Recent years have seen a substantial increase in research on the role and influence of fathers in children's lives, with particular attention to the contexts within which families function and the processes through which fathers influence children's development (Coley, 2001). Within African American families, structural, economic, and relational issues are thought to be centrally important contexts for fathers' roles in families, contributing to the decline in marriage and in fathers' engagement in childrearing. In particular, long-standing discrimination as well as more recent economic restructuring have depressed the economic stability of African American men (Wilson, 1996), constraining their ability to fulfill traditional provider and protector roles in families and decreasing children's access to social networks (Roschelle, 1997). Gender relations, particularly mistrust and difficult negotiations between many African American women and men surrounding issues of coparenting, marriage, and children's financial and emotional care, may also play a role (Edin, 2000; Hamer, 2001). Finally, changes in family composition have contributed to a rise in social fathering; that is, men stepping into father-like roles with nonbiological children (Jarrett, Roy, & Burton, 2002; Jayakody & Kalil, 2002).

Fathers' influence on adolescent psychosocial functioning
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This study takes a fine-grained look at the role of biological and social fathers in the lives of low-income African American female adolescents, as well as the processes through which fathers influence adolescent psychosocial well-being. Psychological models of parenting attend to the importance of parents' presence and accessibility to their children, as well as to the quality of parents' engagement (e.g., Lamb, 1997). In particular, attachment theory focuses on the quality of the attachment relationship between child and parent. In essence, attachment theory states that the provision of consistent and responsive caregiving leads to healthy child-parent attachment relationships that provide a sense of trust in others and a view of oneself as competent and valued (Cassidy & Shaver, 1999). Such experiences support the development of internal working models of trust and competence that translate into later relationships and psychological and behavioral well-being. As adolescents face central developmental challenges and transitions, exacerbated by structural deficits and the challenges of poverty for teens in low-income urban communities (McLoyd, 1990), parents can play pivotal supporting and protecting roles. Literature on predominantly middle-class and European American adolescents has consistently supported a link between healthy adolescent-parent attachment and positive youth functioning in psychological and behavioral realms (e.g., Armsden, McCauley, Greenberg, Burke, & Mitchell, 1990; Kenny & Gallagher, 2002). Research on African American adolescents and fathers, however, has rarely focused on the construct of attachment per se (but see Kenny, Gallagher, Alvarex-Salvat, & Silsby, 2002).

As summarized in a recent review (Coley, 2001), many aspects of father-adolescent relationships, including emotional closeness, nurturance, activities, and parenting style, relate to adolescents' internalizing or emotional health (Furstenberg & Harris, 1993; Zimmerman, Salem, & Maton, 1995) and externalizing or behavioral problems (Coley, 1998; Mosley & Thomson, 1995) in African American families. The few studies that consider social as well as biological fathers generally find similarly positive relationships between social father involvement and adolescent functioning (Furstenberg & Harris; Zimmerman et al.). In short, a growing body of research supports the contention that engaged and supportive fathering bolsters healthy adolescent adjustment in African American families.

In contrast, other recent research has highlighted the possibility of detrimental outcomes linked to some aspects of father-adolescent relationships. As hypothesized by attachment theory, inconsistent paternal caregiving and contentious or alienated father-adolescent relationships have been found to predict poor socioemotional functioning in youth (Khaleque & Rohner, 2002; Larson & Richards, 1994). For example, in a study of rural youth, only paternal rejection, not positive aspects of father involvement, was related to African American adolescent functioning (Veneziano & Rohner, 1998). Father residence or level of contact with adolescents may also play a role. A longitudinal study of low-income African American families found that, especially for residential fathers, a strong attachment to a biological or social father in early adolescence predicted better academic and psychosocial outcomes later (Furstenberg & Harris, 1993). In addition, contentious relationships or decreases in closeness over time were more strongly linked to negative youth outcomes than was a lack of involvement, suggesting the importance of paternal disengagement and alienation (see also Thomas, Farrell, & Barnes, 1996). Together, research suggests that adolescent-father attachment quality with both biological and social fathers may help support African American teens' psychosocial functioning, but that this relationship may vary by fathers' residence status. Much of the extant research, however, has used simplistic measures of adolescent-father relationship quality and has failed to control for other central family characteristics and processes that may play a role, both in supporting or discouraging father involvement and in predicting adolescent trajectories.

Present study
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The present study seeks to build on extant research concerning the importance of paternal engagement and disengagement for adolescents' psychosocial well-being and to expand the weak knowledge base on father-daughter relationships in disadvantaged African American families. In particular, this study considers how girls identify their fathers and define their psychological attachment relationships, including positive aspects of trust and communication as well as contentiousness denoted through anger and alienation. It then considers links between daughter-father relationship quality and girls' psychosocial functioning and whether such links are moderated by fathers' status (biological vs. social father) or residence and level of contact. Three central aspects of adolescent psychosocial functioning are considered, including internalizing problems, measured by levels of reported depressive symptoms, and externalizing problems, measured by adolescents' engagement in delinquency and school problem behaviors.

In order to attend to the context within which African American adolescents and fathers live and to address a broad range of family dynamics, numerous characteristics of adolescents and their families are included in the analyses. Adolescents' age is considered due to the importance of developmental changes over the adolescent years in attachment to parents as well as in the prevalence of problem behaviors. In addition, maternal and family characteristics that tap into the availability of human and financial capital are considered, including maternal age, identity, marital status, and education, as well as household income and financial strain. Including these constructs helps to partial out the influence of fathers' financial contributions as well as maternal characteristics that might affect the likelihood of paternal engagement. When considering the influence of father involvement, it is also important to control for children's relationships with their mothers (Amato & Gilbreth, 1999); hence daughter-mother attachment quality is also included.

Method
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Data for this study come from the Families in Communities study, a representative survey of African American families with adolescent daughters in three high poverty neighborhoods in Chicago. According to 1990 Census records, 78% of the children in these neighborhoods lived in woman-headed households, and 64% of children lived in households with incomes below the federal poverty line. Ninety-seven percent of the population was African American. The sample was derived through a randomized block selection technique designed to create a sample that is representative of the population under study—that is, African American adolescent girls and their primary female caregivers (hereafter called mothers) in the targeted neighborhoods. Due to the prevalence of single-mother households, the presence of a father or male caregiver was not a sampling criterion, and male caregivers were not interviewed. Eighteen census blocks within the study area were randomly selected with probability proportional to the size of the African American female population age 15 to 18, and a door-to-door enumeration of households and qualified respondents yielded 491 qualified families. The research plan called for a sample of 300 families: 302 pairs of mothers and daughters (62%) completed interviews, 4% refused to participate, and the remaining 35% of qualified families were not included in the sample prior to the completion of fielding. Data were collected in 1996 through individual face-to-face interviews with daughters and with mothers in respondents' homes, as well as through paper-and-pencil questionnaires completed by daughters.

Measures

Demographic and financial covariates

In the multivariate analyses described below, numerous demographic and financial characteristics of families, all reported by mothers, were statistically controlled to partial out their effects from those of the exogenous variables of interest. Teen age and mother age, as well as mother education, were measured in years. Mother marital status was indicated through two dummy variables indicating whether the mother was married or cohabiting (single was omitted). Mothers' status was indicated through a dummy variable denoting that she was the adolescents' biological mother. Household financial resources were measured through income-to-needs, a ratio of total household income (a sum of each residents' income from all sources) divided by the 1996 poverty line for a household of the appropriate size, and financial strain, a composite of six items concerning families' difficulties in purchasing basic necessities and their experiences of stress and strain related to finances (items adapted from Conger, Ge, Elder, Lorenz, & Simons, 1994, and McLoyd, Jayaratne, Ceballo, & Borquez, 1994; α= .81). Systematic data on fathers' financial contributions and mother-father relationships were not available.

Father variables

Adolescents reported extensive information about their relationships with their biological fathers and alternative father figures. This study used a nondirective method of identifying the adolescent's primary father by asking each respondent "Is there someone you have a relationship with now who is like a father to you?" Biological status of the nominated father was denoted by biological father versus social father. Residential and contact information was combined into three categories due to heterogeneity among nonresidential fathers, denoting teens who live with their father, have regular contact (spending time together once a month or more), or have low contact (omitted; less frequently than once per month).

Adolescents reported on the quality of the daughter-father relationship as well as the quality of the daughter-mother relationship using a shortened version of Armsden and Greenberg's Inventory of Parent and Peer Attachment (Armsden & Greenberg, 1987), which was designed to assess adolescents' emotional attachment to their parents and peers, developed through a history of accessibility and responsiveness versus unresponsiveness and inconsistency with the attachment figure. Previous research has indicated strong internal and test-retest reliability and convergent and construct validity (Armsden & Greenberg). Fourteen items, answered on 5-point Likert scales (1 =never to 5 =always), were factor analyzed into two scales: trust and communication (eight items, α= .88 for fathers and for mothers)—with items such as "My [parent] accepts me as I am," and "When we discuss things, my [parent] cares about my point of view"—and anger and alienation (six items, α= .63, .68)—with items such as "I feel angry with my [parent]," and "I get upset a lot more than my [parent] knows about."

Adolescent functioning

Adolescent psychosocial functioning in emotional and behavioral realms is considered, measured through adolescent self-report. Internalizing is measured through a scale of depressive symptoms from the Center for Epidemiological Studies Depression Scale (CES-D; Radloff, 1977). The CES-D contains 20 items that ask about several components of depressive symptomatology in the previous week, answered on a 4-point Likert scale (1 =rarely, 4 =all the time, recoded to a 0–3 scale). The psychometric properties of the CES-D are well established, with strong internal consistency and discriminant and convergent validity (Radloff, 1977). Items were summed to create a total score (α= .80).

For externalizing problems, adolescents reported on their engagement in various status and criminal behavior problems in the past year, such as cheating on a test, skipping school, stealing, and selling drugs, with items derived from the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth (NLSY; Borus et al., 1982) and the Youth Deviance Scale (Gold, 1970). Factor analysis determined two primary factors, and item scores were standardized and averaged to create scales of school problems (α= .70) and major delinquency (α= .80).

Results
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Sample descriptors

Sample characteristics

The first set of columns in Table 1 presents characteristics for the entire sample. Families are predominantly poor and woman-headed. Adolescents average 16 years of age and mothers 41 years. Eighty-four percent of the teens live with their biological mothers. The average education of the mothers is less than high school, 16% are married, and 18% are cohabiting with a partner. The average income-to-needs ratio of the sample is just above the poverty line, although 62% of the families have incomes below poverty. The average teen depressive symptoms score was just below the cutoff deemed clinically relevant; in fact, 48% of teens scored at or above 16 on the CES-D. The second set of columns of Table 1 presents data for the subsample of girls who identified a primary father. Approximately two thirds of the girls in the sample (n= 196, 65%) nominated a primary father. Two-tailed t-tests tested for differences between the subsamples of girls who did and did not identify a primary father. Girls who nominated a primary father are more likely than those who did not to live with mothers who are married, t(300) =−4.27, p< .001, or cohabiting, t(300) =−2.10, p< .05, and to have marginally higher family incomes, t(300) =−1.75, p< .10. No differences are seen in adolescent depressive symptoms, school problems, or delinquency scores in relation to nomination of a primary father.

Father characteristics

Of the nominated fathers, nearly two thirds were biological and over one third were social fathers. Over half of the latter were maternal partners. Forty percent of nominated fathers resided with adolescents; 44% had regular contact (i.e., at least once per month); and 15% had contact with adolescents infrequently (i.e., less than once per month to never in the past year). Comparisons of daughter-father attachment relationship quality (not shown) indicated that biological fathers and nonresidential fathers received lower trust and communication and higher anger and alienation ratings than social and residential fathers. Prior to conducting multivariate analyses, bivariate correlations were examined, indicating no significant problems of multicollinearity among the independent variables of interest.

Daughter-father attachment and adolescent functioning

Ordinary least square regression models were employed to consider relations between father status, contact, and attachment quality and adolescents' reports of depressive symptoms, school problems, and engagement in delinquent activities, controlling for family characteristics as well as daughter-mother attachment. Results are presented in Table 2. Fathers' status and level of contact with daughters show little association with adolescent functioning, with the exception that girls who nominated their biological father reported fewer depressive symptoms. More consistent results are seen for the daughter-father attachment variables. Higher levels of anger and alienation are related to greater reported depressive symptoms and school behavior problems.

After considering the main effects of fathers, interaction terms between each of the daughter-father attachment variables and the father status and contact variables were added to the models to test for moderation effects. Results indicate significant or trend-level findings for all of the attachment quality × contact interactions for the outcomes of depressive symptoms and delinquency, indicating that the association between daughter-father attachment quality and girls' psychosocial well-being differs as a function of contact level. In short, there is little relationship between daughter-father attachment and adolescents' psychosocial well-being for residential and regular-contact fathers. A strong positive relationship, however, emerges between attachment, both heightened anger and alienation as well as heightened trust and communication, and reports of depressive symptoms and engagement in delinquent activities among girls with low-contact fathers. Together, these interaction results present a consistent pattern. Among girls who nominated a primary father and yet reported low levels of contact, more intensive emotional attachment relationships with fathers are linked with more problematic psychosocial functioning. A significant coefficient is also seen for the anger × status interaction for school behavior problems. This interaction result indicates that school problems increase with greater levels of anger and alienation in the daughter-father relationship only among girls who nominated their biological father.

Discussion
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The current paper helps to expand our understanding of the role of biological and social fathers within a representative population of low-income, African American families. Through a focus on daughter-father relationships, we seek to extend understanding of the status and involvement of men who fulfill parenting roles for adolescent girls, the quality of the attachment relationships that girls experience, and the links between daughter-father attachment and adolescent psychosocial functioning. Across these broad issues, this study addresses primary theoretical concerns in current fatherhood scholarship, including the growing complexity of many families and the processes through which parental engagement is linked with developmental well-being. Results show a greater involvement of urban minority men in the lives of adolescents than is commonly assumed. The array of father figures, moreover, indicates that biological fathers are not the only ones who are actively parenting young people. As such, this work underscores the need to look more broadly at adolescents' social resources, rather than addressing only the narrow confines of biological relatedness. These results also caution against the assumption that paternal engagement necessarily portends better outcomes and more healthy psychological adjustment for youth.

It is also important to acknowledge limitations to these data and results. Two primary weaknesses include the correlational nature of the data, all collected at one point in time, and the fact that adolescents reported both the central independent and dependent variables, with no data available from fathers themselves. Both of these factors suggest the need for caution in interpreting the results. In addition, although numerous family variables are included as controls, the data do not provide access to measures of mother-father relationships or fathers' financial and human capital characteristics for all families. As such, these findings should be considered preliminary, and they support a call for additional research with stronger methodologies (including mixed methods, multiple reporters, and longitudinal data) and broader measurement in order to further explore how fathers influence adolescent well-being.

Fathers' status, contact, and relationships

Results from this study suggest higher levels of father involvement among low-income African American families than is often acknowledged: 65% of the sample of African American adolescent girls identified someone who fulfilled a primary fathering role, including both biological (41%) and social (24%) fathers. Importantly, no significant differences were seen in adolescent psychosocial functioning between girls who did or did not nominate a father. In other words, the mere presence of a father in one's life, here operationalized by adolescents' own identification of someone who fulfilled a father role, was not linked to girls' well-being. This finding replicates past research and reinforces numerous calls in the literature (Coley, 2001; Marsiglio, Amato, Day, & Lamb, 2000) to move the study of father involvement past the basic level of presence/absence into more detailed investigations of the processes through which fathers influence children's development.

At the same time, the results raise concerns over the availability and influence of fathers in adolescents girls' lives. Only a minority of girls nominated their biological father, and among the biological fathers nominated, girls reported lower quality attachment relationships than they did with social fathers. Recent qualitative work with African American fathers indicates that many men view structural barriers and past experiences (e.g., jail time, contentious or unstable romantic relationships) as significant and sometimes insurmountable constraints on their ability to provide consistent and appropriate fathering to their biological children (Nelson, Clampet-Lundquist, & Edin, 2002). Such instability in men's presence and behaviors both may discourage adolescents from identifying men as playing a parental role and may decrease adolescents' perceptions of emotional attachment to their fathers. Alternately, social fathers, less fettered by societal expectations concerning their parenting roles, may be able to develop warm relationships with adolescents, sidestepping some of the typical adolescent-parent difficulties.

Daughter-father attachment and adolescent adjustment

The multivariate analyses provided further information on fathers' roles by considering links between adolescent-father attachment relationships and girls' psychosocial well-being, controlling for a host of maternal and family characteristics as well as daughter-mother attachment quality. Results indicated a significant relationship between daughter-father attachment and girls' depressive symptoms and engagement in problem behaviors that was driven not by the support of a trusting and communicative attachment relationship, but rather through the mechanisms of alienation and disengagement.

Given the data limitations, caution is warranted in interpreting the results. One possible interpretation is that adolescent functioning influences parental behavior: Girls with prevalent problem behaviors and a depressive and anxious demeanor could lead their fathers to disengage emotionally or physically or could simply interpret their relationships with their fathers in a negative manner. Alternately, an unmeasured mechanism, such as dysfunctional father-mother relations, might be responsible for both father-daughter relationship quality and adolescent functioning.

A third interpretation of the results is that alienation and hostility in the parent-child relationship, driven by fathers' inaccessibility or lack of responsiveness, contributes to poor emotional and behavioral functioning in adolescent daughters. Previous research and theory have postulated that rejection from parents leads to emotional instability, unresponsiveness, and hostility, which may be expressed through high levels of anxiety, poor mood, and behavior problems (Veneziano & Rohner, 1998). With growing hypothetical reasoning skills and greater attention to issues of identity and intimacy, adolescents may be more likely than younger children to show detrimental effects from paternal disengagement, particularly in situations where the adolescent had previously experienced or conceptualized a close relationship.

The interaction results provide an intriguing twist to this primary finding. Relations between daughter-father attachment and girls' psychosocial functioning varied as a function of the level of contact between daughters and fathers. In short, a combination of low father contact and high anger or trust was linked with deleterious functioning for adolescents. When an adolescent identified someone as her primary father and yet he was physically unavailable and had little or no contact, girls who retained an intense emotional attachment to their fathers (either positive or negative) exhibited high levels of both depressive symptoms and engagement in delinquent activities. These findings suggest the possibility that fathers were not fulfilling their daughters' expectations. Girls may have had particular expectations for their fathers' paternal role indicated through their identification of a primary father and their emotional attachment to him. If their father disengaged physically and had little to no contact, these expectations may have been unfulfilled, leading to internalizing and externalizing problems for adolescents. With more in-depth information on adolescents' expectations of their fathers and how well they perceive their fathers fulfilling such expectations, researchers should further explore this possibility and generate greater knowledge on fathers' roles in African American families.
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