
Using in-depth interviews and a purposive sample of 32 men ages 16–30 who have not 
yet fathered a child, our grounded theory study examined how men envision aspects of 
fatherhood. Informed by symbolic interactionist and life course perspectives, our 
interpretive data analyses yielded two interrelated substantive dimensions: fatherhood 
readiness and fathering visions. We introduce five interrelated theoretical themes to 
sharpen our understanding of these dimensions, and discuss how these dimensions and 
themes inform interventions aimed at heightening young men's procreative responsibility. 

Interest in the social psychology of fatherhood has grown significantly in recent years 
(Marsiglio, 1998). Much of the scholarship in this area focuses on how individuals 
construct meaning in relation to paternity, fathering, and the negotiation of family roles. 
Research on men's evolving identities as fathers, and their commitments to their children, 
is critical for understanding these social processes and the micro-level dimensions to the 
fatherhood terrain. This work is particularly vital when considering the diverse paths men 
take on their way to acknowledging and embracing their fecundity, paternity, and father 
roles, respectively. 

While much of the research germane to this area focuses on men who have already 
become fathers, we extend this literature by studying young single men's subjective 
experiences who have not yet, to their knowledge, sired a child or, in the case of most of 
our participants, impregnated a woman. Our analyses build upon earlier work with these 
data that focused on how males become aware of their perceived fecundity, experience 
themselves as procreative beings once they become aware, and view responsibility issues 
while orienting themselves toward their sexual and potential paternal roles (Marsiglio, 
Hutchinson, & Cohan, in press). We now focus on several issues that relate more directly 
to the social psychology of fatherhood. In particular, we highlight two main interrelated 
dimensions associated with men's efforts to envision aspects of fatherhood: sense of 
readiness for becoming fathers (fatherhood readiness); and views about the ideal 
fathering experience, images of the good or ideal father, and visions of future fathering 
experiences (fathering visions). In a more limited fashion, we discuss men's fantasies 
about what their children might be like and the comparative appraisals they use to 
organize their thinking about fatherhood. 

Throughout our discussion, we also emphasize how gender and relationship 
commitments can influence the way some men perceive specific issues. Because 
paternity, and in many instances social fatherhood, can be viewed as joint 
accomplishments involving a man and woman, we explore how men's orientation to 
prospective fatherhood is sometimes influenced by their involvement with particular 
romantic partners. We examine young men's thoughts about the prospects of fatherhood 
independent of specific romantic relationships as well. 

Consistent with our grounded theory perspective, we have read our data with an eye 
toward capturing distinctive features of the way men express their thoughts about 
procreation, social fathering, and children. Our analyses revealed, for example, several 
preliminary themes that appear to cut across the dimensions listed above that characterize 
men's efforts to envision fatherhood. We introduce and define these themes when we 



analyze men's sense of being "ready" for fatherhood. These themes provide an explicit 
organizational structure for this section. Further, because we suspect that men's sense of 
readiness is linked to their image of what represents a good or ideal father, we then 
selectively use three of these themes to illuminate men's views about fathering in general, 
and more specifically, their visions about how they themselves plan to act as fathers. In 
this context, we consider the significance and symbolic meaning underlying men's desire 
to father their own biological child someday, and discuss men's perceptions of their own 
fathers. Finally, we comment briefly on the nature of men's visions of their hypothetical 
children. 

Our research with men who are not yet fathers is warranted because many men who 
eventually do become fathers begin to develop their paternal identities prior to their 
child's birth, and for some, even before their child is conceived. This study is also 
consistent with recent initiatives to incorporate males into important policy debates and 
program interventions that address sex, pregnancy, paternity, and social fatherhood issues 
(Federal Interagency Forum on Child and Family Statistics, 1998; Levine & Pitt, 1995; 
Marsiglio, 1998; Moore, Driscoll, & Ooms, 1997; Sonenstein, Stewart, Lindberg, Pernas, 
& Williams, 1997). These efforts embrace broader schemes for conceptualizing and 
promoting responsible fatherhood, especially among teens and young adults. Thus, our 
study generates insights relevant to both theory and program development. 

Background 
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Though our study used grounded theory methodology (Glaser, 1978, 1992; Strauss, 
1987), our analysis of young men's subjective lives as persons capable of procreating and 
assuming father roles is informed by the symbolic interactionist (Mead, 1934) and life 
course perspectives (Marsiglio, 1995). The former directs our attention to how men 
construct and interpret their perceptions about their potential experiences as fathers, and 
the latter reminds us that men's views about the timing of fatherhood are shaped by their 
ideas about how they would like to sequence and time other critical life course events, 
including education, work, and relationships (marriage in particular). From an 
interactionist perspective, we are interested in the meanings men assign to situations, 
events, acts, others, and themselves as they relate to aspects of fatherhood and the social 
psychological processes by which this occurs. These processes include both the identity 
work men do by themselves as they attempt to define what they value for themselves and 
others, and the interactions they share with partners (and others) as they co-construct their 
views about fathering and children. 

Using samples of men, most of whom are not fathers, researchers have studied different 
facets of young men's perceptions regarding sexual and contraceptive responsibility, as 
well as pregnancy resolution (see Marsiglio, 1998 for review). Additionally, some 
research has attempted to unravel how men of varying ages think and feel during their 
partner's pregnancy and the transitional period to first time fatherhood (Herzog, 1982; 
LaRossa & LaRossa, 1989; May, 1980; Sherwen, 1987; Soule, Stanley, & Copans, 1979; 



Zayas, 1988). These types of analyses are grounded on men's lived experiences with the 
pregnancy and childbirth processes. Much less is known about how young men who have 
not yet become fathers envision fatherhood and children (Gohel, Diamond, & Chambers, 
1997). Thus, the bulk of what we know about young men's sense of the meanings and 
responsibilities of fatherhood comes from studies of acknowledged fathers and their 
partners (Allen & Doherty, 1996; Furstenberg, 1995). 

Because of the stigma associated with teen pregnancy and unplanned paternity, many 
young men are hesitant to establish legal paternity or even report informally that they 
have fathered a child; others may not be aware that they have sired a child. Consequently, 
information regarding young fathers comes only from those who acknowledge their 
paternity, a subset of the larger population that may have special characteristics. This 
potential bias in the data gathered from fathers further emphasizes the need to explore 
young men's perceptions about fatherhood and children before they experience paternity. 

Insights gleaned from surveys of social service providers who have developed male 
involvement and pregnancy prevention programs throughout the U.S. are also relevant to 
our study (Levine & Pitt, 1995; Sonenstein et al., 1997). While it is beyond our purposes 
here to present Sonenstein et al.'s full summary of the practical advice and program 
philosophies of these programs, it is useful to repeat their observation that: 

…these programs try to change males' attitudes toward themselves, their relationships 
with women, and their futures. Most focus on comprehensive life issues—improving self-
esteem, relationship skills, and employment skills—to give young men the tools they will 
need to take control in multiple areas of their lives, to exercise responsibility, and to give 
them hope for positive futures (p. 143). 

Most of the program insights have emerged out of interventions in low-income, inner-city 
areas, but some can and should be adapted to teenage and young adult men in more 
advantaged neighborhoods as well as other groups (e.g., military and prison populations). 

Methods 
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Sample 

The purposive sample we used for this analysis is part of a larger ongoing project in 
which we secured interviews with single men ages 16–30 who had dated at least one 
woman in the past three years (or had been married). These men fit one of five primary 
procreative experience profiles: (1) "procreative novices," no pregnancy or fertility 
experience; (2) "abortion veterans," responsible for a pregnancy that was aborted within 
the previous 12 month period; (3) "fathers-in-waiting," partners are currently pregnant 
with their first child; (4) "new fathers," those whose child is between 6–12 weeks old; 
and, (5) fathers. For this paper, we restricted our focus to those 32 men who had not yet 



fathered a child (we included the 6 participants who were involved with their pregnant 
partner at the time of our initial interview with them). 

We conducted 17 interviews with procreative novices, 11 with abortion veterans, 6 with 
fathers-in-waiting, and 2 miscarriage veterans (a few men are categorized in more than 
one category). We used these experience profiles to broaden the range of data available to 
us as we examined men's views on fathering, rather than as a basis for examining 
differences and commonalities among the different categories of participants. We use 
pseudonyms throughout the text to refer to all participants, and we abbreviate quoted 
excerpts to eliminate redundancies (e.g., "then, then I knew") and extraneous utterances 
(e.g., "you know," "uhm"). 

Our recruitment strategy sought to enhance diversity by taking into account men's 
procreative life experiences mentioned above as well as their age, race/ethnicity, 
education, financial status, and relationship status. Of the 32 participating men, 19 were 
White, 10 were African American (one bi-racial), 2 were Hispanic, and 1 was Native 
American Indian. The mean age of the sample was 21.6 years, with 7 being younger than 
19 and 7 others being 26 or older. Three of our participants were still in high school, 
another 7 had no college experience (one of these men had not completed high school), 
21 had some college experience (one of these men had not completed high school), and 1 
was a college graduate. Three participants were either separated or divorced. 

We recruited participants in a number of ways. Screening interviewers arranged 16 
interviews with men who were visiting a local Department of Motor Vehicles' office, and 
we identified the remaining participants through abortion clinics, a prenatal clinic, a 
prepared child birth class, a local employment agency, homeless shelter, personal 
contacts, and word of mouth. 

Interviews 

Our semi-structured, audio-taped face-to-face interviews lasted between 60 and 90 
minutes and took place in on-campus offices, public libraries, and other locations 
convenient to the participants. Four interviewers—2 White males, an African-American 
male, and a White female, aged 30, 40, 45 and 55 respectively—conducted the 
interviews. With an eye toward the past, present, and future, we encouraged our 
participants to talk about their perceptions and experiences involving paternity, social 
fatherhood, children, and relationships. We focused extensively on their current 
relationship, if they had one. Men had the opportunity to discuss moments and events that 
shaped the level and type of awareness they currently had of themselves as procreative 
beings and potential fathers. Our analyses for this article were informed by interview 
questions that dealt primarily with the following: (1) instances where they thought they 
might have impregnated someone; (2) instances where they talked to someone about 
impregnating a girl/woman or becoming a father; (3) talk about situations or events that 
happened to them that changed how they thought about impregnating someone; (4) the 
importance for them to father their own biological child; (5) relationships in which they 
thought about what it would be like to have a child with a particular partner; (6) whether 



or not they saw kids in their future; and (7) imagery they had about their possible children 
and of themselves as fathers. 

While interviewing, we were aware that interviewees could respond to our sensitive and 
sometimes personal questions with idealized responses, telling us what they thought we 
wanted to hear. To minimize "correct answers" we attempted to portray a non-judgmental 
attitude while emphasizing the importance and value of their feelings, beliefs, and 
experiences for our understanding. 

Sensitivity to temporal issues implicit in our interview questions was also important. Our 
questions about procreative events often prompted men to reference different time frames 
as they discussed their views and experiences. Thus, they sometimes described their 
experiences by moving back and forth in the narrative between their past, present, and 
future selves. 

Data analysis 

Data were subjected to the methods of grounded theory analysis (Glaser, 1978, 1992; 
Strauss, 1987), including substantive and theoretical coding, memoing (the writing of 
theoretical notes), and theoretical sampling. The constant comparative method facilitated 
the comparisons of incident with incident and incidents with the developing codes. Data 
collection and analysis occurred simultaneously, permitting the data analysis to inform 
data collection by suggesting the importance of a particular code and/or the need to 
obtain more data on a particular code. Memoing helped in the identification of 
relationships among codes. As a technique to enhance dependability, the first two authors 
of this paper coded each interview separately and then together (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 
As we analyzed our data, we attempted to differentiate between the narratives men used 
to depict their orientation to procreative issues independent of the interview context and 
questions per se, and those responses that were more clearly constructed for the first time 
in direct response to an interviewer's questioning. Our analyses were designed to expand 
and enrich theoretical concepts rather than identify factors that reliably predict or shape 
whether individuals think about fatherhood or think about it in particular ways. 

Envisioning fatherhood 
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Because our sample included participants ranging in age from 16–30, it is not surprising 
that most had given at least passing thought to their ability to impregnate a sex partner. 
All of our participants recognized the connection between sexual intercourse and 
conception. While we interviewed a few notable exceptions, those participants who were 
older and more experienced in having relationships, negotiating sex, contraception, and in 
some instances resolving a pregnancy, typically had given more thought to being a father. 
However, some men, despite being sexually active, had not thought about the prospects 
of fatherhood or imagined what it would be like to some day be a father. While it is 



noteworthy that these latter participants did not think about fatherhood, our analyses 
focused primarily on those men who had reflected on this topic. 

As we listened to participants discuss their images and concerns about fatherhood and 
children, several interrelated themes emerged from the data. The present analyses 
examine these themes, among a sample of nonfathers, in order to better understand what 
being "ready" for fatherhood means, how men perceive ideal fathering, and how they 
envision fathering for themselves. We have labeled the more prominent themes: degree 
and form of collaboration, focus of attention (relational and substantive), temporal 
orientation, experience (source and intensity), and degree of clarity. Again, we use each 
of these themes to organize our analysis of fatherhood readiness while incorporating three 
themes (focus of attention, temporal orientation, and degree of clarity) into our 
subsequent analysis of fathering visions. In both analysis sections, we highlight, where 
possible, how the relevant themes intersect with one another. 

Fatherhood readiness 

Many participants commented on the nature of their preparedness to become fathers and 
assumed the responsibilities associated with social fathering. Their remarks underscored 
the connection, as well as the subtle distinction, between men's desires to become fathers 
now or in the future, and their sense of being ready to do so at this point in their lives. 
Some men were receptive to the idea of paternity or fathering a child in an abstract sense, 
but they realized that they were currently not inclined or prepared to embrace all aspects 
of being a father. Desmond, a 30-year-old African American, remarked: 

…I do not mind being [becoming] a father…if I had a child, I could be ready to be a 
father. What I do not want to give up is the time. I'd like my son, well let's just say son, 
may not be a son, might be a daughter, but I'd like my child to be very well educated, to 
have good advantages, to do well in life, to be all it can be, and I would support it as best 
I could. But, I wish there was a way to do that without, right now, without giving up the 
time. 

In this excerpt, Desmond talks about his fatherhood readiness in terms of a contradiction: 
He has high aspirations for this hypothetical (male) child, and is willing to commit to 
supporting these aspirations, but he is not currently willing to make the time commitment 
he associates with fatherhood. Considered at the present time, fatherhood holds 
seemingly irreconcilable positives and negatives: helping a child "be all it can be" versus 
time demands. 

Degree and form of collaboration 

We found that men were attentive to their sense of readiness by reflecting on it alone 
and/or when they discussed it with others. Patterns of private reflection and more 
collaborative experiences had distinctive features, yet were likely to reinforce one another 
over time. Both may also be relevant intermittently to men's sense of readiness as it 
varied over time within and between relationships. While a few men recalled instances 
where they had acknowledged their sense of readiness without discussing it with 



someone, most men reported having at least fleeting conversations with others about their 
own sense of readiness. Most of these conversations did not include truly collaborative 
exchanges where men were constructing and negotiating their sense of readiness with 
others, rather they tended to serve as reinforcement for the orientations men had 
developed previously. 

Seeing pregnant teenagers and young parents out in public triggered some men to reflect 
privately about how ill-prepared they were to become a father at the time. Thus, some 
men, like Arthur, a 21-year-old man raised in a rural area, attended to their sense of 
readiness privately when they reflected on how others (e.g., family, friends, individuals in 
school or in public, persons on T.V. talk shows) were affected by off-time parental 
responsibilities. In Arthur's case, he based his sense of readiness and explicit preference 
to delay fatherhood until he was about 28 on his desire to improve upon the meager 
material life his father provided for him when he was a child: 

…when I grew up my dad, he didn't have nothin'. They [parents] had me when they were 
like eighteen, and they pretty much didn't have anything. We drove ol' beat up cars, lived 
in an old mobile home, and I just don't want to be like that for the rest of my life. 

Arthur was also quick to add his personal conviction: "I want to be sure it's [having child] 
with the person I'm going to be with for the rest of my life. Not just go and make a 
buncha kids." Although it does not appear that Arthur spent much time thinking about 
these issues in private, our reading of Arthur's interview suggests that he had given some 
thought to these issues, away from his family and partner. In other portions of his 
interview, he did make it clear that he had also talked explicitly to his partner, mother, 
and grandmother about wanting to wait to have children until he was in his late twenties. 

Marcus, a 19-year-old bi-racial participant, provided a specific example of a collaborative 
process when he recalled his conversation with one of his girlfriends: "And then we just 
talked about, she was like, I can't have no kids right now. I'm like, you? I can't have none 
neither. Too damn young." While this excerpt illustrates a rather superficial type of 
exchange, talk of this variety can be important if it activates the men's sense of 
procreative responsibility and provides them with an opportunity to establish, or reassert 
their own views about their fatherhood readiness. 

Desmond offered another colorful example of a form of collaboration men can 
experience as they fashion their sense of readiness. During his interview, he reenacted for 
the interviewer a conversation he had in which a friend shared with him some folk 
wisdom about girlfriends and father readiness. Desmond had said to his friend, "You 
know, I could have a baby from this girl. I'd like to give this girl a baby." His friend 
responded "Well, you don't know that yet, until [you], look in her eyes." To which 
Demond asked, "Why?" The friend replied: "If you can look in her eyes and, when you 
look at her, see your children in her eyes, then that's when you know." Desmond went on 
to tell the interviewer how he attempted to put his friend's advice into practice: "I tried to 
do that, and it kind of, I kind of saw what they [the friend and other friends] were talking 
about." 



Focus of attention 

When men talked about their degree of readiness they varied in their focus of attention. 
Our data showed that this focus involved both a relational object (self, partner, child) as 
well as substantive features (e.g., financial and occupational stability, educational 
attainment, emotional well-being, time). Most men focused primarily or exclusively on 
their own well-being or personal development. Typically they reported fears about not 
being able to complete their education or career plans, and/or having their mobility or 
leisure activities unduly restricted. For example, Alex, 18 years old and White, asserted 
that: "There's a lot I want to do, a lot of things I want to see. A lot of things I want to 
accomplish before I want to settle down and have a family." 

A more dramatic and unique example was provided by Kyle, a White, 21-year-old devout 
Christian. Following on the heels of his comments about how little he has thought about 
girls and pregnancy, Kyle remarked: 

…I need to know what a husband and father needs to be and start working towards that. 
As I started realizing the character qualities that need to be there, and I realize I'm not 
anywhere near that and how much work is gonna need to be done on myself to prepare 
myself for that, the list keep[s] on getting longer, and I'm tackling them one at a time or 
whatever ones I can handle at each moment, but I think by just having them in my 
thoughts, maybe it's just like a physical maturing now…I want to be a good husband, I 
want to be a good father—I don't have any concept of what a husband or a good father is 
but, the Bible does…. I have notes of character qualities and then verse after verse that 
talks about it. 

While Kyle hadn't thought about impregnating a girl, this passage clearly reveals that he 
had thought extensively about his degree of fatherhood readiness. Kyle was unique in our 
sample, and uncharacteristic of the more general population, because of the commitment 
and effort he has made to prepare himself for fatherhood, even before becoming sexually 
active. Another way Kyle was unique was that his preparation for becoming a good father 
focused primarily on his personal and moral development. Instead of being worried about 
how fatherhood would thwart his personal life or development, as we saw with Alex 
above, Kyle drew attention to how his current stage of personal and moral development 
would restrict his ability to be a good Christian father. He clearly felt he was ill-prepared 
to be a good father at this point in his life. 

Kyle's orientation to self was also instructive because it illustrated how some men in our 
sample portrayed aspects of their personal character and then linked them to their degree 
of readiness for fatherhood. These types of portrayals required men to have a degree of 
self-awareness, the ability to articulate it, and an understanding of how it may influence 
their preparedness for being a father. 

A smaller number of men voiced their concern about how an unplanned pregnancy and 
birth would affect their child's well-being. These comments tended to emphasize the 
financial aspects of providing for children. Reflecting on the financial struggles his single 
mother grappled with as she tried to raise three kids, Jerry, a White 19-year-old, said: 



…she always did what she had to do to get us what we wanted and what we needed, even 
if it was sacrificing stuff she needed at the time, but she couldn't get. She just wanted to 
make sure we had everything. Like come Christmas time she'd do whatever she could to 
give us presents and stuff, but then you see some people where their parents don't have 
enough money to even buy them things, and so lot of things like that makes you want to, 
like makes you think that you need to have the money, and definitely want to be able to 
take care of your kids as well as you can. 

Though it was not common, a few participants explicitly mentioned or hinted at how their 
sense of readiness was, or would be, tied to their partners' circumstances. Not 
surprisingly, men voiced their concerns for their partners in conjunction with their 
concerns about their own well-being, sometimes mentioning, for example, that they were 
both still in school. After stating that he wanted kids someday, and then being asked the 
ideal age at which this might occur, Jerry said: "…when I'm through with college, and 
when I have a job, and my life's steady, and if I'm with someone that her life's steady, and 
just when we know the time's right, when you have the money that you're going to be 
able to take care of it and stuff." 

In addition to associating their degree of readiness to their concerns about either their 
partner, child, themselves, or some combination, our participants' views often implicated 
specific substantive concerns. In light of prevailing gendered beliefs about fathering and 
breadwinning in the U.S., it was not surprising to find that financial considerations were 
by far the most consistently mentioned concern. As Desmond's earlier remarks indicate, 
some men identified the loss of time as a nonfinancial worry affecting their sense of 
fatherhood readiness. Furthermore, Tom, a Native American 22-year-old, responded to a 
question about what being ready to have a child means to him: 

Steadiness, 'cause right now I've got a lifestyle that's like, I'll go work in a place for a 
while, and get set up. And get as much money saved up and then try to go off and move 
somewhere else a little better. I just haven't really found a place yet that I'm comfortable 
with staying. 

Our data consistently shows, either implicitly or explicitly, that most men's focus of 
attention was multifaceted and not limited to just relational or substantive concerns. 
Kyle's earlier comments implicitly suggested, for instance, that while his focus of 
attention is self-oriented, he believes his child and partner would suffer because he has 
not yet developed the traits that would allow him to express himself as a Christian father. 
Moreover, his comments reveal that he combines his explicit relational focus on self with 
his substantive interests regarding Christian fatherhood. 

Temporal orientation 

When men were asked to reflect upon their perceptions about being ready to become a 
father, they organized their replies by introducing a temporal orientation to the way they 
both conceptualized their readiness and depicted it in their narratives. In various ways, 
men's description of their sense of readiness was framed by their tendency to contrast 
perceptions, experiences, and desires they associated with different time periods. We saw 



this, for example, with Arthur, who linked fatherhood readiness with improving upon the 
financial circumstances he experienced as a child. Thus, men sometimes drew upon their 
previous familial or personal experiences to mold a message for themselves about their 
readiness to be a father. In other words, men assessed what they had witnessed in the past 
(e.g., living in poverty) and then speculated on how assuming or postponing father roles 
would influence them now and/or in the future. 

Men sometimes characterized transformations over time that they had personally 
experienced in terms of their readiness to have children. Miller, a White 28-year-old, 
recalled that he: "Never even really gave much thought to it [having children]. You 
know, I like to travel. I like to work and take my time off and go and see and do. I never 
really made a place in that life for a, for a kid." He then added that "I'm getting to almost 
to the point where I should start settling down a little bit and actually, possibly looking 
for a house to live in and a job that I work at for more than a year or so." Here, Miller 
juxtaposes his previous and perhaps fading lifestyle with his emerging thoughts about a 
"nesting" strategy that would foster a more stable lifestyle, one that apparently would be 
more conducive to fathering a child. The narrative device he uses reveals his slowly 
evolving shift in identity while highlighting the more continuous features of his 
procreative consciousness and sense of readiness to be a father. 

In other instances, men privileged their current experience and did their best to avoid 
other time references. Marcus, for example, noted that he and his partner "…wouldn't 
really talk about what if we have a kid because we were scared to talk about like, I didn't 
even want to look….at that. I just wanted to talk about things right now, didn't want to 
talk about the future." 

Men commonly compared, either implicitly or explicitly, their current situation with what 
they projected for themselves in the future. One 17-year-old Hispanic participant, 
Reynaldo, provided a useful example: 

I'm hoping to at least be out of college, have a steady job, be financially stable and be 
mature about things, and hopefully be married. And then I can think about being a father. 
But, right now I don't really think about myself being a father, it's just in the distant 
future. Like when I'm 26, 27 around there. But, I'm picturing myself being a good father. 

Reynaldo, like some of our other participants, was able to visualize relatively long term 
goals that he wanted to accomplish prior to becoming a father. 

Experience (source and intensity) 

We earmarked men's first-hand experiences with aspects of the reproductive realm and 
child care because some men viewed these experiences as salient to their father readiness. 
They also warranted attention, given men's limited exposure to certain types of 
experiences that result from the gendered nature of the reproductive realm and child care. 
Several men's sense of readiness was affected by their fertility-related experiences. 
Indeed, some men found that being confronted with the prospect of becoming a father to 
an unplanned child acted as a wake-up call for them to think about fatherhood issues 



more seriously. When asked if his abortion experience affected the way he thought about 
kids, Austin, 21 years of age and White explained "…it's definitely reminded me that I'm 
definitely not ready for that kind of responsibility. I knew that I wasn't before this 
happened, but if anything it reminded me that I wasn't ready for that at all." In Tom's 
case, on the other hand, his miscarriage experience deflated his desire and sense of 
readiness to have another child. 

Before the miscarriage I was more 'amped' to have a child, I guess you could say and 
more willing. And nowadays I'm going to be very selective, it's going to be a while till I 
have another, try to have another kid. 

Tom's description not only identifies miscarriage as the source of his experiential 
connection to his sense of readiness, but his use of the word 'amped' reveals that the 
miscarriage must have been an intense experience to transform his earlier readiness to 
have a child. 

Nonfertility experiences can also act as turning points in men's lives by affecting the way 
they think about fatherhood. In his response to a question about whether he sees kids in 
his future, Marcus conveyed how his sense of fatherhood readiness had been shaped by 
his frequent interaction with his niece. After describing his niece as "the cutest thing on 
earth to me right now," he provided a detailed account of a day of babysitting her as a 
way of explaining why he is not ready to be a father: 

I picked her up at twelve thirty, and I was with her from …twelve thirty to like 
seven….And just being around her from twelve thirty to seven thirty and just constantly 
having to like give her bottles…and changing the diaper, and when I put her down, she 
cries, she wants to hold me, she wants me to walk around the house with her. She doesn't 
want to be put down. I can't watch TV, I mean I can watch TV but I have to keep an eye 
on her. It's just things like that, that right there's being responsible. …I have a lot of other 
things in my life right now to take care of before I have children. So that's why I say that 
she makes me want to have one [a child]…and, then again, she doesn't. 

As Marcus observed, his exposure to the moral labor of child care offered him a dose of 
reality that convinced him that he's not quite ready to be a hands-on father, despite the 
possible appeal of having his own child. However, similar types of moral labor 
experiences may encourage other men to decide that they are actually ready for 
fatherhood. Likewise, opportunities to be involved in the more playful aspects of 
spending time with children may encourage men to embrace the idea of fatherhood and 
increase their sense of readiness. The following three excerpts capture a sentiment that 
was shared by a number of the men: 

I've always liked kids, like my cousin had a little kid a couple of years ago and I just like 
messing, playing with them and stuff. (Cal, 16, White) 

Eventually I'd love to be a father. I mean I love kids. I love playing with them. (Alex, 18, 
White) 



I've always liked kids. You know, I have like nieces and nephews I love, I want to have 
me a kid, you know…(Harper, 29, African American) 

While the attraction to the playful aspects of spending time with kids may have enhanced 
Cal's and Alex's fatherhood readiness, this does not necessarily mean that they will 
challenge prevailing gendered patterns of parental involvement once they become fathers. 
In other words, their sense of readiness may actually hinge on their willingness to express 
more traditional forms of father involvement that center on play, rather than attending to 
their children's everyday needs (Lamb, 1997). 

Degree of clarity 

Many of the excerpts we have presented thus far illustrate men's level of clarity about 
their perceived fatherhood readiness. Given the age range of our sample, it is not 
surprising that most participants were relatively clear about not being ready to have a 
child. However, as we just saw with Marcus, some men expressed a degree of 
ambivalence about the prospects of fatherhood and others, like Desmond, indicated a 
considerable amount of clarity that they have been ready at various times in their lives to 
have a child. Desmond shared his thoughts about the possibility of having children with 
two recent partners: 

It was all positive, just thinking about raising a child. Because, really, the last two, I 
probably could have married them in the wink of an eye. So I thought about how we 
would look in a house, raising a family, with a child, being accepted, being loved, 
nurtured, cared for, and all of those things. 

Desmond reveals his clarity about being ready for fatherhood in these relationships by 
contrasting his recent orientation with the way he responded during his early twenties to a 
pregnancy scare. His narrative construction about his evolving fatherhood readiness over 
time is consistent with the "doubling of self" technique involving identity work (Denzin, 
1987). Those who use this technique explicitly construct and present their current identity 
by contrasting it to an identity they had previously expressed. Commenting on his 
reaction to his partner's possible pregnancy, Desmond said: "…I immediately tried to 
distance myself from it or, it was just, I wasn't ready to deal with that. When I look back 
at it, that was not fair to her because I probably hurt her feelings at the time. When you're 
young and immature, sometimes you're not in control of your feelings." In addition to 
highlighting how some men used a "doubling of self" technique to make sense of changes 
in their procreative identity, Desmond's narrative is instructive because it illustrates how 
an understanding of men's subjective experiences is fostered by attending to the 
intersection of multiple themes, such as, the focus of attention, temporal orientation, and 
degree of clarity. 

Fathering visions 

Since our earlier analysis implied that men's sense of readiness is related to their 
expectations of how fathers should ideally express themselves as fathers, we now address 
men's views of the ideal fathering experience, the good or ideal father, and their visions 



of how they expect to act as fathers toward their future children. While some had given 
considerable thought to these matters, others had not. In this section, we selectively 
emphasize several of the themes we introduced previously while broadening our analysis 
to highlight men's penchant for biological fatherhood, their thoughts about their own 
fathers, and their ideas about what their children might be like. 

When asked about the importance of fathering their own biological children, most men 
were quick to point out that being genetically related to children they might "father" in 
the future was an important feature of what they would consider to be their ideal 
fathering experience. Marcus, for example, indicated that biological paternity was 
important to him, "Cuz it's gonna be my seed. It's gonna be me. I made that being, that 
human being, that person. And I'm going to father it jis like my father fathered me." 
Meanwhile, Justin stressed his affinity for the intergenerational connection by first 
commenting on how proud his parents were when he graduated high school, and then 
noted: 

…I see children as, it's like you're passing on your genes, you're passing on your 
hereditary information. …it's like you get to a certain point in your life where you're not 
going to achieve much more. You're just at a stand still and you can bring up a child who 
can achieve great things and continue on the family. 

In Justin's everyday words, he associates his desire for biological paternity and social 
fathering with what theorists of adult development refer to as generativity—the need to 
nurture and guide younger generations (Hawkins & Dollahite, 1997). While most 
participants focused, as Justin did, on the relationship between themselves as a father and 
their potential children when evaluating the importance of biological paternity, Jerry 
accentuated the shared experience among prospective parents that can accompany a 
pregnancy. 

Just the whole thing that you and your wife will go through. Just her becoming pregnant, 
going to the doctors with her, and when she has her checkups, and just the whole 
experience pretty much. Going to the hospital with her and, being there in the delivery… 

Jerry's comments reflect his appreciation for a type of collaborative approach to the 
prebirth process that he associates with the ideal fatherhood experience; fathering is made 
special by sharing the gestation process with the prospective mother. 

Consistent with research that has sampled fathers (Allen & Doherty, 1996; Daly, 1993), 
our sample of men reported several key features of good fathering and indicated that 
men's own fathers can serve as positive or negative role models. While economic 
provisioning was mentioned by a number of men, participants were quick to stress the 
importance of fathers spending time with their kids and their desire to be actively 
involved in their own children's lives. Responding to what being a father meant to him, 
Antoine, a 19-year-old African American offered a reply that reflects the sentiments of a 
number of participants. 



…Always there, no matter what you do, right or wrong, thick and thin, whatever. 
Somebody that's not just a provider, not just put a roof over you head, but taking care of 
you, gives you advice. Just your mentor and everything, friend, best friend. 

Using glowing language, Reynaldo reinforced Antoine's comment by noting how his 
father can be a good father even while he is unemployed: 

…my dad is a real man right now 'cause, he can support us even though he's unemployed 
right now, but you know, whenever he had a job, he was doing good. And he supported 
us and right now he is showing how he can get us through tough times right now. 

Thus, for many in our sample, the essence of being a good father involved being present, 
approachable, a friend, and a dispenser of measured discipline. 

During the course of the interviews, this general conception of the "good father" appeared 
to be closely related to how participants assessed their own fathers. Whether they 
described their fathers as positive or negative role models, the benchmark against which 
they articulated their assessments amounted to a fairly consistent ideal. Typically, their 
fathers' contributions as disciplinarians and providers were appreciated, but the men 
wanted these necessary roles balanced with direct involvement and emotional concern. 
Not surprisingly, those facets in which particular men found their own fathers lacking 
were the ones which they seemed most eager to improve on when they become fathers, 
and those qualities that the men most appreciated were the ones they hoped to emulate. 
At one extreme, men who felt their fathers were absent physically vowed not to leave 
their children fatherless. The comments of Warren, a 23-year-old African American, were 
representative of this small, but important group: 

I was just thinking that I didn't want to have children in X number of cities and also have 
a wife who wasn't the mother of those children [pause] cause that's pretty much how, 
what it was with my father…. I never felt cheated out of a father, 'cause I think my life 
turned out a little better, but at the same time I would have liked to [have] known him. 

At the other end of the spectrum, some men praised their fathers for developing a strong 
emotional connection with them or knowing how to provide just the right amount of 
discipline and supervision: 

I'd be a very loving father like my father was. And I would try to model myself as he 
raised me…I'd be firm but I'd never hit the child. I'd be very loving and supportive no 
matter what. Just be his best friend. [Mitchel, White, 22 years old] 

Like my father is good, so I'm gonna pretty much be the same way that he is to me. You 
know, not strict but having a level head and keeping me down and not letting me get out 
of control really. Giving me a little bit of line but not too much. [Reynaldo, Hispanic, 17 
years old] 



Men whose experiences fell somewhere in between these two poles presented a similar 
dynamic. For instance, David, who is 28 years old and White, praised his father's 
achievement of the provider ideal, but sees himself being emotionally closer to his 
children: 

Well he was a good provider. You know, he worked full time and he brought home the 
money, paid the bills but he wasn't like real affectionate. It didn't seem like he made an 
effort to like go out of his way to do things with his kids…. I think I would be a lot closer 
to my kids than he was. 

Talking about their fathers, then, became an opportunity for these men to refine their 
visions of themselves as future fathers by reflecting on what they valued or missed in 
their experience of being fathered. 

Focus of attention, degree of clarity, and temporal orientation 

Of the five themes we discussed in connection with fatherhood readiness, the focus of 
attention, degree of clarity, and temporal orientation themes were the most relevant to 
how participants attempted to bridge the conceptual divide between the father ideal and 
how they expected to be with their children. As they contemplated their future fathering 
behavior, men's focus of attention typically involved their child(ren) as well as the 
dynamic relationship between them and their child(ren). For a few men, their focus of 
attention evolved around some type of child development and/or family process 
philosophy. Miller, for instance, forcefully concluded that: 

…kids are spastic. What are you going to do? ….I hate that, when you constantly see 
parents who are like, 'Don't do that. No, don't touch that. No don't do that. No don't do 
this.' I mean, for Christ's sake: Just buy a leash, put the kid on the leash, and deal with it 
that way, if you're going to be that neurotic about it. 

With this philosophy as a backdrop, Miller asserted that: "My kids are going to 
experience and go out and do and see the stuff. Because that's how life should be." These 
excerpts demonstrate Miller's degree of clarity about children's personalities in general, 
and his future role as a laid-back father. He has a definite belief about children's 
temperament and how a parent (father) should treat them. 

Warren's comments provide us with another angle for thinking about the degree of clarity 
theme. This 23-year-old African American presented his vision of himself as a father 
someday in the context of a story that emphasizes the pitfalls of parenting. He recalled 
that his mother once "beat" both him and his sister because his sister did something 
wrong but would not "fess up." While Warren clearly disliked that experience as a child, 
he now anticipates that as a father he cannot guarantee that such situations will never 
arise, any more than his mother could. Consequently, he resigns himself to the idea that 
fathering will be a "learning experience," noting that: "I can have a blueprint set up right 
now and then when you have children, who's to say that that blueprint is going to work." 
Ironically, then, Warren asserted his clarity about fathering by emphasizing what he 
perceived to be the uncertainty associated with parenting. Notice, too, that he did so by 



first assuming a temporal orientation directed toward the past as he drew a lesson from 
his mother's actions when he was a child. 

In most cases, men's visions of themselves as fathers carried with them implicit or 
explicit visions of the children they would father. As earlier analyses with these data 
revealed, men emphasized gender, personality, and physical features in addition to 
imagining doing specific activities with their children (Marsiglio, Hutchinson, & Cohan, 
in press). Moreover, some men tended to focus on these hypothetical children as small 
children, whereas others referenced their children's development through the years. 
Justin, a White 18-year-old acknowledged trying to imagine his and his partner's children 
"but at most they're just like infants, really young children." In contrast, Tom admitted to 
thinking about the differences in raising a girl or a boy. From his perspective, gender 
differences do not become relevant to parenting until the children reach puberty. At that 
point, he anticipates that if he had a daughter he would be uncomfortable with her 
emerging sexuality: 

…like girls would start getting interested in boys and start looking at them. Uhm, I'd don't 
think I'd be as comfortable taking them to like baseball games and stuff. [Interviewer: 
why not?] Uhm. I don't know. I've seen a lot of like young girls out there…hollering at 
the guys. I don't know. I wouldn't even want to think that my daughter's got that part 
where the rear-ends get her excited. 

These men differ not only in how far into the future they "forecast" the lives of their 
hypothetical children, but they also focus their attention differently in this regard. While 
Justin's child visions were linked with a specific partner, Tom's thoughts at least gave the 
impression of being independent of a particular relationship. 

Program implications 
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We have organized our analysis of how men envision fatherhood around two key 
interrelated substantive dimensions: fatherhood readiness and fathering visions. Both of 
these dimensions is relevant to the expanding number of male involvement and 
pregnancy prevention programs in the U.S. and, taken together, provide a substantive 
foundation for these types of interventions. Likewise, the five theoretical themes (degree 
and form of collaboration, focus of attention, temporal orientation, experience, and 
degree of clarity) that emerged from our data are instructive because they provide 
insights for strengthening these types of programs. These themes supplement the practical 
advice Sonenstein and her colleagues (1997) offered based on their review of model 
programs, and are also relevant to programs suitable for high schools, colleges, the 
military, and prisons. Our purpose in this section, then, is to show briefly how the two 
substantive dimensions and five interrelated theoretical themes can inform efforts 
designed to heighten young men's procreative responsibility and encourage them to 
consider their long-term visions for fathering prior to impregnating a partner. More 
specifically, we recommend that programs develop opportunities for men to address at 



least the following five areas: (a) self knowledge, appraisals, and aspirations; (b) 
relationship issues with partners; (c) past experiences with fathers (painful and valued); 
(d) current paternal role models; and (e) philosophies of fathering and child visions. 

Consistent with Sonenstein et al.'s (1997) stated goal of encouraging men to respect 
themselves, we add that it is critical for young men to "know" themselves. Efforts to 
enhance men's self-awareness should not only encourage men to identify their self-
perceptions about a range of personal attributes (character portrayals) and long-term 
aspirations, but men should also be prompted to identify the sources that have affected 
their perceptions about these matters. Men should be prompted to ask themselves what 
they value and how they came to feel that way. What are their long-term aspirations in 
terms of education, employment, finances, and family? How important do they feel it is 
to travel, be independent, spend time with friends, and nurture others? Much of this self-
knowledge may have little, if anything, to do directly with their views of fathering, 
children, and family. However, men's values and perceptions about human capital issues 
are likely to be related indirectly to their future approach to family-related matters, and 
opportunities should be created for men to discover these connections. 

Part of men's self-knowledge involves understanding how their identities as men are 
affected by their perceptions of their romantic partner(s) and/or women in general. What 
are the qualities they would like in a partner? What are the qualities they desire in the 
mother of their child? What does a "good" relationship look like? Encouraging men to 
think about these issues should, in many instances, lead men to become introspective and 
evaluate themselves, partners, family, and friends. In addition, these questions may assist 
men in considering alternative definitions of masculinity. Thus, programs should help 
men expand their self-knowledge by enlightening them about the competing images of 
masculinity, and how these images implicate different ways to relate to one's female 
partner. Depending on the nature of the program, a range of ideological perspectives on 
gender relations from pro-feminism to religious conservatism could be presented and 
debated. 

Our data showed that men's interactions with their female partners contributed to the 
diverse criteria men use to evaluate their sense of being ready for fatherhood. Efforts to 
raise young men's level of procreative consciousness should therefore encourage men to 
recognize how their sense of readiness may be related to their partner's perceptions and 
experiences. By alerting men explicitly to the three primary foci of attention (self, 
partner, and child), programs could help young men recognize that their procreative 
abilities can have diverse consequences, not only for them, but others as well. Developing 
men's gender/partner sensitivity and child sensitivity is important. For example, assisting 
men to forecast the short- and long-term outcomes of a birth for their partner and for the 
unintended child may promote a re-visioning of that scenario. Such discussions could 
also sensitize men to a range of possible situations they or others might encounter. For 
example, they might be appraised that those men who perceive themselves to be in love 
with their partner may be more likely than those in casual dating relationships to 
recognize the possible negative consequences an unplanned pregnancy and birth may 
have for their partner. Or, men could be reminded that their affection for their partner 



may in some instances obscure their ability to see beyond the idealized image of creating 
a child (and family) with their beloved. Messages such as these can sharpen men's 
understanding of the tacit and explicit collaboration that can take place among partners as 
men develop their sense of readiness for fatherhood. 

As is commonly shown in fatherhood research, men's relationships with their fathers 
played a significant role in shaping our participants' views about the ideal father and the 
visions they had for fathering their own children. Our data showed that, when given a 
chance, men often linked their visions about their future experiences as fathers with their 
positive and negative experiences with their own fathers. Programs therefore should be 
designed to provide young men focused opportunities to think systematically about the 
connections they make between their childhood experiences and their fathering visions. 

In addition to having men identify their personal visions of fathering, programs can 
encourage men to consider how they perceive children in general and whether they have 
given thought to what their own children might be like. A number of men in our study 
remarked that they "loved" or "really liked" children and enjoyed "playing" with them. 
While a few mentioned how their first-hand experiences with the everyday care of 
children made them question whether they were ready for fatherhood, many men had a 
limited understanding of the demands of full-time parenting. Thus, whenever possible, 
programs should provide men supervised chances to develop first-hand experience with 
child-care responsibilities so that they are better informed about what active father 
involvement entails. 

Two main assumptions guiding our previous suggestions are that it is worthwhile to 
target young men, and it is possible to reach them prior to their involvement in an 
unplanned pregnancy that they may be ill-prepared to handle. While designing programs 
that are sensitive to the various developmental stages for teenage and young adult males 
is a challenging task, we found that males of varying ages are eager to talk about 
fatherhood and related issues. Getting men to not only understand the full significance of 
paternity and social fatherhood, but also make sexual and contraceptive decisions that 
reflect that understanding should be a critical goal for those who work with young men in 
schools, social service agencies, the military, prisons, and the health care arena. Based on 
this research we advocate programs that promote introspection, evaluation, and a 
temporal orientation that assists men in a "doubling of self" to examine their past and 
present in order to project their future. Programs may be most effective in this regard 
when they provide an organizational context, a structured format, and an appropriate set 
of concepts (e.g., fatherhood readiness, father visions, child visions) that allow men to 
construct and share narratives about their procreative selves in the presence of their peers. 

Conclusion 
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By using the grounded theory method and in-depth interviews with a sample of young 
men who have not yet fathered a child, we have been able to offer fresh theoretical 



insights about the way men envision aspects of fatherhood. Although our sample may not 
be suitable for generalizing to specific groups, it permitted us to conceptualize and 
explore sensitizing concepts, including the two substantive dimensions to the process of 
envisioning fatherhood (fatherhood readiness, father visions) and the five theoretical 
themes (degree of collaboration, focus of attention, temporal orientation, experience, and 
degree of clarity). These concepts advance the social psychology of fatherhood by 
emphasizing aspects of prospective fatherhood and can be incorporated into other studies 
of fatherhood with different samples of men. 

Our study serves the dual purpose of informing both theory and program development. 
With additional work, researchers can tease out the dimensions, phases, contexts, 
degrees, contingencies, types, and other theoretical codes that permit further expansion, 
integration, and grounding of the concepts, thus moving towards theory generation. This 
theoretical work can promote effective program development by attending to young 
men's voices, i.e., their subjective perspectives about envisioning fatherhood. 

While we studied a diverse sample of young men with varied educational, economic, and 
ethnic backgrounds, our sample was small, and the number of men who represented any 
category was even smaller. In the future, we will expand and diversify our sample and 
examine both within and between group data, concentrating on the similarities and 
differences of, for example, the father visions of specific groups such as young inner city 
Black males, rural males, males with varying degrees of experience with sex and 
pregnancy, and the like. We will also augment our theoretical sampling by obtaining 
more data on the interrelationships of the substantive dimensions and the theoretical 
themes. These additional data will provide the foundation for developing and enhancing 
more client specific programs. In addition, the generated concepts can be useful in 
evaluating existing programs and, with further refinement, the conceptualization of 
outcome variables for intervention studies. 
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