saw 
themselves largely in terms of providing and nurturing 
indicates either that they observed and modeled these 
after their mothers, who were doing both, and/or that 
these roles are driven predominantly by a "viscerally 
felt absence" of those characteristics in their own fa
thers. 
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of fathers placed high priority on what the literature 
(Erickson, 1964) would call "generative" roles-nur
turing, providing, teaching, etc. This could be ex
plained by the fact that all of these men were relatively 
mature as fathers; the majority being in their 30s when 
they took custody and being of majority age when 
they first became fathers. Late-timed fatherhood seems 
to be more conducive to generativity (Hawkins et aI., 
1995). 

The lesser importance placed on authority figure 
and disciplinarian would seem congruent with empha
sis placed on nurturer, but the downplay of the "friend" 
role would not. A possible interpretation is that fathers 
saw friend as the opposite of authority figure and did 
not desire either extreme to predominate in their 
parenting style. Moreover, it was fathers of daughters 
who tended to give less weight to friend, as they thought 
they would have trouble relating to their daughters as 
friends. 

The apparent differences among fathers' choice of 
roles due to characteristics of the custodial child, par
ticularly gender, but perhaps also behavioral problems 
of the child, should be pursued in further research. For 
instance, in addition to the difference on the friend 
role, girls-only fathers were more likely than boys-only 
fathers to adopt the provider and disciplinarian roles. 
Moreover, the two fathers with children who were ex
periencing some behavioral problems were the only 
ones to list authoritarian figure in the top two most 
important positions. These suggest the possibility, as 
suggested by Hawkins et al. 1995, that certain types of 
children may more likely elicit certain parental roles, 
rather than parenting styles unidirectionally shaping 
children's behavior, as is often assumed. 

The results also indicated a general consensus on 
the behavioral expectations fathers had for their chil
dren. All of the fathers had high expectations for their 
children. However, independence and self-reliance 
seemed to be the goal most sought after. Creativity, 
getting along with others, and willingness to try new 
things-were the least desirable, perhaps because they 
seemed to be the ones most likely to support behav
ioral deviance and yielding to peer pressure. However, 
the structure of the questionnaire format for prioritiz
ing goals needs to be modified to identify degrees of 
variation among the most important goals. Such forced 
prioritizing might indicate whether there is any corre
lation between the chosen roles and the behavioral 
expectations. 

In terms of role models and other sources of role 
definition and advice, it was generally found that fa
thers' mothers were the primary source of positive sym
bolic meaning and advice, while fathers' fathers were 
least. Other research (Daly, 1995) has likewise sug
gested that children do not appear to imitate people of 
their own gender more, rather they are just as likely to 
model particular behaviors from a variety of sources 
rather than particular individuals. It is noteworthy and 
ironic that while mothers are cited as the primary role 
model for the fathers, the fathers of daughters still as
sumed that they would not be able to serve as sufficient 
role models for their daughters. The fact that men saw 
themselves largely in terms of providing and nurturing 
indicates either that they observed and modeled these 
after their mothers, who were doing both, and/or that 
these roles are driven predominantly by a "viscerally 
felt absence" of those characteristics in their own fa
thers. 
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The use of other sources of role models and advice 
for parenting (such as the broadcast media and the 
Internet), while infrequent, were still more cited than 
parenting books or support groups. None of the men 
were interested in seeking out a support group, and 
this is somewhat congruent with Allen's 1981 study 
comparing black and white mothers and fathers. He 
found that black fathers were least likely to have sought 
parenting advice from books or magazines. Whether 
the use of the Internet or television is an increasing 
trend for all parents of the technology age or whether 
black single fathers, in particular, find these venues 
more tolerable than others would be an avenue to pur
sue. 

While the qualitative data didn't contradict this, the 
fathers' discourse places more emphasis on the other 
roles, particularly nurturing. In addition, qualitative 
data allowed discernment of variation in role defini
tion, e.g. the various definitions of independence or 
discipline being defined either as punishment or as 
cultivation of consistency. Finally, while the quantita
tive data failed to articulate variation in ranking of 
behavioral expectations, the fathers' discourse clearly 
spotlighted independence and self-reliance as a sought
after characteristic in their children. 

The main conclusion drawn is that these fathers 
were indistinct from most parents in most ways. They 
viewed their role as parent to be multi -faceted and adap
tive to the personality and life course of their particu
lar child. The fathers, particularly those of daughters, 
worried that they might not be able to meet all the 
needs of their children. They saw parenting as a trying 
but rewarding process, which in the end would pro
duce a child who would be productive in society, able 
to live life fully after their parents' obligations had 
been met, and who would make the fathers feel that it 
was, in the end, all worth it. 

While the fathers' family of orientation (that is, 
coming from a one- or two-parent family), education, 
income, or previous marital status (i.e. divorced or never 
married) did not appear to be major factors in their 
choice of roles or behavioral expectations, the effect of 
those factors would be better articulated in a larger 
sample. The importance of combining both quantita
tive and qualitative data is highlighted in this study. 
Alone. the quantitative data would lead to the conclu
sion that the provider role was held as most important. 
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