Shared Parenting in Disadvantaged Families:

Early Contexts, Interpretations, and Implications of Paternal Caretaking*

Center for Research on Child Wellbeing

Working Paper #2007-21-FF

Maureen R. Waller

Cornell University

August 2007

*Please direct correspondence to Maureen Waller, Policy Analysis & Management, 257 MVR
Hall, Cornell University, Ithaca, NY 14853, mrw37@cornell.edu, (607) 254-4844. | am grateful
to Kara Joyner, Sharon Sassler, Ray Swisher, and Dan Lichter for helpful comments on this
paper and to Renzo Tragsiel for research assistance. | also thank the Public Policy Institute of
California, the National Institute of Child Health and Human Development (NICHD), and the
Bronfenbrenner Life Course Center for generous support of the project. The Fragile Families and
Child Wellbeing Study is funded by the NICHD and a consortium of other agencies and
foundations.



mailto:mrw37@cornell.edu

Shared Parenting in Disadvantaged Families:

Early Contexts, Interpretations, and Implications of Paternal Caretaking

Using a unique set of longitudinal qualitative interviews with parents who participated in
the Fragile Families Study in Oakland, California, this paper examines the situations in which
disadvantaged fathers shared caretaking responsibilities with mothers in the first four years of
their child’s life. Interviews with mothers and fathers indicate that many men acted as caretakers
of their young children but that three different trajectories of paternal involvement emerged.
Whereas some fathers actively chose to share caretaking with mothers throughout the early years
of their child’s life, other fathers acted as early or later caretakers to their children, largely in
response to their families’ socio-economic constraints. In addition to occurring within particular
socio-economic and residential contexts, fathers’ involvement in caretaking was interpreted
differently by parents, who framed stable caretaking as a commitment, early caretaking as an
exchange of resources, and later caretaking as compensation for mothers’ reduced parenting. In
an environment where parents’ relationships were at high risk for dissolution, the contexts and
meanings of paternal involvement also had significant implications for how parents viewed
fathers’ legal caretaking and support of children.





