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The Perceptions of Mexican-American Men as Fathers

Jeffrey Shears
Rich Furman
Nalini Junko Negi

Abstract: This qualitative study explores the lived experience of self-identified
Mexican men as fathers. The sample consists of 47 biological fathers of children
residing in Denver, Colorado, all whom are participating in the Early Head Start
Research and Evaluation Project. The data suggests that these fathers engaged in
traditionally conceptualized fathering roles. These men expressed the importance of
being there, teaching, meeting the child’s needs, being a role model, offering emo-
tional support, and giving affection and love. The fathers reported taking more
responsibility, decreasing substance use, and limiting their leisure activities as a
result of becoming a parent. The results suggest that, fathering in and of itself, may
create resiliency and may have powerful positive influences on the lives of fathers.
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INTRODUCTION

Empirical research has found a positive relationship between a father’s involve-
ment and an infant’s early physical and psychosocial development (Shears &
Robinson, 2005; Lamb, 2002; Palcovitz, 2002; Federal Interagency Forum on Child
and Family Statistics, 1998a; 1998b). Additional studies suggest that fathers con-
tribute differently to infant developmental outcomes than do mothers (Horn,
1999; Lamb, 1997; Yogman, 1981; Lamb & Lamb, 1976). While this link has been
established, much of it has been through quantitative analysis that has merely
identified the key variable and outcomes involved. While important, more infor-
mation regarding the lived experiences of fathers is needed. By understanding the
lived experiences of fathers themselves, family practitioners will be able to better
understand how men construct their identities as fathers and will be able to more
sufficiently provide services to them.

Several scholars have noted that much of what we know about a father’s parent-
ing attitudes and experiences was collected from the mother’s reports (Shears,
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Summers, Boller, & Barclay-McLaughlin, 2006; Cherlin & Griffith, 1998; Tanfer &
Mott, 1997). As social service and other providers seek to support positive outcomes
for children and families, the experience of fathers via-a-vis their parenting are
essential to understand. Given this importance, one might hypothesize that father-
ing attitudes and experiences might differ across race and ethnicity. However, much
of what we know about fathering is from Western middle-class, well-educated fam-
ilies; research is needed regarding the perceptions of fatherhood with ethnically-
diverse populations (Palcovitz, 2002). Too often, models of development and par-
enting derived from white middle-class families and men are constructed as social-
ly normative and are viewed as the benchmark through which to view the experi-
ences of other men. However, such over-generalizations can lead to misunder-
standings at best, and stereotyping at worst (Furman & Collins, 2005).

As the Latino population in the United State continues to grow, social service
practitioners and researchers are realizing that more must be done to understand
the lived experiences of Latinos (Furman, & Negi, 2007). This is particularly true for
Latino men. Too often, cultural variables, such as machismo and paternalismo, are
misunderstood by the social service community and others who work with
Latinos. The experience of Latino men is often viewed through a lens of patholo-
gy, rather than by understanding their unique lived experiences through impor-
tant Latino values.

This exploratory study seeks to join a growing body of research on the lived expe-
rience of Latinos, in particular, Mexican-Americans. This study will specifically
explore attitudes, experiences, and perceptions of self-identified Mexican-
American fathers of children residing in the Denver, Colorado metropolitan area.
The study represents a component of Early Head Start children and families, both
of which shall be explored in a later section of this paper.

RESEARCH ON FATHERS

Much of what we know of men’s experiences as fathers is derived from research in
Anglo communities (Shears, 2007; Jarret, Roy, & Burton, 2002; Palcovitz, 2002; Toth
& Xu, 1999). The focus of much of this research has been on examining the differ-
ences between fathering and mothering (Shears & Robinson, 2005; Hernandez &
Brandon, 2002; Kokkinaki & Kugiumutzakis, 2000; Bumpass, Raley, & Sweet, 1995),
the effects of the father-infant relationship (Storey, Walsh, Quinton, & Wynne-
Edwards, 2000; Bader, 1995), exploring the experiences of fathers (Shears,
Summers, Boller, & Barclay-McLaughlin, 2006; Housaain, Fields, Pickens,
Malphurs, & Del Valle, 1997; Parke, 1995), and how men learn to father (Snarey,
1993; Cowan & Cowan, 1987; Sagi, 1982). These studies also suggest that fathers are
more likely to be involved in social activities, play, physical interactions, unusual,
and unpredictable play. Because of the types of interactions and activities fathers
participate in, they may interact differently with their children than mothers do.
These differences in interactions suggest that fathers offer something unique to
early infant development. In addition, the research on father-infant relationships
suggests that fathers are emotionally connected to their infants, even to the point
of having hormonal changes around the birth of their child (Storey, Walsh,
Quinton, & Wynne-Edwards, 2000).
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Another area of focus has explored how fathering is in a state of transition, as
more fathers are embracing both traditional and contemporary roles. Traditional
roles embrace activities, such as provider, protector, role model, disciplinarian,
entertainer/socializer, and teacher, while the more contemporary roles might con-
sist of caregiver, as partner with the child’s mother, and as a source of affection and
emotional support (Shears, Summers, Boller, & Barclay-McLaughlin, 2006). A
number of studies have identified differences in these roles with ethnic minority
fathers (Shears, 2007; Jarett, Roy, & Burton, 2002; Mincy, 2002; Toth & Xu, 1999).
These findings further strengthen the need for understanding how fathering expe-
riences may be different among ethnic minorities.

Hispanic Fathers

Studies suggest that Hispanic families are more family-oriented than Anglo fami-
lies, and particularly that Mexican-American families report more participation in
large family networks (Sabogal, Marin, & Otero-Sabogal, 1987; Vega, 1990). A few
studies have examined how Hispanic fathers’ attitudes differ from Anglo fathers.
Sanchez (1997) found that Mexican-origin families are egalitarian, in that fathers
take an equal role in household responsibilities, including child rearing. Shears
(2007) found that Hispanic fathers reported higher levels of socialization activities
with their children than did Anglo fathers. Toth and Xu (1999) suggest that
Hispanic fathers tend to reinforce the norms of family closeness and expect their
children to show respect for and conform to authority. Consequently, it is suggest-
ed that they monitor and supervise their children more closely than Anglo fathers.
A study by Hofferth (2003) found that Hispanic-American fathers mirror Anglo
fathers in the number of hours they reported spending with their child during the
week, while also reporting higher levels of caring for their child than Anglo fathers.
The study concluded that Hispanic fathers displayed higher levels of warmth and
were more permissive in their parenting styles. Although these studies highlight
the positive aspects of Hispanic fathers, a number of these studies compared them
to Anglo fathers. There is a need to expand our understanding of Hispanic fathers
and to understand their experiences in fathering within their cultural context. As a
result, the current study explores Mexican fathers as a single group, without com-
paring them to others.

METHOD
Early Head Start Research and Evaluation Project
Early Head Start (EHS)

Designed to enhance a child’s cognitive, socio-emotional, and behavioral devel-
opment, as well as the parental capacity to engage in educational support activity,
EHS includes intensive services that begin before a child is born and supports the
family throughout the early years of a child’s life from ages 0 to 3. A national team
of researchers and federally-funded agencies collaborated with EHS programs to
evaluate the program’s implementation and outcomes at 17 research sites across
the United States. Following a random assignment design, a sample of nearly 3,000
children and mothers were recruited while the children were 12 months of age or
younger. The mothers completed a series of interviews, including a baseline



Shears et al./MEXICAN AMERICAN MEN AS FATHERS 341

enrollment interview, a parent services interview at 6, 15, and 26 months following
random assignment, and an exit interview. Data collection for the ongoing Early
Head Start national evaluation focused on the primary caregiver-the female par-
ent in more than 95% of the cases-as the key respondent. Although the responses
from interviews with mothers yielded a wealth of data on fathers and father-fig-
ures, researchers also included an in-depth set of studies that focused specifically
on fathers as the primary respondents. These studies helped to fill existing gaps in
the body of knowledge by adding a further dimension to our understanding of how
fathers, in the greater context of their family and the Early Head Start program,
influence infant and toddler development.

The father study included measures parallel to the study of mothers. Such meas-
ures included: 1) measures of family resources and supports, 2) knowledge of child
development, 3) parent characteristics, such as education and depression, and 4)
videotaped interactions of father and child. Data for fathers who agreed to partic-
ipate in the study were collected when their respective children were 24 months
old. Further, an embedded qualitative study involving audiotaped, open-ended
questions was incorporated into the study and interspersed throughout the quan-
titative interview. Thus, this study is part of a larger mixed-method research proj-
ect, as reported in Boller, Cabrera, Raikes, Pan, Bradley, Shears, & Roggman (2006).
Data for this report were taken from interviews with men who were verified as
being the father or father-figure of the EHS child at 24 months.

Participants

This study includes 47 fathers who completed a qualitative interview around their
child’s 24-month birthday. The sample consisted of English, Spanish, or bi-lingual
speaking men who self-identified as Mexican-American and who were more than
19 years old. These men were reported by the mother to be the biological father or
father-figure of a young child participating in two Early Head Start programs in
Denver, Colorado, which were currently involved in a research and evaluation
project. Mothers who were enrolled in Early Head Start initially identified the par-
ticipants in this study as the father/father-figure of their child when the child was
two years of age. As a result, these men were the father or father-figure of at least
one child who was around two years old. Because of the requirements of enroll-
ment in Early Head Start, the families and children are low income. However, the
men associated with these families were not necessarily low income.

The Interview

The interviews include a core set of qualitative questions designed to assist in the
generation of new hypotheses about Mexican-American fathers and their involve-
ment in their children’s lives. This study consists of several open-ended, qualitative
questions to explore the experiences and perceptions of Mexican-American men
on their fathering in low-income families. The study was designed not from a par-
ticular qualitative tradition, but from a generic qualitative perspective (Caelli, Ray,
& Mill, 2003) in which the researchers sought to inductively approach the experi-
ence of Hispanic men.



342
ADVANCES IN SOCIAL WORK

Thematic analysis was conducted to uncover themes based upon the data. The
first author read each of the interviews and, with the assistance of a Hispanic male
qualitative researcher, developed initial codes and categories. Subsequent read-
ings lead to the development of more refined themes. The first author and the
research assistant discussed the coding schemes that each developed and,
through a process of negotiation and consensus building, developed themes that
both believed accurately reflected the data. This type of peer-debriefing and trian-
gulation has been found to be essential to ensuring the trustworthiness of the data
(Leitz, Langur, & Furman, 2006). The data are presented in two ways. First, pas-
sages that represent the major themes in the data are presented. The authors dis-
cussed these responses in comments designed to contextualize the findings.
Frequency tables are presented to help the reader understand which responses
were typical of this population; the researchers recognize that any numerical pres-
entation of qualitative data, based upon a sample such as this, should not be taken
as representative of the general population.

FINDINGS

Question #1: What Does Being a Good Father Mean to You?

Thematic analysis revealed a set of five non-overlapping themes that describe
fathers’ perceptions of good fathering. The key themes were “being there,” teach-
ing, meeting the child’s needs, being a role model, and offering emotional support
(Table 1).

Table 1:  Responses to Being a Good Father

Responses # of Men Who Responded Percentage
Being there 32 70
Teaching 23 50
Meeting the child’s needs 17 37
Being a role model 13 28
Offering emotional support 7 15
Paying attention to the child 5 11
Being supportive 5 11
Playing with 4 9
Being patient 1 2

Total Responses 46

The key themes listed in Table 1 are highlighted and described below.
“Being there”

Respondents believe that an important component of good fathering includes
being available for their children. This was the most popular theme, appearing in
32 of the total responses and underscored by 46 participants. The importance of
being accessible to their children, or simply “being there,” was expressed in a vari-
ety of ways. One respondent states about his child, “I have to take care of my
responsibilities, be there for him, make sure he knows I am part of his life, and will
always be there.” Similarly, another respondent describe “being there” for his child
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as part of taking care of his responsibilities as a man but also to “make the child feel
wanted.” Fathers then expressed the importance of “being there” as not only ful-
filling a responsibility but also providing emotional security for their families.

Teaching

The second most popularly identified theme of being a good father was the impor-
tance of teaching the child. Fathers underscored the importance of teaching their
children to be able to distinguish between “right and wrong” as well as providing
them with structure. One respondent relates:

To me, it means being able to provide for her a well-structured avenue, so to
speak, in terms of her growing up. Giving her some value and making sure
she knows exactly what is right and wrong, and giving her a sense of purpose
for her being her.

Fathers then talked about the meaning of teaching their children life-lessons
that will foster strong values and self-esteem as well as enable them to become
functional adults.

Meeting the Child’s Needs

Fathers also identified the importance of financially meeting their child’s needs.
One respondent stated, “You got a responsibility to work, to have the money to buy
the baby stuff, and make sure the baby has everything he needs, because that
baby’s special to you.” Providing for the financial needs of the child is then under-
scored by some fathers, because it sustains the child’s physical well-being.

Being a Role-Model

Fathers further discussed their key role as role models and the importance of fos-
tering supportive relationships with their children:

First of all, that means representing a positive male role model. I came from
a place where mothers can teach men how to be a better man, and fathers
can teach daughters to be betters daughters. I always try to be a positive role
model. I always try to show that I care about her and support her, do things
for her, encourage her, play with her. Let her know she’s special. I think it’s
important for her to have that male role model, because her biological dad
is choosing not to be part of what is going on. I try to be there to support
things and really connect with her, bond with her. I feel that’s something
she’s going to need.

Fathers then relay the importance of being a good role model or a “pillar of
strength” for their child despite (or maybe because of) the less than ideal social
conditions that their child may be growing up in. Sometimes, the responsibility of
striving to be a good role model for their child may be difficult. A respondent
relays, “I was still young, so I had to start acting like a grownup, because I had a son
to take care, and he has to have someone as a role model so he won't go the wrong
route.”

Offering Emotional Support

Fathers discuss the importance of emotionally supporting and validating their
child, even if it may not conform to traditionally held ideas of masculinity:
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Alot of men probably have trouble being there emotionally when their child
wants to be affectionate. I think, as he grows older, I'll have to be there for
him emotionally as he develops and as he learns and changes, especially
when he enters adolescence.

Fathers then identify the importance of “listening to your kids, being active with
your kids, being interactive with your kids, showing concern...” as a key compo-
nent of fathering.

After this general question, some men were asked more probing questions
regarding their experiences of fathering. The following is how a number of men
addressed some of these probing questions.

Question #2: What Are the Positive Aspects of Being a Father?

Two themes emerged identifying a father’s perceptions of the positive aspects of
fatherhood (Table 2). A number of respondents (N=13) answered that the love and
affection they give to and receive from their child are positive aspects of being a
father. Three respondents stated that, as a result of being a parent, they have
matured, while one respondent answered that, as a result of being a father, he has
learned about life. The two key themes are discussed below.

Table 2:  Positive Aspects of Fathering

Responses # of Men Who Responded Percentage
Affection/love 13 76
Maturity 3 17
Learn about fathering 1 1

Total Responses 17

Total responses 17/no response or not applicable 30

Affection/Love

Fathers indicated that the love and affection they receive and give to their children
is a significantly positive aspect of being a father. A respondent states, “Just seeing
that smile on his face mostly. Just having that person there to love; I couldn't live
without him now. I couldn’t imagine life without him.” Fathers then describe a nur-
turing and loving bond with their child that gives them immense happiness.
Fathers also further describe their loving bond with their child as solidifying fami-
ly bonds, “It’s a blessing actually; it gives me a warm, loving feeling inside-a fami-
ly-being-together feeling.”

Maturity

Fathers further identified becoming more mature as an important and positive
aspect of becoming a father.

It changed my life a lot. Before was pregnant, [ was pretty wild, run-
ning around, partying, and stuff like that. I really had to take the time to
think about my responsibilities and what it takes to raise a child and how it’s
time consuming. You have to put him first before going out or buying
clothes for myself or CDs and stuff like that.
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Becoming a father then dramatically altered the perceptions and life choices of
some of the respondents, whereby they now began to place their child’s needs
above their own needs. Furthermore, becoming a father gave some respondents a
reason to care for something, such as:

Like, at first, I didn’t work. I was just out there doing really bad stuff, not car-
ing about nothing. When he came into my life, I knew I had another respon-
sibility to my wife and him. I got a job.”

Fatherhood then instilled a sense of financial and emotional responsibility that
some respondents indicated they lacked before their child was born. The procure-
ment of a job and placing their child’s needs above their own needs, as well as a
dramatic shift in life-styles (from partying to becoming responsible), was then
identified as a positive aspect of becoming a father.

Questions #3: What Are the Negative Aspects of Being a Father?

Three themes were identified in the respondents’ perceptions of the negative
aspects of fatherhood (Table 3). A majority of the respondents (N=10) did not asso-
ciate negative experiences with fathering. Some fathers (N=5) indicated that
fathering may limit their flexibility to “pick up and go.” Only one father stated that
a negative aspect of becoming a father includes working more hours.

Table 3:  Positive Aspects of Fathering

Responses # of Men Who Responded Percentage
No negative 10 63
Limit activities 5 31
‘Work more 1 1

Total Responses 16

Total responses 16/no response or not applicable 31

No Negative

The bulk of the respondents indicated that there are no negative aspects of becom-
ing a father. A respondent succinctly states, “I don't see any downsides at all. I
enjoy being a father; I don't regret it.” Their enjoyment of being a father then clear-
ly overrides any negativity or “downsides” that may be associated with becoming
a parent.

Limit Activities
Some respondents indicated that becoming a father has limited their flexibility to
be able to engage in recreational activities with their partner or by themselves.

We're not able to, my wife and I, do all the things we did before we had kids.
We can't just get up and go; we always have to worry about childcare if we
want to go out—dancing or dinner or something.

Our respondents indicated the inability to “just pick up and go somewhere” is
the primary expressed negative aspect of becoming a father.
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Question #4: How Has Fatherhood Changed You?

The majority of the respondents (N=21) reported an increased sense of responsi-
bility due to fatherhood (Table 4). Others (N=8) indicated that their intake of alco-
hol and drugs had been limited due to fatherhood. While others (N=3) stated that
fatherhood has changed their lives by limiting their leisurely activities. One
respondent indicated that fatherhood has made him more patient, and another
respondent stated that fatherhood has made him grow up faster.

Table 4:  Fatherhood Changed Your Life

Responses # of Men Who Responded Percentage
Had to take on more responsibility 21 72
Couldn'’t drink or use drugs 8 28
Limits leisure activities 3 1
Made them be patient 1 Less than 1
Made them have to grow up faster 1 Less than 1

Total Responses 29

Total response 29/no response or not applicable 18

Had to Take Responsibility

Fatherhood had an altering effect upon most of the respondents who indicated
that becoming a father has instilled a sense of responsibility in them.

Knowing you have a child makes you more responsible. It makes you think
before you act. I never had much of a problem getting into trouble before he
was around, but certain things were a lot less important before him—job
security. Nowadays, it’s... actually, it’s a lot of weight being responsible for a
child and everything from, “Does he have enough diapers and do we have
enough milk in the fridge?”

Fatherhood, then, for some respondents, instilled the importance of job securi-
ty in providing for their child’s needs. In addition, fatherhood also led some
respondents to develop responsible decision-making, whereby “you think before
you act.” Irresponsible behavior, through potentially illegal activity, is then no
longer seen as a positive life-choice for these respondents. For example, a respon-
dent states, “I can’t run the streets like I used to. I can’'t hang out all the time. Gotta
be there for the little one who needs you...”

Couldn’t Drink or use Drugs
Some fathers further indicated that fatherhood altered their substance usage.

I was doing drugs up until her sixth month of pregnancy—partying, gangs,
and whatever. I had my son and it was an awakening. I'm in college and
should be entering the cadet program in a couple of months to become a
police officer.

For some respondents, the birth of their child indicated to them that substance
and drug use is not viable. The birth of their child was then expressed as an “awak-
ening” that led them to curtail their substance usage and other illegal activities.
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Another father states, “I used to play in a band and be a heavy drinker. Ever since
I had my son, I drank for four months, and then I stopped drinking. It's been over
two years since I've drank.” Fatherhood then facilitated the curtailment of sub-
stance use for some respondents.

Limits Leisure Activities
Respondents also indicated that fatherhood has limited their activities.

I used to have a lot of time for myself. I used to be able [to do whatever I
wanted] whenever I didn't have kids. No, it’s kind of like everything is slowed
down. I worked 40 hours a week and I used to have no problem staying over
time at all. Now that I have kids, that’s a definite thing I gotta do—make time
for them.

Fatherhood then has shifted the focus from engaging in leisurely activities,
“doing whatever,” or even putting in extra time at work, to individual time, to
spending time with their children. The fathers’ lives are then starkly different than
they used to be when they did not have children. One respondent states, “Just day
to day, I get to read less (laughs), I get to do fewer things I would normally like to
do.”

Question #5: What Are Some of the Obstacles That Keep You From Being the Kind
of Father You Want to Be?

A majority of the respondents (N=26) stated that their job’s time requirements are
the biggest obstacle to being the kind of father they want to be (Table 5). Some
respondents (N=8) indicated that lack of finances was an impediment to being the
ideal type of father, while few reported that television or electronic games, their ex-
wives, lack of transportation, family stability, parole/courts, and family were
impediments to them being the kind of father they would like to be. The key
themes were then their jobs and lack of money.

Table 5:  Obstacles to Being a Father
Responses # of Men Who Responded Percentage
Job/time 26 67
Money 8 20
Electronic games/TV 3 1
Ex-wife, wife/in laws 3 1
Nothing 3 1
Lack of transportation 2 Less than 1
Family stability 2 Less than 1
Parole/courts 1 Less than 1
Family 1 Less than 1
Total Responses 39
Total response 39/no response or not applicable 8
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Job

The bulk of the respondents discussed the time-consuming nature of their
employment. Some respondents talked about the long hours they worked or
weekend employment, in addition to having to work two jobs.

Like I said, when I get off work, I'm usually in bed for the rest of the day; I
don'’t really feel like going anywhere or doing anything. I'm so tired—my job.
I hate to say it, but there’s times when I don't interact with her that much.

Employment then often places a physical as well as emotional strain on the
father, leaving him exhausted and with little energy to interact with his child. Some
fathers then expressed the desire for more time to be able to spend with their chil-
dren. One respondent states, “I wish I had more time, sometimes. Keeping the ball
rolling is stressful.”

Money

Some fathers expressed lack of finances are an obstacle to being the kind of father
they would like to be. Fathers expressed how having more money could potential-
ly enhance their parenting.

If I could make enough money so my wife could stay home with them, that
would be great. There are certain things I'd like to do with them and that
stuff costs money, and right now, we don’t have the extra money to do that.

Lack of finances is then perceived by some fathers as disallowing them from
being involved in the type of activities they would like to be involved in with their
children. One respondent states, “Money. (laughs) Finances. I'd like to be able to
take them everywhere.”

DISCUSSION

The results indicate that Mexican-American fathers feel that it is important to be
involved in the lives of their young children. This idea of “being there” for their
children is in agreement with other research on fathers (Shears et al., 2006; Allen &
Doherty, 1996). This suggests that fathers in low-income Mexican-American fami-
lies have similar perceptions of being a good father as men of other racial and eth-
nic backgrounds. With the exception of offering emotional support, these men
generally held very traditional beliefs regarding their importance to childrearing.
The responses of being there, teaching, meeting the child’s needs, and being a role
model, all represent very traditional beliefs in fathering. This focus on traditional
fathering attitudes is somewhat surprising, given the recent adoption of more con-
temporary attitudes of fathers.

One area where there may be a shift from more traditional to contemporary atti-
tudes is when men talked about the positive aspects of being a father. Their
responses indicated that these men were comfortable and enjoyed the affection
they received from their child. This is an important finding, as men often may not
be viewed as being important, affective models and providers of care in the lives of
their children. Contrasted to the above noted traditional roles, Mexican-American
men in this study clearly understand and value their importance to the affective
lives of their children.
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When asked about negative experiences of fathering, a number of men stated
there were no negative experiences. This is interesting, given that these are fathers
in low-income families. However, it is certain that these men have similar ideas of
good fathering as middle-income men, but generally they have fewer economic
resources. One might expect that a negative experience for these men would be
their difficulty in meeting their personal fathering expectations, but this was not
the case. This clearly demonstrates the strength and resiliency of this population,
and their recognition of the value of fathering within the context of various family
constellations.

A number of men expressed that, having a child was a positive, life-changing
event. Simply put, becoming a father changed their lives in a positive way. Several
men stated that they stopped or greatly reduced their participation in risky behav-
iors, such as doing illegal drugs or participating in illegal activities. One might
question whether this finding is partly the result of the low-income status of sev-
eral of these fathers. It has been suggested that illegal drug and alcohol use might
be equally represented across economic levels, particularly during adolescence
(Schensul & Burkholder, 2005). However, research in this area also suggests that
many in middle-class communities tend to “grow out” of such risky behaviors
(Arnett, 2004; Sehulenberg, O’Malley, Bachman, Wadsworth, & Johnston, 1996).
Being a father, then, may provide some inoculation against various psychosocial
and behavioral maladies.

One area that may address the issues of economic status and men’s perceptions
of fathering is when the men were asked about the difficulty in being the kind of
father they want to be. Most men responded that lack of economic resources and
their working to secure these resources were significant obstacles that are imped-
ing them from becoming the type of father they want to be.

Given that Mexican-American fathers held very similar ideas of fathering as
Anglo fathers suggests the possibility of a unifying theme in highly involved
fathers. These results support similar findings of other studies (Brayfield, 1995)
that suggest fathering in low-income families is not very different from the role of
fathering in other socioeconomic classes. Future studies might examine how
fathering might differ across racial and ethnic populations, attempt to understand
how mothers influence the type and frequency of fathers’ involvement with their
children, and explore how much fathers contribute to mothers’ involvement with
children.

IMPLICATIONS FOR PRACTICE

This study helps us to understand more about the fathering of young infants in
self-identified Mexican-American families. Men involved in this study generally
found value in both traditional male fathering roles and more contemporary
affective roles. Men in this study clearly were self-reflective about their own
fathering and understood the importance of their affective contributions to the
lives of their children. This study confirms that Mexican-American fathers’ atti-
tudes and activities might be changing similarly to contemporary fathers across
ethnic and racial groups. Although there has been an increase in fathering
research studies and available literature, researchers must be cognizant that the
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process and topic under study is constantly changing. In addition, we need to be
mindful that men from various economic levels and ethnic/racial groups might
offer different views of their fathering roles, and we need to remain diligent to also
hearing their varied voices.

There are specific implications for family and social service practice, given the
increased numbers of Mexican-American families in the United States. We should
be mindful that many of the families with which we work may be considered frag-
ile families by virtue of their limited resources and/or unstable relationships.
However, as this study demonstrates, fathering in and of itself may be a powerful
factor in strengthening the lives and experiences of men, whether or not they are
members of a traditional family constellation. Fathering itself seems to provide
men with powerful experiences that increase their desires and abilities to engage
in prosocial behavior. Practitioners may focus on helping fathers in traditional
nuclear families and those who parent outside of these relationships to under-
stand the powerful, positive influence fathering may have. Practitioners must
seek to validate the strengths of Latino men and the many ways in which they
positively contribute to the lives of their children.

Additionally, since it is clear that affective caretaking is an important compo-
nent to the parenting experience of Latino men, practitioners must understand
this role in the context of Latino culture. Viewing Latino men through a narrow
understanding of machismo is limiting. Machismo should be viewed more as a
deep sense of obligation to the family, regardless of the particular family struc-
ture. The positive aspects of Latino male fathering, which includes traditional,
economic, and affective care, must be understood. Practitioners who are unfa-
miliar with Latino culture are encouraged to utilize a strengths-based lens
through which to view the experiences of Latino men as fathers. That is, they
should seek to understand the lived experiences of their clients and how their
clients possibly contribute to the lives of their children. Having a clear under-
standing of the fathers’ unique contributions to early infant development and
how it is vastly different from mothering would be a good start for practitioners
and child-care providers. Helping to educate parents on these issues is important,
as many families may not understand the fathers’ importance in child rearing.
Families need to know and understand the importance of fathers to children’s
emotional and financial well being. In many cases, young men may not under-
stand their own importance; educational interventions should focus on the pos-
itive relationship that fathering has both on the child and the young father.
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