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Abstract 

Though the last decade has demonstrated an increased interest in research on fathers of color, little 

has been written to aide professionals and policy makers who serve fathers of color. This literature 

review employs four dynamic conditions--microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem, and macrosystem--

underlying a socio-ecological framework to present various key factors influencing the lives low-

income African American and Latino fathers. By integrating multiple levels of thinking about these 

fathers, we situate our suggestions for effectively engaging these fathers within the reality of these 

men’s diverse contextual and social environments. Discussion also includes best practices and 

examples of programs to guide professionals and policy makers working to better the lives of families 

of color.  

Key words: Fatherhood, ethnic minority, context, best practices, applied, African American, 
Latino
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The occasion is piled high with difficulty, and we must rise with the occasion. As our 
case is new, so we must t hink anew and a ct  anew. – Abraham Lincoln 

 

Effectively Serving Low-Income Fathers of Color 

In recent years parenting research and intervention has grown to increasingly include 

fatherhood programming. However, despite an increasing number of fatherhood programs specifically 

aimed to serve low-income fathers of color, little has been written on effective and engaging practices 

to involve these fathers (Englar-Carlson & Stevens, 2006).  Indeed policymakers and professionals 

generally focus on “the father” as the unit of analysis with little guidance for understanding the diverse 

contextual and social components that frame fathers’ lives (Marsiglio, Roy, & Fox, 2005). The intent 

of this review is to unlock the “father-only” thinking once common among professionals and policy 

makers to explore a more contextualized and “situated” approach to serving these fathers. 

Ethnic minorities are expected to account for over 50 percent of the U.S. population by 2050 

(U.S. Census, 2005). In fact, Latino, African American, and Asian American fertility rates are 

considerably higher than those for European American families and are expected to account for more 

than 90 percent of all births by 2050 (U.S. Census, 2005).  Considering this bourgeoning ethnic 

minority population, fathers of color will play a key role in the future of the United States (McLoyd, 

Cauce, Takeuchi, & Wilson, 2000). For instance, research has provided robust evidence indicating the 

positive effects of fatherhood programming and positive father involvement (quality involvement not 

just involvement; Pleck, 1997) on the physical, social, and emotional development of children and 

youth (e.g., Cabrera, Tamis-LeMonda, Bradley, Hofferth, & Lamb, 2000). Despite the great deal of 

energy that has gone into the study of fatherhood in the last two decades, research on ethnic minority 

fathers remains somewhat scattered and with relatively little focus (Cabrera & Garcia-Coll, 2004; 

Nelson, 2004).  This article brings together research on lower income African American and Latino 

fathers to demonstrate best practices to effectively help and appeal to the needs of these fathers.  
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We have chosen to focus on key principals in the service of Latino and African American 

fathers because of our experience working with these fathers and because they numerically account for 

the largest number of fathers of color. We realize that the research and experiences cited in this article 

do not represent the full diversity of ethnic and immigrant fatherhood experiences in the United 

States. Yet, we feel that focusing on these two groups is warranted, considering the size of these 

groups of fathers and difficulties many of these fathers face. We acknowledge that there is vast 

diversity within the socially constructed Latino and African American ethnic groups (e.g., Umaña-

Taylor & Fine, 2001), though we also believe that much of what we present in this article may be 

applicable to fathers of various cultures, backgrounds, and social classes. With this in mind, we use the 

multiple levels of the socio-ecological model to frame our discussion of key factors that influence the 

lives of fathers of color. We then illustrate best practices for effectively serving the growing numbers 

of Latino and African American fathers in the U.S.  

Centering Fathers in a Socio-Ecological Framework 
 
Fathers play a central role in the lives of their families, regardless of their ethnic background; 

however, various unique factors influence the positive father involvement of minority fathers. It is 

helpful for us to think about fathers of color using some of the structural components of 

Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) socio-ecological framework. This theory can be used to conceptualize fathers 

in the terms of four dynamic conditions, the microsystem (e.g., father), the mesosystem (e.g., family), 

the exosystem (e.g., workplace), and the macrosystem (e.g., culture). For instance, fathers both 

influence and are influenced by their relationships with their children, their work environments, and 

the cultural milieu of which they are a part (Bulboz & Sontag, 1996).  An ecological approach helps us 

to see the reciprocal linkages across systems, and can strengthen our ability to support effective 

involvement as we serve these fathers. 
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Fathers  o f  Color as  a Microsys t em 

Let us begin by looking (as most professionals have) at the father microsystem by examining 

individual level factors (i.e., human capital) influencing fathers of color. We begin by demonstrating 

some of the personal strengths and struggles faced by fathers of color, and two key principals for 

professionals and policy makers.  

Resi l i ent  fathers .   Though much research on minority fathers has been largely spurred by the 

treatment of fatherhood as a social problem, in the last decade a number of authors have depicted 

fathers of color as having hidden strengths, such as resilience and resourcefulness in light of the 

difficult situations many of these fathers face (Coley, 2001; Roy, 2005a, 2006).  For example, fathers of 

color are often stereotyped as absent from the lives of their children. However, a recent study of 

ethnically diverse fathers, countered the generally negative portrayal of fathers of color, by showing 

that the African American and Latino fathers they studied were more physically involved, monitored 

their children more, and provided more consistent discipline than their European American 

counterparts (Toth & Xu, 1999). African American fathers more commonly reported that they bathed 

their children, changed diapers, disciplined their children, made appointments, and took them to 

activities.  

Research has also shown that some fathers of color are generally more involved when their 

children are infants, and again when the children enter middle school age.  Many of these fathers may 

recall experiences of being raised without the active participation of their fathers, and thus have taken 

it upon themselves to be more involved with their children (e.g., Roy, 2005a; Taylor & Behnke, 2005).  

 Even in cases where ethnic minority fathers are not consistently involved or coresident with 

their children, research suggest that some of them are quite emotionally involved in their children’s 

lives (Ahmeduzzaman & Roopnarine, 1992; Coltrane, Parke, & Adams, 2004). In specific parenting 

domains ethnic minority fathers have been shown to do better than fathers from the majority 
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European American population (Hoffereth, 2003; Toth & Xu, 1999).  For example, authors have 

shown that African American and Latino dads were more nurturing, engaged, concerned, emotionally 

supportive, and less controlling than European American fathers (e.g., Hoffereth; Mosley & Thomson, 

1995; Toth & Xu).  Researchers have also pointed out that although structural and economic obstacles 

prevent some ethnic minority fathers from living with or spending time with their children, these 

deprivations lead some fathers to heightened feelings of emotional attachment and responsibility for 

the children (Allen & Connor, 1997; Hoffereth).   

Father s t ruggle s .  Though fathers of color have many personal assets including the ones 

previously mentioned, many of these fathers also have personal difficulties with which they may 

struggle. Some of these fathers have had to cope with fewer opportunities for educational and 

occupational success, including limited access to higher education and better jobs (e.g., McLoyd, 1990; 

Wilson, 1999). Recent data indicate on average only 9 percent of Latino fathers and 14 percent of 

African American fathers have graduated from college, compared to 25% of Caucasian men (U.S. 

Census, 2005).  This disparity directly influences their ability to find better jobs and potentially limits 

their ability to help their children succeed in school (Cabrera & Garcia-Coll, 2004; McLoyd). Indeed 

many fathers struggling to surmount educational and economic issues have increased and prolonged 

stress in their lives, and are at particular risk for physical and emotional problems (i.e., depression; 

Conger et al., 2002; Parke et al., 2004). However, considering these circumstances, some fathers of 

color beat the odds and gain the education and skills they need regardless of their struggles with 

poverty and poor educational and occupational opportunities. 

The acquisition of English is a potential barrier for many immigrant fathers seeking education 

and employment in the U.S.  For example, among Latino fathers, who comprise the largest group of 

these immigrants, more than two-fifths of them do not speak English (del Pinal & Singer, 1997). 

Language barriers often isolate these men from public resources such as public assistance, better 
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employment, and at times, their own children (Martínez, 2001; Taylor & Behnke, 2005). For instance, 

limited English abilities can make it harder for Latino fathers to know where their children are and 

what they are doing on a daily basis and decrease the likelihood of securing better paying jobs (Taylor 

& Behnke). Moreover limited language abilities may make it difficult to be involved in the interests of 

their children, and may impede attempts to be actively involved in their children’s schooling (Shock, 

Behnke, & Plunkett, in press). 

 Mesosyst em Factors Impact ing Fathers  o f  Color  

Though much less recognized than personal factors, interpersonal relationships play a 

dominant role in the success of fathers of color.  These types of personal relationships include 

relationships with family, friends, coworkers, individuals at church/synagogue, and so on. Often 

referred to as mesosystems, this level of ecosystem refers to connections between microsystems (unit 

of analysis) and exosystems (the outside environment). We will discuss two primary groups of 

relationships for fathers: family and peers. 

Family  in f luences  on fathers .  Social support from family can influence the means by which 

fathers of color interact with their children in both positive and negative ways (Summers, Boller, & 

Raikes, 2004).  For example, healthy relationships between wives and husbands or between a father 

and child can often have the effect of increasing other positive relationships within a family (Dunst, 

Trivette, & Deal, 1994). We believe the benefits of healthy significant relationships can be particularly 

important for those facing extra-familial stressors such as poverty or institutional racism.  These 

positive relationships also may lead to other beneficial life choices. Recent studies suggest that positive 

father-child relationships improve the lives of Latino and African American men. Mirandé (1997) and 

Fitzpatrick, Caldera, Pursley, and Wampler (1999) have showed that Latino fathers are most 

commonly very nurturing and concerned parents and that being a parent has a positive impact on their 

personal well-being. Researchers have shown that many African American men make huge sacrifices 
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to be involved their children’s lives and have heightened feelings of responsibility for their children 

even though on average these fathers spend less actual time with their children because employment 

and other social and structural barriers limit their involvement (Allen & Conner, 1997; Jarrett, Roy, & 

Burton, 2002).  

Significant familial relationships (e.g., spouses) can have a positive influence on fathers of 

color by providing social supports and economic resources that improve the prospects for effective 

parenting. However, these significant relationships (when volatile or contentious) can also have 

detrimental repercussions on other family relationships (Jarrett et al., 2002).  For example, poor 

relationships with the mothers of their children (or the mothers’ families) can lead to limited access 

and involvement particularly for nonresident fathers (Allen & Hawkins, 1999). “Gatekeeping” is 

especially common among those minority fathers who struggle with partner conflict, who have 

divorced or separated from their spouse, and/or who live at a geographic distance from their children 

(McLoyd, 1989).  Relational problems can exacerbate and be exacerbated by inadequate or 

inconsistent economic support from these fathers.  

Peer in f luences on fathers .  Similar to factors discussed in relation to family member 

influences, friends and co-workers can also have both positive and negative influences on fathers of 

color (Summers et al., 2004). Though little has been written on the subject of peer influences in the 

lives of minority fathers, undoubtedly these fathers are influenced by their peers (Jarrett et al., 2002; 

Stier & Tienda, 1993). For example, a father may receive a good deal of informal support from other 

fathers with whom he plays basketball or works alongside during the day. Yet at the same time these 

same individuals may give bad advice or become a distraction if they unduly limit the time a father can 

spend with his child. Likewise, positive messages can be mixed with less healthy messages which can 

lead to ambiguities in terms of the way a father should interact with his family.  

Exosys tem Factors  Impact ing Fathers o f  Color 
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A third dimension that can be used to understand fathers of color is that of exosystems. This 

larger ecosystem generally refers to the broader structural systems in which an individual interacts, 

such as homes, schools, workplaces, churches, and neighborhoods. Similarly, contextual factors such 

as (im)migration may play key roles in determining the effective involvement of fathers. 

School  invo lvement .  Though children spend more of their waking hours at school than in any 

other one context, fathers are typically less involved than mothers in their children’s academic lives. 

Though fathers are about as likely to take part in extracurricular activities, that involve their children at 

school, many school teachers and administrators have cited an absence of paternal involvement in 

academic activities such as homework and teacher conferences (Nord, Brimhall, & West, 1997). 

Nonresident fathers may be even less likely to balance participation in their children’s schools.  Rather 

than simply pointing to the problem, various authors have provided various suggestions and 

programmatic solutions (e.g., Nord et al.; Ortiz, 2004). For example, some have maintained that much 

must be done to make schools more father friendly, as well as more welcoming of ethnically diverse 

families (Waterman & Zellman, 1998). Personal invitations to school events and the establishment of 

father/child groups may also prove effective (Shock, Behnke, & Plunkett, in press). 

Work and the  provider ro le .   Unemployment and under-employment are serious barriers to 

success in the provider role for many fathers of color (McLoyd, 1990; Taylor, Leashore, & Toliver, 

1988).  For most men, fulfilling their obligations to financially provide for their children is a powerful 

expectation (Marsiglio et al., 2000), but given the relatively high rates of unemployment for both 

African American (11 percent unemployed) and Latino (7.4 percent unemployed) men, being able to 

successfully provide and be involved fathers is often difficult (U.S. Census, 2000). When these fathers 

cannot contribute fully to the financial and material well-being of their families, they can become 

demoralized and isolated from family life. Rather than the popular stereotype of “deadbeat dads,” 

these are “dead broke dads”—fathers who lack the financial means to have consistent supportive 
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interactions with their children (Mincy & Sorensen, 1998).  In their attempts to meet their financial 

obligations, some fathers enter the underground economy by “hustlin” or working off the books, a 

decision which can have potentially deleterious effects on family life (Roy, 2005a). 

Employment and related work demands are also influential in the positive parent involvement 

of African American and Latino fathers. As many fathers of color have experienced firsthand the 

effects cyclical poverty, these fathers often must take the jobs no one else will take (Hecker, 2004).  

These jobs include agriculture, manufacturing, and service sector jobs, with their associated 

challenging working conditions and long, irregular working hours.  Some fathers also feel that a lack of 

time and the fatigue from long, demanding working hours reduces the time they would like to spend 

with their children (Taylor & Behnke, 2005).  Stresses related to working long hours for inadequate 

pay can at times spill over into parenting behaviors and other interactions (e.g., labile affect, irritability, 

and aggression) in the home (e.g., Conger et al., 1992, 1993). However, many fathers find ways to 

successfully navigate these difficult economic work related circumstances while raising their children 

(Danziger & Radin, 1990). Thus as with other fathers, work (or lack thereof) can have positive and 

negative effects on the quality of involvement among fathers of color.  

Neighborhoods act as another primary exosystem to influence the ways fathers are involved 

with their children (Marsiglio et al., 2005). Neighborhoods may act as a backdrop to minority fathers’ 

daily life, but they also sometimes play a “lead role” by influencing these men’s family relationships 

and access to jobs (Coltrane, Melzer, Vega, & Parke, 2005; Hamer, 2005).  Latino and African 

American fathers are overrepresented in poor urban neighborhoods with their lack of community 

resources (e.g., pools, good schools), high levels of street violence, and lack of educational and 

occupational opportunity (Gephard, 1997; Gephard & Brooks-Gunn, 1997; Vélez-Ibáñez, 1996).  

Some neighborhoods have been shown to act as “toxic environments” for raising children, with 

extreme levels of violence, substance abuse, and other illegal activity, as well as a lack of positive 
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characteristics such as green spaces and other community resources (Garbarino, 1995; Hamer, 2005) .  

Ross Parke and others have shown that these poor neighborhoods can influence the ways parents 

interact with their children and have adverse effects on child outcomes (Coltrane et al., 2005; Hamer, 

2005; O'Neil, Parke, & McDowell, 2001).  

Immigrat ion  may make it more difficult for fathers to maintain strong relationships with their 

children.  “Solos,” the term for immigrant men from Latin America who have left their families 

behind, make up a disproportionate number the current immigrant population in the U.S (Coltrane et 

al., 2005; Martínez, 2001).  Due in part to difficulty in both legal and illegal immigration processes 

these men leave behind their families to seek employment in the U.S. and often become merely 

shadows to their wives and children.  Likewise, internal migration to follow agricultural or other 

seasonal work has its effects on the parent/child relationship and should be considered by those who 

wish to provide services to migrant families (Hondagneu-Sotelo, 1994). 

Macrosys t em Factors  Impact ing Fathers o f  Color 

Recently a more expansive set of macrosystem factors have been the focus of research with 

fathers (e.g., Marsiglio et al., 2005; Peterson, Steinmetz, & Wilson, 2004). These factors include 

economic, social, cultural, political, and historical forces that predominate in a society.  

Poverty  is also a real concern among African American and Latino communities. In 2000, 24 

percent of African Americans and 23 percent Latinos lived below the poverty line (U.S. Census, 2000). 

These fathers often find themselves with restricted access to economic resources such as adequate 

housing, computers, savings, and vehicles (Coltrane, 1995; Jarrett, Jefferson, & Roach, 2000; Vélez-

Ibáñez, 1996). Studies have consistently confirmed that this lack of important resources is associated 

with reduced levels of family functioning (e.g., negative interactions; e.g., Gomel, Tinsley, Parke, & 

Clark, 1998). For example, Simons and colleagues (Simons & Johnson, 1996; Simons, Whitbeck, 

Conger, & Melby, 1990) have shown economic hardship is related to heightened family conflict, 
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negative parent-child interactions, and overall unhealthy family interactions. Others have also shown 

that stresses related to poverty impact parenting behaviors and other parent/child interactions (e.g., 

labile affect, irritability, and aggression) in the home (Conger et al., 1992, 1993).   

Socio-economic differences are often mistaken for ethnic differences in studies of ethnic 

minority fatherhood (Coltrane, 1995).  Countering traditional wisdom, some researchers have found 

that African American and Latino fathers with low incomes may in fact be more involved as caregivers 

than their more affluent counterparts (e.g., Marsiglio, 1991; Mosley & Thomson, 1995). These findings 

suggest two things: 1) that fathers may differ in their fathering practices according to their economic 

situations, and 2) that economic hardship can motivate fathers to increase their involvement as 

caretakers in addition to being financial providers in their children’s lives. A good example is furnished 

in a recent and exciting study of Latino immigrant fathers, which showed that fathers continued to be 

actively involved in their children’s lives even as they struggled with acculturation, and fought to 

acquire work and a new language (Shimoni, Este, & Clark, 2003). Thus while some of the problems 

fathers of color face are rooted in economic disparity, other barriers are structural (e.g., institutional 

racism, or fathers immigrating alone) or cultural (e.g., customs, religious beliefs; Taylor & Behnke, 

2005).  

Incarcerat ion  rat es . Ethnic minority fathers face incarceration at rates much higher than 

those commonly found among non-minority fathers (Welch & Angulo, 2000). For example, Latino 

and African American men accounted for 63% of the incarcerated population, whereas together they 

account for only 25% of the national population (Human Rights Watch, 2002). These high rates of 

imprisonment make separation from their children more likely for fathers, and can frustrate affected 

fathers’ attempts to be involved in their children’s lives (Marsiglio et al., 2005; Roy, 2005b). 

Incarceration may also have long lasting effects on these fathers’ lives. After their release, many fathers 

face great difficulty regaining the trust of loved ones and confronting financial and social barriers.  
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Nonres ident ial  fatherhood.  Another macrosystem level factor influencing many Latino and 

African American fathers is the relatively high rate of non-marital births in their communities. In 2003, 

45 percent of Latino and 68 percent African American births were out of wedlock (U.S. Census, 

2005).   While coresidence with their natal partners and children is preferable to non-residence, many 

fathers end up facing relationship difficulties, financial reasons, or the stress of trying to manage 

multiple household responsibilities (Danziger & Radin, 1990).  In fact non-marital births are one of 

the most significant factors shaping the paternal experiences of nonresident fatherhood. Thirty 

percent of Latino children and 59 percent of African American children in the United States lived in 

households apart from their fathers in 2003 (U.S. Census).  Due to concern for children in poverty 

and children with nonresident fathers, various studies have exclusively focused on fathers in these 

circumstances (e.g., Danziger & Radin; Mincy & Sorensen, 1998). They have found that although 

nonresident, many of these fathers attempt to be involved in their children’s lives, and in some cases 

are successful. We acknowledge that while many fathers of color may be physically involved, many 

struggle to be involved. In turn, some fathers flip in and out of being present and absent. 

Separation from their children can become a structural barrier to consistent paternal 

involvement (Marsiglio et al., 2005). For example, new immigrant fathers often live in the U.S. at great 

distances (sometimes thousands of miles) from their children who remain in their country of origin. 

These fathers struggle to be involved with their children from a distance, but for every father that has 

cut off ties with his children there are many others that try to be involved from a distance (Martínez, 

2001). Consequently, some studies have shown that nonresident (especially ethnic minority) dads are 

more involved than characteristically believed (e.g., Danziger & Radin, 1990; Mincy & Sorensen, 

1998). Contrasting with traditional views of non-residential fatherhood, large-scale studies have 

shown, that many nonresident fathers are very involved, and that when these fathers are effectively 

involved, their children fair better emotionally, academically, and socially (Amato & Gilbreth, 1999; 
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Dunn, Cheng, O'Connor, & Bridges, 2004; Mosley & Thomson, 1995). For instance, Dunn and 

colleagues have shown that child adjustment is consistently related to the quality of the relationship 

between the nonresident father and child.  These and other studies suggest that at least some ethnic 

minority fathers overcome the barriers common to nonresidence, and are able to be involved and 

make a positive difference in the lives of their children.  

 Discriminat ion and pre judi ce .   On a macro level, racial discrimination comes in the form of 

prejudgements and biases (e.g., institutional racism) that fathers of color often must encounter in their 

efforts to be good parents.  Social forces such as ethnic bias and class bias – dislike of a person based 

on their ethnicity or class – are forms of discrimination that are not often recognized in relation to 

positive father involvement. However, extra-familial ethnic and class bias can negatively affect intra-

familial relationships, by adding stress that makes life more difficult for ethnic minority families 

(Owusu-Bempah, 2001; Santisteban, Muir-Malcolm, Mitrani, & Szapocznik, 2002). Additionally, 

problems that flow indirectly from these barriers (such as poverty, poor options for education, and the 

lack of employment opportunities) lead to further stresses (McLoyd et al., 2000). Researchers have 

shown that fathers struggling with racial prejudice and the accompanying economic hardships that go 

along with it are at particular risk for physical and emotional problems (i.e., depression; Hoard & 

Anderson, 2004).  

Cultural fac tors .  To be successful in their role as fathers, many of these men must manage 

conflicting cultural notions of a father’s role. In other words, fathers of color must find a balance to 

their many roles while traversing multiple meanings and culturally formed expectations of fatherhood. 

For example, fathers from Mexico may immigrate with one set of expectations about there roles as 

fathers, and be confronted with new expectations of the role of father in their new found country 

(Taylor & Behnke, 2005). Thus immigrant fathers learn to balance the conflicting expectations of two 

cultures, and parent the way they feel is the best for their children. For instance, machismo—a term 
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often used to emphasize Latino men’s role as head of household—is equated with male chauvinism 

and excessive masculinity by some fathers, while others equate it with being nurturing and family 

oriented (Mirandé, 1997; Taylor & Behnke).  Similarly, African American fathers often must battle 

various negative stereotypes (e.g., “angry men,” invisibility) and balance differing expectations (e.g., 

“cool pose” vs. family man) in their attempts to be nurturing and involved fathers (Franklin & Boyd-

Franklin, 2000; Majors & Billson, 1992).  Fathers who find they are able to negotiate a comfortable 

place for themselves between two contrasting sets of expectations appear to do better in the long run 

and seem to be able to provide more consistent discipline and nurturance to their children (Marsiglio 

et al., 2005).   

 There is great diversity in fathering values and ways in which these men father both among 

and within ethnic minority groups (McLoyd et al., 2000). For instance, whereas, we may more easily 

think of differences between Latino and other groups such as Asian American fathers, in practice we 

may find more differences within specific subgroups of fathers from one cultural background (e.g. 

Latinos from Mexico or El Salvador) than we might expect. Considering the diversity within ethnic 

groups suggests that even fathers within a specific ethnic group may have different needs. Thus 

knowing characteristics that may be common among a particular ethnic group may prove helpful at 

times, but can also lead to false assumptions and hurtful prejudgments of individuals of other cultures. 

Key Principals for Assisting Fathers of Color  

Faced with barriers such as father’s limited time, monetary and educational resources, and 

access to information, many professionals struggle to effectively engage fathers of color. We offer 

some suggestions for making programming to fathers of color more effective. 

Cross -cu l tural compet ency  is the single most important factor in effective interaction with 

fathers of color (e.g., Constantine & Sue, 2005). Take, for example, paying attention to personalismo 

when recruiting and working with Latino fathers (Falicov, 1998). Personalismo is a cultural value in 
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which interpersonal closeness and connectedness are expected. Overlooking Latino values like 

personalismo and familismo (emphasis on extended family relationships) can impair the ability to build 

sound working relationships with these fathers.  

Building trust and personal friendship is vital to helping fathers of color. Many of these fathers 

bring with them a custom of telling about themselves and developing a relationship before they are 

willing to commit to a professional relationship. These fathers are more likely to follow the 

instructions of a friend than an expert who is a stranger, no matter the expert’s credentials. This means 

professionals must first be a friend. Fathers expect professionals to open up to them as well, and share 

information about their families to create this mutual trust. Another key area where cultural 

competency is evident is in working with nonresidental African American fathers. To take culturally 

appropriate actions professionals must truly understand these fathers’ contexts (Marsiglio et al., 2005).   

Creat ive  approaches  to  encourage  pos it i ve  fathering.  Recently a number of programs have 

found success with fathers of color by getting creative in their delivery and choice of content (Dumka, 

Lopez, & JacobsCarter, 2002).  As a general rule, most thriving programs attempt to provide culturally 

sensitive adult educational programs (e.g., job training and placement, substance abuse counseling, 

parenting classes, language classes, legal support), which fit the needs of fathers. In fact, some of the 

most successful programs have incorporated activities that benefit both fathers and children directly. 

For example, Boston’s 25 Head Start centers have created a fatherhood program entitled “Good Guys 

in Head Start,” which runs an annual, citywide father/child basketball and soccer tournament, 

attended by more than 400 fathers. Other examples of creative activities are the “Father/Child 

Olympics Day,” the father/school involvement days, and the Fatherhood Banquet hosted by Edenton 

North Carolina’s fatherhood group. These types of activities involve fathers and give them a reason 

for their involvement.  
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Other creative approaches include fatherhood programs collaborating with community 

colleges and technical schools for higher-level training (e.g., Nueva Familia, AVANCE). Fathers of 

color often need help to learn to communicate better to improve their economic situation and their 

relationship with their child and their child’s mother. This is especially critical for immigrant Latino 

fathers who often struggle with the English language. The AVANCE program in Texas, for example, 

has helped thousands of Latino parents from predominantly low-income neighborhoods go to classes 

that help parents and their youth work together to learn parenting, English, and academic skills. 

Creative program applications such as these build off of the assets fathers possess and meet the needs 

of both men and their children. 

Creat ing ac c e s s  to  j obs .  In the last two decades practitioners and policy makers have become 

increasingly interested in efforts to ameliorate the incongruence in access to jobs faced by fathers of 

color. The largest barriers these fathers face are a lack of a high school diploma, useful work skills, 

social preparedness, transportation limitations, criminal records, and substance abuse issues. Where all 

programs should address these barriers, fatherhood programs should also learn to focus on actual 

work experience and support on the job, rather than just job training and placement. For example, the 

Center for Fathers, Families, and Workforce Development (CFWD) in collaboration with STRIVE 

developed an intensive three-week job training that attempts to mimic the demands of a real job, 

requiring participants to arrive on time, dressed appropriately, and has them work hard on language 

and literacy skills and socially appropriate behaviors. CFWD connects fathers with good jobs, and 

then provides long-term job support and monitoring – a much needed safety net for these men. 

Another example of innovation is the Texas Fragile Families Initiative (TFFI), which connects 

12 individual fatherhood programs providing to young Latino fathers mediation services, family 

counseling, site specific job search and training, and English as a Second Language and GED classes. 
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These unique fatherhood programs do more than just connect fathers with jobs, they provide long-

term support and creative solutions to overcoming the specific barriers fathers face.  

  Creat ing coal i ti ons .  Successful programs also make attempts to network and partner with 

other organizations that serve similar populations, thus joining to better serve ethnic minority fathers. 

Even informal partnerships can create opportunities for giving advice, solving problems, coordinating 

services, and disseminating resources. Such collaborations with organizations and other respected 

leaders often help educators and professionals become more visible and lead to greater acceptance 

within ethnically diverse communities. The multifaceted lives of fathers of color often pose significant 

challenges for professionals, and these collaborations can help to prevent programmatic misdirection 

and provide invaluable solutions to current dilemmas. As professionals working with fathers of color, 

opportunities may arise where a father needs an advocate to facilitate their involvement with other 

organizations, such as schools, the legal system, and other social service organizations. Practitioners 

should be aware of their personal limitations, and be willing to refer these individuals and their 

families to other professionals and service agencies. Keeping current a list of referral agencies and 

professionals can save a lot of headaches and frustration for both the professional and the client.   

 Communi ty  messages .  Though the barriers we have discussed can discourage fathers in their 

involvement, heightened community focus on the assets and resiliency of these fathers can help 

fathers overcome some of the barriers to positive father involvement. For example, Tennessee’s First 

Thing First has shown that their creative fatherhood public service announcements, billboard adds, 

and signage on buses have produced lasting impressions on the communities where they have been 

shown. Another effort in Audubon, Kentucky created a community initiative entitled “Father Factor:  

Promoting a male friendly environment.” This initiative has displayed posters throughout the 

community depicting fathers in a positive light, created a “Father Factor Fair” (encouraging the 

community to learn about the positive impacts of fathers), and provided training to city and county 
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employees to encourage fathers to be meaningfully involved with their children. These types of 

community level approaches serve as creative tools to encourage responsible fatherhood. 

Spec ial ized fathering in t ervent ion .  Practitioners and educators working with minority 

audiences should actively seek out ethnic minority fathers as clientele and participants for their 

programs. Though these populations may appear more difficult to recruit initially, once a program is 

trusted within a cultural community, these programs generally flourish and meet the needs of many 

very deserving clients (Dumka et al., 2002).  Professionals should focus on the strengths that these 

fathers possess; thus building on fathers’ assets to help them develop skills and new habits that can 

support healthy family life. As we have said, a thorough understanding of barriers and contextual 

characteristics that influence a particular group of fathers is needed to construct lasting and impactful 

programs focused on meeting these needs (Marsiglio et al., 2005). With this understanding, 

professionals become advocates and help fathers negotiate conflicting pressures and expectations that 

may interfere with their paternal role. This can grow into various outlets of social support, such as 

one-on-one counseling, informal or formal mentoring, and formal or informal support groups.  

 Further publ i c  po l icy  impli cat ions . Researchers suggest that existing welfare and child 

support legislation still tends to discourage positive father involvement (especially by nonresident 

fathers) among ethnic minority fathers (Cabrera & Peters, 2000; Carlson & McLanahan, 2002). For 

example, many “fragile families” are still in romantic relationships at the time of the child’s birth and 

could benefit from specific support to keep fathers involved in their children’s lives (Carlson & 

McLanahan). Thus, a rethinking of current public policy regarding fathers and families may be in 

order. Strategies that have been suggested include increased assistance funding for two-parent 

households (regardless of marital status) in poverty, the reduction of child support orders for 

cohabiting fathers, and reconsideration of child support enforcement procedures that take into 

account fathers’ circumstances and income (Carlson & McLanahan). Dowd (2000) calls for policy 
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makers to unite to redefine fatherhood, especially nonresidential fatherhood. Announcing, “We should 

stop supporting the notion that money buys rights to children” (Dowd, p. 175). She suggests: 1) 

eliminating the difference between marital and nonmarital children; 2) eliminating illegitimacy; 3) 

define monetary and social support as separate and dually important entities; 4) eliminate legal biases; 

5) enforce workforce equality.  

 We suggest that policymakers increase support to fatherhood programs that target a diverse 

array of fathers from various ethnic backgrounds. Local communities can develop such programs and 

also consider funding informal support groups for ethnic minority fathers (e.g., via religious 

congregations, sport leagues, and other clubs and associations). With the continued growth of non-

English speakers in this country, the creation of further opportunities for immigrant parents to learn 

English and other skills to adequately provide for their families is direly needed.  It is important that 

we are mindful of the contexts and day-to-day hassles that are experienced by fathers (Marsiglio et al., 

2005), so that funding can be targeted to meet the particular needs of fathers in specific 

neighborhoods and specific parts of the country.  

 Lastly, policymakers and advocates should try to secure living wages and work policies that 

support family friendly schedules for all Americans regardless of their ethnic background. Greater 

governmental intervention is needed in workplaces that offer “jobs that no one else will take.” This is 

especially important for fathers of color who are often the “lowest man on the totem pole” in work in 

manufacturing, retail, construction, and agricultural jobs with lessened likelihood of union protection. 

 Needed research.  Though research on Latino and African American fathers has increased 

over the last decade large gaps remain, and in particular how to best serve these fathers (Tamis-

LeMonda & Cabrera, 2002). We suggest the creation of a compilation of research from fatherhood 

programs and other organizations serving minority fathers, to demonstrate best programmatic 

practices, making sure to include qualitative data to allow fathers to voice what they have found 
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helpful and engaging. More research is also needed to understand how to welcome fathers of color in 

environments where they commonly do not participate with their children (e.g., schools).  

 We would also recommend that future researchers start by developing a greater depth in 

understanding of minority fatherhood by: 1) conducting research including other father figures (e.g., 

godfathers/compadres, live in boyfriends, uncles, coworkers) and ethnic groups (e.g., Asian American 

and East Indian American fathers) that have not received previous attention 2) examining the cultural 

nature of fatherhood constructions, 3) exploring the patterns of change and continuity in cultural 

perceptions of fatherhood and fathering, 4) elucidating further the effects of work and the lack thereof 

on paternal processes, 5) expanding on the importance of intergenerational influences in the formation 

of fatherhood perceptions, and 6) focusing on father/child relationships in their ecological contexts 

and as they change over time. Studies with larger sample sizes may also allow us to generalize findings 

describing the various ways fathers of color work, and the roles they play in their families and in 

society (for a good example, see Caldera, Fitzpatrick, & Wampler, 2002).   

Conclusion 

 In light of the increasing social and cultural diversity within the United States, it is imperative 

that we learn to understand and better serve ethnic minority fathers and their families. Research shows 

that effective father involvement promotes healthy childhood development, regardless of ethnic 

background (e.g., Amato & Gilbreth, 1999). In this article we have explored various factors that 

influence the fathering of ethnic minority fathers, including ways in which policy and practice for 

minority fathers may be enhanced. Indeed, we have discussed ways in which policy and practice for 

minority fathers may be enhanced. By supporting and encouraging these men in their roles as fathers, 

the positive impact they have in their children’s lives will grow, as well as their value as 

transformational resources in their communities. 
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