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Introduction
The relationship and effectiveness of a couple in the process of family management and 
childrearing activities can be likened to that of a pair of eyes, ears, hands or legs. When one of 
these organs is disabled, the effectiveness of that organ is negatively and significantly affected. 
This must be the reason behind the growing attention among scholars to the problem of absentee 
fathers, most especially in those societies where fathers’ absenteeism and low participation in 
family affairs is observed. When this happens, the children are usually at the receiving end of the 
negative impacts. Exposing children to a poor fathering experience not only negatively affects 
their holistic development but is likely to be transmitted to the next generation (Gould & Ward 
2015; Makusha & Richter 2015; Ward, Makusha & Bray 2015). In order to effectively address this 
problem, this study, through a quantitative method, studied not only the factors that contribute to 
the fathers’ extent of participation but also determined which of the factors have significant 
contributions to challenges facing the children during the formative years. 

The works of Ooms, Cohen and Hutchins (1995), Flishing (2005), Peeters (2007), Richter, 
Chikovore and Makusha (2010), the United Nations (2011), Nyanjaya and Masango (2012), 
Okeke (2014), Shwalb and Shwalb (2014), Makusha and Richter (2015), Mncanca, Okeke and 
Fletcher (2016) and a host of others reveal that the problem of fathering cuts across developed, 
developing and non-developed nations. Consequently, many scholars in the areas of Psychology, 
Sociology, Early Childhood Education and other related areas have researched the problem and 
revealed some facts. 

Over the past two decades more attention has been given to fathering in many countries of the 
world, including South Africa, but the problem as well as the effects it has on children’s lives and 
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development does not seem to be decreasing (Ratele, Shefer & 
Clowes 2012). This calls for scientific studies that can identify, 
in a more scientific way, those factors that have significant 
cause–effect relationships with fathering so as to know what 
kind of interventions should be provided in order to reduce 
poor fathering practices and improve child development in 
these societies. 

Challenges faced by children experiencing 
father absenteeism
The literature abounds on challenges faced by children 
whose fathers are unable to participate in their socio-
educational development (Change 2015; Chauke & Khunou 
2014; Gray & Anderson 2016; Horn 2002; Lindegger 2006; 
Mncanca & Okeke 2016; Palkovitz 2002; Richter et al. 2010). 
In terms of social development and emotional stability, which 
is a significant determinant of cognitive functionality, Richter 
et al. (2010) submit that fathers’ absence hinders children 
from receiving and giving love; the lack of a father–child 
relationship reinforces the pain children feel. Gray and 
Anderson (2016) support this by submitting that fathers’ 
absence has direct effect on socio-emotional state and 
behavioural problems of children.

Physical, mental health, social competence, later IQ and other 
learning outcomes of children whose fathers are not involved 
in their socio-educational development have been reported 
to be poorer compared with children whose fathers are 
physically present and participating in the processes and 
programmes of their development (Amato 2000; Gray & 
Anderson 2016; Hofferth 2006; Ward et al. 2015). So far, 
scholars have shown how the holistic development (social, 
emotional, physical and intellectual) of children is at stake 
when their fathers are unable to participate in the provision 
of their developmental demands.

Nor are other domains of development spared when a 
father’s participation is lacking in the life of an individual. 
For instance, Richter et al. (2010) reported that children 
whose fathers are in absentia might face poor nutrition and 
healthcare services; in addition, their schooling might not be 
encouraged or supported, which might eventually lead to 
school dropout. Moreover, such children will not enjoy their 
fathers’ protection and will be denied any benefits from their 
fathers’ position in the community. Gray and Anderson 
(2016) support this by associating fathers’ absenteeism with 
children’s survival in terms of protection against enemy 
threats. These scholars also reported that this problem is 
associated with infant mortality in the USA and is one of the 
primary risk factors for child abuse or infanticide in many 
other countries.

Boys growing up without involved fathers are likely to 
develop ‘hypermasculine’ behaviours such as aggression 
and emotional instabilities (Holborn & Eddy 2011), while 
girls who grow up without fathers are more likely to develop 
lower self-esteem, a high level of risky sexual behaviour and 
difficulties in forming and maintaining romantic relationships 

later in life (Malherbe 2015). Children in absentee father 
households might become victims of violence or AIDS and be 
susceptible to drug or alcohol abuse, risky sex and 
involvement in crime (Gould & Ward 2015; Makusha & 
Richter 2015).

The argument of this paper is not that every child whose 
father is unable to participate in the socio-educational 
development will face all these challenges but that at least 
some of them will; however, the extent to which the mother 
can play an active role in the developmental processes and 
programme of her children might reduce the challenges 
they face.

Fathers’ participation in children’s 
development in South Africa
Being a husband is not the same as being a father. The 
meaning of the term fathering rests heavily on the presence of 
a child in the family, because a married man who is yet to 
have a child cannot be called a father. Therefore, fathering 
responsibilities are oriented more towards the child than to 
the home and the wife. In supporting this, Chauke and 
Khunou (2014) submit that when a father fails to provide 
financial support for his children, his parenting status and 
powers are relinquished.

The literature has it that the state of fathers’ absenteeism and 
their low participation in the lives of their children is a 
societal malice confronting South Africa as a nation in this 
present age (Madhavan, Townsend & Garey 2008; Makusha 
& Richter 2015; Mncanca & Okeke 2016; Richter 2006; Richter 
et al. 2010). In the words of Richter et al. (2010), South Africa 
has the second highest rate of fathers’ absence, low rates of 
paternal maintenance for children and high rate of abuse and 
neglect of children by men. Gould and Ward (2015) claim that 
50% of children in South Africa grow up in families with 
fathers in absentia. It was also reported that only one-third of 
preschool children co-reside with their fathers in South Africa 
(Makusha & Richter 2015).

There are two issues concerning fathering in South Africa, as 
reflected in the literature, that are worth noting. The first is 
the issue of absent fathers, while the other is the issue of 
fathers’ participation. A father’s physical absence in the 
home does not necessarily translate to non-participation in 
the socio-educational development of the children, nor does 
a father’s physical presence in the home automatically 
translate to holistic development of the children (Chauke & 
Khunou 2014; Gould & Ward 2015; Richter 2006). This 
therefore means that the focus of this paper is the extent of 
fathers’ participation in the socio-educational development 
of the children. The term absent fathers is used here to mean 
fathers who are unable to participate actively in the fathering 
roles expected in terms of social, emotional, economic and 
protective contributions and providing for their children.

In their work titled First Steps to Healing the South African 
Family, Holborn and Eddy (2011) point out the fact that 
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fathers’ involvement in the socio-educational development 
of their children has direct and indirect influences on the 
child. Length of time spent in school, educational attainment, 
self-confidence, adjustment and behavioural control abilities 
were claimed to be the direct influence, while indirect 
influences are the supports given to the mother and 
contributions to the major decisions taken at home. Richter 
(2006), Richter et al. (2010), Mercer (2015), Makusha and 
Richter (2015) and Adamsons (2016) reported that South 
African fathers, most especially black people, have the 
intention to take part in the socio-educational development 
of their children but cannot do much in terms of provision of 
financial and material things as a result of many factors such 
as cultural and economic issues. Richter (2006) observes that 
much of the literature on fathers’ participation in South 
Africa based their conclusions mainly on physical availability 
at home and hands-on care for the children but that if human 
capital, financial capital, social capital and protection services 
are considered, most fathers do participate. Madhavan et al. 
(2014), supporting Richter’s argument, say that fathers do 
make available financial supports for their children even 
when they are no longer married to the mothers. 

As said earlier, fathers’ presence or absence at home does not 
give the accurate measure of their level of participation in the 
socio-educational development of their children. The extent 
of challenges experienced by the children will also vary 
based on the extent of their fathers’ participation and the 
factors militating against fathers’ participation. There is the 
need, therefore, to scientifically trace those factors that make 
significant contributions to the extent of fathers’ participation 
and hence the possible challenges facing their children 
during the formative years. In order to address this problem, 
this study employed a quantitative research approach to 
measure the socio-economic factors, fathers’ perceptions of 
fatherhood and the challenges facing children whose fathers 
could not participate in their socio-educational development. 
The significant relationships that exist between each of the 
identified factors and the challenges were determined. 

Theoretical framework 
The educational theory that formed the basis for this study is 
the ecological systems theory, propounded by Urie 
Bronfenbrenner in 1979. The theory states that as a child 
develops, the interaction within the environments becomes 
more complex and that this complexity can arise as the child’s 
physical and cognitive structures grow and mature 
(Bronfenbrenner 1986). In other words, the inherent qualities 
of a child and his environment interact to influence how such 
child grows and develops. The theory explains how child 
development is influenced by a number of environmental 
and interpersonal factors, which are clustered in several 
environmental systems. In the words of Excell, Linington and 
Schaik (2015), environment is a system of circles nested inside 
each other with the child at the centre and the circles or 
systems interact with and influence each other, as well as 
influencing the development of the child. The systems 

presented by the theory are the microsystem, mesosystem, 
exosystem, macrosystem and chronosystem, but the focus of 
this study is explained by one of the factors in the microsystem. 
The microsystem is the one closest to the child and it includes 
the home – father, mother, siblings and other relatives, adults, 
peers and neighbours (Penn 2005). Bronfenbrenner submits 
that interactions within the microsystem involve personal 
relationships with family members and other members of the 
system. He further explains that how these members or 
individuals interact with the child will affect how the child 
develops. More nurturing and more supportive interactions 
and relationships will enhance the child’s development. 
Literature also has it that fathers’ behaviours and roles, 
though socioculturally based, have an intense influence on 
the total development of the children (Gray & Anderson 
2016). This corroborates the submissions of Richter (2006) 
that fathers were the providers and protectors of the typical 
African family before the advent of Western imperialists. 
Richter also argues that in a typical African family, the role of 
the mother usually tends towards care and love while that of 
the father tends to provision, protection and guidance, career 
support and discipline.

This study is of the position that fathers’ socio-economic 
status coupled with their perceptions of a father’s role are 
capable of affecting the extent to which they meet their 
responsibilities of provision, protection, guidance and career 
support. Moreover, the extent to which these responsibilities 
are met or otherwise, according to the ecological system 
theory, will influence the holistic development of the child. 

Objectives of the study
The major objective of this study was to determine which of 
the socio-economic factors as well as the perceptions of the 
fathers about their participation in the socio-educational 
development of their children would significantly determine 
the challenges faced by the children. Specifically, the study 
examined the following:

•	 the relationship that exists between each of the socio-
economic factors and fathers’ perceptions and the 
challenges faced by their children during their early 
development

•	 the composite contribution of socio-economic factors and 
fathers’ perceptions to the challenges faced by children 
during their early development

•	 the relative contributions of socio-economic factors and 
fathers’ perceptions to the challenges faced by children 
during their early development.

Research questions
•	 What type of relationship exists between each of the 

independent variables (socio-economic factors and 
fathers’ perceptions) and the dependent variable 
(challenges faced by children during their early years)?

•	 Is there a significant composite contribution of socio-
economic factors and fathers’ perceptions to the 
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challenges faced by the children during their early 
development?

•	 Is there a significant relative contribution of socio-
economic factors and fathers’ perceptions to the challenges 
faced by children during their early development?

Methodology
The study adopted an ex post facto type of causal 
comparative research design. This design is capable of 
collecting already-existing data on independent variables 
(one of which must be a categorical variable) and a 
dependent variable from sampled participants, analyse it 
and find out if there are any cause–effect relationships 
between the independent and dependent variables (Ary, 
Jacobs & Sorensen 2010; Isangedighi et al. 2004). Ary et al. 
claim that ex post facto research design remains the last 
option when variables of great interest that are not amenable 
to experimental research are to be studied for cause–effect 
relationships. For instance, random assignment of children 
into attribute variables such as ‘fathers’ absenteeism’, 
‘fathering skills’ and ‘challenges faced’ is not possible; 
hence, the cause–effect relationship of such variables cannot 
be determined through experimental study. 

The independent variables of this study are socio-economic 
factors (financial factors, father’s absenteeism, fathering 
skills, relationship with the mother and father’s race) and 
fathers’ perception of fatherhood. The one categorical 
independent variable is the fathers’ race, while the 
dependent variable is the challenges faced by the children. 
The target population of the study is the entire population 
of educated fathers and young adults in Eastern Cape 
Province. The reason for this population was to ensure that 
participants of this study were not only well-educated 
individuals but had knowledge about children’s education 
and development, as well as having some level of experience 
with fathering in South Africa. Faculty of Education 
students at the University of Fort Hare were used as a case 
study. A sample of 300 students of the School of General and 
Continuing Education (SGCE), at the East London campus 
of the university, were randomly selected. The sample of the 
study consists of the following distributions: Marital status 
of the students showed that 20% of the students were 
married, 69% were single and 11% were divorced. The 
sample had a gender distribution of 43% male and 57% 
female students. The racial makeup of the students was 78% 
black students, 13% white students, 7% mixed-race students 

and 2% Indian students. The socio-economic factors, 
Fathers’ Perception and Challenges Faced by Children 
Questionnaire (SeFP_CFCQ: α = 0.92) was used to collect 
data. SeFP_CFCQ has four sections: Section A measures 
demographic data, Section B measures socio-economic 
factors (19 items), Section C measures fathers’ perceptions 
of fatherhood (25 items) and Section D measures the 
challenges faced by children during their early development 
(16 items). The response options for Sections B to D are on a 
five-point Likert scale ranging from strongly disagree (SD) to 
strongly agree (SA) and were scored from 1 to 5, in that order. 
Data collected was analysed using both descriptive statistics 
and multiple regression, and significance was measured at 
the 0.05 level.

Results
Research Question 1: What type of relationship exists 
between each of the independent variables (socio-economic 
factors and fathers’ perceptions) and the dependent variable 
(challenges faced by children during their early years)?

The correlation coefficients in the second column, starting 
from the third row (Table 1), show that the following 
independent variables had a significant relationship with the 
challenges faced by children: financial factors (r = 0.13; 
p < 0.05); fathering skills (r = 0.21; p < 0.05); relationship with 
the mother (r = 0.18; p < 0.05) and race (r = –0.15; p < 0.05). 
However, absenteeism (r = 0.10; p > 0.05) and fathers’ 
perceptions (r = 0.04; p > 0.05) had no significant relationship 
with the challenges faced by children whose fathers were in 
absentia.

Research Question 2: Is there a significant composite 
contribution of socio-economic factors and fathers’ 
perceptions to the challenges faced by the children during 
their early development?

There was a joint relationship (Table 2) between the 
independent variables (socio-economic factors and fathers’ 
perceptions) and the challenges faced by the children 
(R = 0.27). This led to the fact that the independent variables, 
when taken together, accounted for 5.2% of the total variance 
in the challenges faced by the children (adjusted R2 = 0.052). 
This composite contribution was shown to be significant 
(F(6, 293) = 3.74; p < 0.05). This implies that there is a significant 
composite contribution of socio-economic factors and fathers’ 
perception to challenges faced by the children.

TABLE 1: Relationship between the independent variables and dependent variable.
Variables A B C D E F G

A 1.000 - - - - - -
B 0.131* 1.000 - - - - -
C 0.095 0.412* 1.000 - - - -
D 0.210* 0.446* 0.287* 1.000 - - -
E 0.178* 0.416* 0.412* 0.470* 1.000 - -
F 0.044 0.097 0.057 0.133 0.143 1.000 -
G -0.148* -0.007 0.098 -0.079 -0.009 0.030 1.000

A, challenges; B, financial factors; C, absenteeism; D, fathering skills; E, relationship with the mother; F, fathers’ perceptions; G, race.
*Values significant at 0.05 level.
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Research Question 3: Is there a significant relative contribution 
of socio-economic factors and fathers’ perceptions to the 
challenges faced by children during their early development?

The columns with the beta, t-test and significance values in 
Table 3 show that out of the six independent variables 
considered in this study, it is only fathering skills (β = 0.14; 
t = 2.06; p < 0.05) and race (β = –0.14; t = –2.43; p < 0.05) that 
had a significant relative contribution to the challenges faced 
by the children. Others, that is, financial factors (β = 0.02; 
t = 0.29; p > 0.05); absenteeism (β = 0.02; t = 0.33; p > 0.05), 
relationship with the mother (β = 0.09; t = 1.34; p > 0.05) and 
fathers’ perceptions (β = 0.01; t = 0.24; p > 0.05) had no 
significant relative contribution to the challenges faced by the 
children. Therefore, it can be inferred that it is only fathering 
skills and race of the father that make significant relative 
contributions to the challenges faced by children whose 
fathers are unable to participate in their socio-educational 
development. 

Summary of findings
After the analysis and interpretation of the outcomes, the 
findings of this study are summarised as follows:

•	 Socio-economic factors – financial factors, fathering skills, 
relationship with the mother and race of the fathers – 
have a significant relationship with the challenges faced 
by the children whose fathers are unable to participate in 
their socio-educational development, while absenteeism 
and fathers’ perception have no significant relationship 
with the challenges faced by children.

•	 There is a significant composite contribution of socio-
economic factors and fathers’ perceptions of fatherhood 
to the challenges faced by children whose fathers 
are unable to participate in their socio-educational 
development.

•	 It is only fathering skills and the race of the father that 
make significant relative contributions to the challenges 
faced by the children.

Discussion of findings
The first finding of this study is that some socio-economic 
factors, that is, financial factors, fathering skills, relationship 
with the mother and race of the father, are the ones that have 
significant relationships with the challenges faced by children 
whose fathers are unable to participate in their socio-
educational development. This might be because the financial 
capacity of fathers is capable of determining how much they 
can afford in their expected roles (Chauke & Khunou 2014; 
Gould & Ward 2015; Gray & Anderson 2016; Richter et al. 
2010). Moreover, Richter et al. (2010) and Madhavan et al. 
(2014) also submitted that the search for a good job in order to 
have enough money to take care of their family is one of the 
major reasons black fathers do not reside with their children.

Fathering skills, which most men acquire from their fathers, 
are another important factors that dictate how much care, 
love, protection and provision South African fathers give to 
their children (Holborn & Eddy 2011; Mercer 2015). This 
happens because most of the fathers did not experience 
positive fathering themselves (Madhavan et al. 2008; 
Mncanca & Okeke 2016).

A study carried out by Mufutau and Okeke (2016) noted that 
the relationship between the biological father and the mother 
of the child goes a long way to affect how much the father 
will likely participate in the socio-educational development 
of the child(ren). Race in South Africa also plays a significant 
role in how much fathers participate in their children’s 
development. Holborn and Eddy (2011), Ratele et al. (2012) 
and Mncanca et al. (2016) found that fathers’ absenteeism 
and fathers’ low involvement in their children’s socio-
educational development is high among black people and 
lowest among white fathers. Therefore, this finding that 
financial factors, fathering skills, relationship with the mother 
and race of the fathers have significant relationships with the 
challenges faced by the children should not be overlooked. 

The second finding of this study is that there exist significant 
joint contributions of socio-economic factors and fathers’ 
perceptions of fatherhood to the challenges faced by children 
whose fathers are unable to participate in their socio-
educational development. These socio-economic factors and 
the fathers’ perceptions were estimated to account for 5% of 
the total variance in challenges faced by the children. The 
contribution seems small, but it is statistically significant and 
hence worth taking cognisance of. Many studies that have 
tried to identify the causes of absent fathers or fathers’ low 
participation in their children’s development have asserted 
that socio-economic factors play major roles (Adamsons 
2016; Chauke & Khunou 2014; Gould & Ward 2015; Holborn 
& Eddy 2011; Makusha & Richter 2015; Mufutau & Okeke 
2016; Richter 2006). Therefore, socio-economic factors should 

TABLE 3: Summary of multiple regression showing relative contributions of 
independent variables on the challenges faced by children.
Coefficientsa

Model 1 Unstandardised  
coefficients

Standardised 
coefficients

t Sig.

B  Standard error Beta

(Constant) 44.972 6.695 6.717 0.000
Financial factors 0.058 0.201 0.019 0.287 0.774
Absenteeism 0.093 0.278 0.022 0.335 0.738
Fathering skills 0.391 0.190 0.139 2.055 0.041
Relationship with 
mother

0.252 0.188 0.092 1.342 0.181

Perceptions 0.015 0.065 0.014 0.238 0.812
Race -2.190 0.903 -0.138 -2.427 0.016
aDependent variable: challenges, 

TABLE 2: Summary of multiple regression showing composite contributions of 
independent variables to the challenges faced by children.
Model 1 Sum of squares df Mean square F Sig.

Regression 2415.101 6 402.517 3.742 0.001b

Residual 31517.886 293 107.570 - -
Total 33932.987 299 - - -

Note: R = 0.267, R2 = 0.071, Adjusted R2 = 0.052
Sig., significance level; F, F-ratio; R, joint correlation coefficient; R2, the square of joint 
correlation coefficient.
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be reckoned with as playing a significant role in both fathers’ 
absenteeism and fathers’ low participation in their children’s 
socio-educational development.

Lastly, this study found that only fathering skills and race of 
the fathers have significant relative contributions to the 
challenges faced by their children. This should not be seen as 
a contradiction to the earlier claim that socio-economic factors 
have a significant contribution to the challenges faced by 
children. This last finding is only specifically identifying 
which of the socio-economic fathers have a greater and more 
significant contribution. Fathering skills, which can be referred 
to as the technical know-how of being a father, may play a 
major role in the challenges of children. It is one thing to know 
what is good for children; the ability to do what is in children’s 
best interest such that the children will recognise it as being 
good is another. It is one thing to have the love of a child at 
heart and yet another to be able to show love and care for such 
a child. This might be the reason why Mncanca et al. (2016) 
submit that fathering is a complex phenomenon that cannot 
be measured by physical availability at home, hands-on care 
and provision of financial support. As reported by Holborn 
and Eddy (2011), Ratele et al. (2012) and Mncanca et al. (2016), 
black fathers in South Africa recorded the highest rates of 
absenteeism and lowest rates of participation and white 
fathers just the opposite. Therefore, this means that white 
children face fewer developmental challenges compared to 
mixed-race, Indian and black children. This shows that race 
plays a significant role in determining the challenges faced by 
children during their early years. 

Conclusion
In the quest to identify the major causes of fathers’ inability 
to participate or low participation in the socio-educational 
development of their children, this study adopted an ex 
post facto research design, collected quantitative data and 
utilised inferential statistics to analyse the data. The study 
found out that fathering skills and race of the fathers are 
the two socio-economic factors that significantly influenced 
fathers’ participation in their children’s socio-educational 
development. Other factors such as financial factors and 
relationship with the mother have a significant relationship 
with the fathers’ participation while all the factors in 
conjunction with fathers’ perceptions of fatherhood have 
composite contribution to the fathers’ participation. 

Effective solutions to the problem of fathers’ low participation 
in the socio-educational development of their children must 
be tailored towards financial empowerment for fathers, 
most especially black fathers. Again, there is need to put in 
place an effective mechanism that will ensure economic 
egalitarianism among the four races that make up South 
African society. 

Recommendations
•	 The South African government should endeavour to 

set up an agency in the country that will ensure equal 

opportunities for all South African men to access functional 
higher education and employment irrespective of their 
race. This is to ensure better socio-economic status for 
fathers. If possible, special consideration should be given 
to black men because the apartheid era put them in a 
disadvantaged state.

•	 Fathering skills should be embedded in the curriculum of 
secondary education, most especially for boys, so as to 
equip all of them, irrespective of the condition of their 
fathers, with the necessary skills to be a good father. This 
should be done in the form of extracurricular activities, 
after-school activities or men’s club. If these are attended 
to and implemented religiously, poor fathering practices 
that are currently militating against societal development 
in one way or another will become a thing of the past in 
the near future.
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