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Introduction
The conflict between work and family is a subject
more often discussed in relation to women’s
employment than it is to men’s. But fathers too suf-
fer from trying to juggle the demands that work and
family place on their time. When children are
young, fathers’ work demands are often particularly
great, given that, on average, work hours are at their
longest at this stage of the life cycle (Baxter, Gray, &
Hayes, 2007). This paper uses the Wave 1 (2004)
data from Growing Up in Australia: The Longitudi-
nal Study of Australian Children (LSAC)1 to
examine relationships between work hours and
some aspects of fathering for fathers of 4–5-year-old
children, and whether these aspects of fathering are
more difficult to fulfil when working longer hours.

One factor related to the long work hours of fathers
is that, in many families, and especially when chil-
dren are young, the expectation remains that the
father be the economic ‘breadwinner’, or the main
income earner, for the family. In addition to this
role, there is an expectation – and desire by many
fathers – for fathers to be involved in their chil-
dren’s lives, and for fathers to share the parenting
tasks with the child’s mother. These different
aspects of fathering have been identified in the
work of many researchers. For example, Lamb,

Pleck, Charnov and Levine (1987) discussed father
involvement with children in terms of three inter-
related aspects: fathers’ interactions with children
(direct contact through caretaking and shared
activities), their availability to children (being pres-
ent or accessible, whether or not interaction is
occurring) and their responsibility for children
(ensuring that the child is taken care of and arrang-
ing for resources to be available). 

In the eyes of fathers and children, spending time
with children is an important element of being a
father (Hand & Lewis, 2002; Pocock & Clarke,
2005; Russell et al. 1999). The notion of quality
time together is seen to be important, as is being
available for children. Clearly, paid employment
can get in the way of fathers having sufficient time
to spend with children. Russell et al., in the Fitting
Fathers into Families study, found that many
fathers felt that paid employment was a major bar-
rier to their ability to fulfil the fathering role the
way they would like to. Research also shows that
longer hours of work are associated with dimin-
ished shared time between fathers and children
(Baxter, Gray, & Hayes, 2007; Bianchi, 2000;
Bryant & Zick, 1996; Yeung, Sandberg, Davis-Kean,
& Hofferth, 2001), with more perceived negative
spillover from work to family (Alexander & Baxter,
2005) and a more heightened sense of time pres-

The role of the father is multifaceted, with fathers often undertaking the 
breadwinner role in couple families, spending time with children, and 
providing support and assistance to the mother. This paper uses data from the
Longitudinal Study of Australian Children to examine relationships between
fathers’ hours of paid employment and the extent to which they undertake 
these roles in families with children aged 4–5 years. J E N N I F E R  B A X T E R
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able to reduce their hours of employment because
of the hours worked by the father. This is likely to
also apply in Australia, with part-time hours being
the preferred work arrangement for the majority of
employed mothers (Qu & Weston, 2005). 

This paper explores a range of measures that relate
to fathering: being the breadwinner, undertaking
activities with children and having a cooperative
relationship with the child’s mother. Differences
according to fathers’ work hours and other personal
and family characteristics are examined. Each of
these aspects of fathering is addressed in turn and
relationships between these different measures dis-
cussed.

It is important to note, however, that fathers’ work
hours may be a consequence of their attitudes
towards fathering and towards paid employment.
Fathers whose identities are very strongly deter-
mined by their work and who feel less confident in
their role as father may put their efforts more firmly
into work. Even in the presence of a relationship
between long hours and fathering, we therefore can-
not say for certain that long work hours cause lower
father involvement, especially using empirical
cross-sectional work such as in this paper.

Data
LSAC comprises two cohorts of children, randomly
selected from across Australia, who are to be fol-
lowed as they grow older. In the first wave (2004),
children in the younger cohort were aged between 3
months and 19 months, and those in the older
cohort were aged between 4 years 3 months and 5
years 7 months. This analysis uses data from the
older cohort, referred to here as children aged 4–5
years. The study collected extensive information
about the children, their family and their environ-
ment. Many details were collected from the child’s
primary carer, defined as the parent (or other carer)
who was most knowledgeable about the child. In the
vast majority of cases, this was the child’s mother. In
addition, the child’s other parent was asked a range
of questions in a self-complete questionnaire, cap-
turing details of frequency of selected activities done
with children and perceptions of co-parenting. In
the majority of cases, the respondent to this ques-
tionnaire was the father, and the responses of these
men are used in this analysis. Of the personal inter-

sure (Baxter, Gray, Alexander, Strazdins, &
Bittman, 2007). This, no doubt, is part of the reason
that fathers working long hours often would prefer
to work fewer hours. Some of these effects are evi-
dent in Table 1. 

These pressures may have consequences for father-
ing (Hand & Lewis, 2002; Pocock & Clarke, 2005).
Working longer hours, say 55 hours or more rather
than 35 to 44 hours, may result in differences in lev-
els of father involvement or the extent to which the
father has a cooperative parenting relationship with
the child’s mother. However, work time is just one
indicator of fathers’ availability to their children.
How fathers spend their non-work time and the
degree to which they make themselves available to
help with childrearing tasks or to interact and
develop father–child relationships is likely to vary
with factors other than those measured by this sim-
ple measure of time (Dermott, 2005). Lamb et al.
(1987) suggested that father involvement was likely
to be greater when fathers had the motivation to be
involved with their children, the skills (or perceived
skills) to do so, and appropriate supports in place
(e.g. from the child’s mother) to enable this. They
also expected institutional factors, such as employ-
ment, would contribute, but only in a small way
relative to the other factors, such that these institu-
tional factors need not always make a large
difference to fathering when higher levels of moti-
vation, skills and supports are in place. A similar
conclusion was reached by Doherty, Kouneski, &
Erickson (1998). It is therefore possible that work-
ing longer hours does not make a large difference to
some aspects of fathering. 

Further, being the main income earner, as occurs in
many families, is not an insignificant role under-
taken by fathers. Bianchi, Robinson, & Milkie,
(2006), commenting on fatherhood in the United
States, noted that men “also see their paid work as
a powerful way to become more involved with their
children. Paid work hours ‘count’ as good parenting
for them. This pushes men to work more, not fewer,
hours outside the home when they first become
fathers.…  To the extent that providing is the
essence of good parenting for men, and to the
extent this has not changed as the ‘ideal’ for them,
it is very difficult to cut back on one’s role as a
provider and still be a ‘good father’” (pp. 12–13).
They also comment on the fact that mothers are

Indicators of work pressure on fathers by fathers’ hours, couple families with 4–5-year-old childrenTable 1

Source: LSAC 2004, 4–5-year cohort
Note: The total for weekday time with children includes not-employed dads (4.6 hours per day).

1 to 34 35 to 44 45 to 54 55 hours
Fathers’ responses hours hours hours or more Total
Family time is less enjoyable because of work responsibilities 18.9 19.2 24.8 34.2 24.5
(% agree or strongly agree)
Missed out on family activities because of work responsibilities 42.7 60.7 67.6 78.2 65.8
(% agree or strongly agree)
Prefer to work fewer hours (%) 14.8 29.1 41.5 61.0 39.4
Fathers’ weekday time with 4–5-year-old children 3.6 2.9 2.7 2.2 2.8
(average hours per day)
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views conducted for this cohort, 78 per cent of
fathers returned this self-complete questionnaire,
resulting in a sample size of 3,268 (although small
amounts of non-responses to particular items
reduced this further). Further details of the data
used are given in the sections below. Data from other
sources, such as the primary carer’s interview and
self-complete questionnaire, were also included in
the analyses. The analyses of income data is based
on the primary carer’s interview, with a sample size
of 3,843. Children in couple families only are con-
sidered, where the mother and father (not
necessarily biological) are the primary carers of the
child. 

To analyse the effects of working long hours,
employed fathers’ usual work hours were cate-
gorised as 1 to 34 hours, 35 to 44 hours, 45 to 54
hours and 55 hours or more. In the majority (87 per
cent) of couple families with a 4–5-year-old, the
father was employed full-time. A considerable pro-
portion of these fathers (24 per cent) worked 55
hours or more per week. Just 7 per cent of fathers
were not employed, and 6 per cent were employed
part-time. 

While this analysis focuses on the hours of employ-
ment, it is important to note that other job
characteristics varied with hours, as shown for a
selection of characteristics in Table 2. The most sig-
nificant difference across hours was the incidence
of occasionally working weekends, evenings or
nights, which increased progressively as work hours
increased. Also, fathers working at least 55 hours
were the most likely to be self-employed, followed
by fathers working part-time. As the only feature of
employment incorporated into this analysis was
hours of employment, some of the factors that
appear to be related to work hours may be due to
scheduling or other job characteristics that vary
with work hours. 

In addition to exploring relationships between
fathering and fathers’ hours worked in cross-

Selected job characteristics by hours, employed fathers in
couple families with 4–5-year-old children

Table 2

Sample characteristics by fathers’ hours, couple families with 4–5 year old childrenTable 3

(a) Includes 4,027 biological fathers and nine adoptive fathers.
(b) What best describes the degree of happiness, all things considered, in your relationship? 1 = ‘extremely unhappy’, 2 = ‘fairly unhappy’, 3 = ‘a little unhappy’, 4 = ‘happy’,
5 = ‘very happy’, 6 = ‘extremely happy’, 7 = ‘perfectly happy’.
(c) Differences in distributions of categorical variables across groups of fathers’ hours were tested using chi-square. Differences in the mean were tested using one-way
analysis of variance. While the results suggested differences for income and fathers’ age, the variance was unequal across the groups.
*** p < 0.001, ** p < 0.01, * p < 0.1

1 to 34 35 to 44 45 to 54 55 hours
hours hours hours or more Total

Self-employed (%) 35 14 27 44 27
Cannot change  13 14 13 15 14
start/finish times (%)
Sometimes works 52 55 75 88 64
nights/evenings (%)
Sometimes works 55 61 78 90 68
weekends (%)
N 244 1,411 1,130 992 3,533

1 to 34 
Not (part- 55 or 

employed time) 35 to 44 45 to 54 more Total
Column per cent (c)

Fathers’ education level ***
Incomplete secondary only 28 21 17 13 14 16
Incomplete secondary and diploma/certificate 39 31 30 33 31 32
Complete secondary only 9 9 10 8 8 9
Complete secondary and diploma/certificate 11 16 17 16 18 16
Bachelor degree or higher 13 23 26 30 29 27
Family size ***
1 child 9 10 10 7 7 8
2 children 32 47 53 51 48 49
3 or more children 59 43 38 42 45 42
Other child and family variables
Boy * 54 47 50 55 49 51
Biological father (a) *** 94 95 97 98 98 97
Step-father 6 5 3 2 2 3
Married *** 68 81 88 89 91 87
Cohabiting 32 19 12 11 9 13

Mean (c)
Father’s weekly income (gross $) *** 220 575 908 1,162 1,300 1,001
Age of child (months) 57.2 57.0 56.9 57.1 57.0 57.0
Age of father (years) ** 38.4 38.1 37.0 37.2 37.7 37.4
Happiness with relationship (b) (1 = extremely 5.3 5.3 5.4 5.4 5.4 5.4
unhappy, 7 = perfectly happy)
N 247 244 1,449 1,151 1,013 4,104
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hours, which was at least partly explained by the
role of self-employment in these families. In these
families, 44 per cent of fathers and 27 per cent of
mothers were self-employed. 

Dual-working couples made up the majority of cou-
ple families, but the mother was much more likely
to be working part-time hours rather than full-time
hours. As a result, the father’s income was, on aver-
age, proportionately greater than that of the
mother. When there is considerable disparity
between the mother’s and the father’s time devoted
to paid employment, it is likely that the parent con-
tributing the most time to paid employment, or
perhaps the parent earning the greater income, is
considered to be the family’s ‘breadwinner’, even
though the role is not so clearly defined. When the
father works full-time hours and the mother part-
time hours, the father’s contribution of earnings
from full-time work may be highly valued, particu-
larly if it enables the mother to limit her hours to
part-time work.

When fathers were not employed, their non-
employment did not usually appear to be related to
a reversal of the breadwinner and carer roles as, in
73 per cent of families with a not-employed father,
the mother was also not employed.

Thinking about a definition of ‘breadwinner’ based
on income rather than hours of employment, these
total income data show that fathers’ income
increased with increased hours of work, suggesting
that fathers working longer hours were more suc-
cessful at fulfilling this breadwinner role. As a
proportion of total couple income, full-time

tabulations and charts, multivariate techniques
(ordinary least squares) were used to investigate
whether relationships between fathers’ hours and
fathering persisted after other differences were
taken into account.2 Multivariate analysis of the
breadwinner aspect of fathering was not conducted.
The other characteristics included were selected
because, based on prior research, they were
expected to be associated with the amount of father
involvement. These were: mothers’ work hours,
fathers’ highest level of education, fathers’ income,3

gender of the child, father–child relationship
(whether biological or other), family size, parents’
relationship status (whether married or cohabiting)
and relationship quality. For reviews of fathering in
which these variables are discussed, refer to
Bronte-Tinkew, Carrano, & Guzman, (2006),
Doherty et al. (1998), Marsiglio, Amato, Day, &
Lamb (2000) and Pleck (1997). These variables are
shown, cross-tabulated by fathers’ hours, in Table 3
and, for mothers’ hours, in Table 4. 

Fathers as breadwinners 
The concept of ‘breadwinning’ is often understood
to mean being the main income or wage provider, or
the main labour market participant within a family
(Warren, 2007). Applying the labour market defini-
t ion, fathers continue to ful f i l  the role of
breadwinner in many families with young children,
as they are much more likely than mothers to be
working full-time hours, while the mothers are most
often either not employed or working part-time
hours (de Vaus, 2004; Drago, Black, & Wooden,
2005). 

The existence of ‘breadwinner’ families was evident
in these couple families with a 4–5-year-old child.
In around 40 per cent of families with a full-time
employed father, the mother was not employed.
This percentage was somewhat higher for fathers
working 45 to 54 hours (44 per cent), rather than
35 to 44 hours (41 per cent) or 55 hours or more
(40 per cent), although clearly the variation was
not substantial. A higher proportion of mothers
were employed when the father worked the longest

Fathers’ employment and income and mothers’ employment, by fathers’ hours, couple families 
with 4–5-year-old children

Table 4

Fathers continue to fulfil

the role of breadwinner 

in many families with

young children

55 or
Not 1 to 34 35 to 44 45 to 54 hours 

employed hours hours hours more Total
Fathers’ weekly income (average gross $) 220 575 908 1,162 1,300 1,001
Combined parental weekly income (average gross $) 660 1,034 1,331 1,538 1,634 1,396
Father’s income/ parental income (%) 33 53 70 75 75 69
Mothers’ work hours (%)
Not employed 73 50 41 44 40 44
1 to 15 hours 7 16 17 19 26 19
16 to 34 hours 12 17 25 24 21 22
35 hours or more 9 17 16 14 13 14
Mother self-employed (%) 3 14 9 15 27 15
N 247 244 1,411 1,130 992 3,533
Per cent of fathers in each group (weighted) 6.9 6.1 35.5 27.5 24.0 100.0
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employed fathers contributed, on average, 70 to 75
per cent of the income received by the couple, with
the 70 per cent referring to families in which the
father worked 35 to 44 hours. There was no differ-
ence in this proportion when comparing fathers
working 45 to 54 hours to those working 55 hours
or more. However, the income data include income
from all sources, include government assistance,
and since family assistance is usually paid to the
mother as the primary carer of children, this can
distort these calculations.4 It is likely that fathers’
earnings, as a proportion of total couple earnings,
would be higher than indicated from these data.

According to either a labour market or an income-
based definition of breadwinning, there is
considerable evidence that the breadwinner role
exists for the majority of the full-time employed
fathers in this study. Whether or not this is valued
as an important part of fathering by the fathers,
mothers or children is not clear; however, Pocock
and Clarke’s (2005) qualitative study of children
(who were somewhat older than the children in

LSAC) looked at the question of whether children
would prefer more time with parents, or more
money but less time. They found that having a par-
ent (usually the father) who worked long or
unsociable hours “drove a preference for time over
money” (p. 69). Similarly, Russell et al. (1999,
p. 63) noted the conflict between money and time
in their study of children’s perceptions of their
fathers, stating “male employment remains a major
defining characteristic of fatherhood. While this is
recognised in its economic contribution by children
themselves it also reduces time for contact between
most fathers and children”. This relationship
between hours of work, income and fathers’
involvement with children is explored further
below.

Fathers’ activities with children 
This section focuses on fathers’ involvement in a
range of children’s activities. It does not cover all
possible ways fathers can be involved with their
children. Involvement in specific childcare tasks,
for example helping the child to get dressed or tak-
ing children to school, are not included here, as
details of father involvement in such tasks were not
collected in LSAC.5 This analysis focuses largely on
fathers’ involvement in children’s recreational
activities. This shared time between fathers and
children is central to how fathers and children
define and develop their relationships, perhaps
more so than the time spent in the less ‘fun’ aspects
of childrearing (Dermott, 2005). In Russell et al.’s
(1999) study, they noted that “play was the over-
whelmingly evident characteristic of how children
constructed fatherhood” (p. 53). They also demon-
strated that it was rare for children to depict fathers
in terms of domestic activity, or nurturing or caring
tasks, except in relation to bedtime rituals for
younger children. 

The activities covered in this analysis were (as writ-
ten in the questionnaire) reading to a child from a
book, playing with toys or games indoors (like
board or card games) and playing a game outdoors
or exercising together (like walking, swimming or
cycling). It also included fathers’ involvement with
children in everyday activities at home (such as
cooking or pet care). Fathers were asked on how
many days over the previous week they had under-
taken these activities with their child. Possible
responses were none, 1 to 2 days, 3 to 5 days and 6
to 7 days. 

Figure 1 shows that the majority of fathers, at some
time in the week, shared in reading to their child,
playing indoor or outdoor games with them and
involving them in daily activities. However, they
were most likely to do this on only one or two days
a week, with a substantial minority (14 to 24 per
cent) not doing these activities with their child at
all. Only 6 to 12 per cent undertook these activities
on 6 or 7 days a week. 

Averaging these data (calculated from the grouped
data by substituting the midpoint of each range),
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Fathers’ involvement with children’s activities over a 
one-week period, couple families with 4–5-year-old children

Figure 1
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significant difference. Looking at the underlying
data, even among those working 35 to 44 hours per
week, 20 per cent of fathers reported not having
involved children in everyday activities at all (com-
pared to 25 per cent of fathers working 55 hours or
more), 39 per cent did so on one or two days in the
week (and also 39 per cent of fathers working 55
hours or more), 29 per cent did so on two or three
days (compared to 26 per cent of those working 55
hours or more), and 12 per cent did so on six or
seven days in the last week (10 per cent of those
working 55 hours or more). These distributional
differences are not large, but the diversity of
responses even within each hours group suggest
that there may be other characteristics of fathers or
families associated with different degrees of father
involvement.

The multivariate analysis showed some evidence of
greater father involvement when mothers spent
longer in paid employment: When mothers worked
full-time hours, fathers spent more time with their
children in everyday activities. Were fathers who
had higher incomes more or less involved as
fathers, after controlling for hours of paid employ-
ment? This was tested by the inclusion of father’s
income (and a squared term, to allow for non-
linearities) in the model. The results showed that
fathers on higher incomes spent more time reading
to their child (with diminishing returns at very high
incomes), but spent less time involving their chil-
dren in everyday activities. 

Other associations were evident: more highly edu-
cated fathers and those with fewer children spent
more time reading and playing indoor games with
their child. Fathers spent more time with boys than

fathers who worked 55 hours or more per week
spent the least amount of time playing indoor
games, playing outdoor games and involving chil-
dren in everyday activities (Figure 2). They spent
less time than other full-time employed fathers
reading to their child. There was virtually no differ-
ence between fathers working 35 to 44 hours and
those working 45 to 54 hours in the frequency of
participation in any of the activities. 

The similarity of father involvement for the cate-
gories of 35 to 44 hours and 45 to 54 was also
indicated in the figures on average amount of
shared weekday father–child time, shown in
Table 1. Fathers working the longer of these hours
spent on average 12 minutes less with their child on
a weekday compared to fathers working more stan-
dard hours. The loss of shared time between father
and child on a weekday was greater when fathers
worked 55 hours or more, with a difference of 30
minutes between those working 45 to 54 hours and
those working 55 hours or more. It is not surprising
then that it is working these longer hours that
results in a more substantial decline in father
involvement.

These data were analysed using multivariate tech-
niques to explore variations in father involvement
according to a range of other factors (as listed in
Table 3, along with mother’s work hours, in
Table 4). The relationships between fathers’ work
hours and amount of father involvement remained
similar to those described above, although differ-
ences in time reading with the child did not differ
significantly by fathers’ hours. 

Table 5 shows the extent to which fathers’ hours
and other factors explained the variation in father’s
involvement with children. In fact, very little of the
variation was explained by fathers’ work hours,
with considerably more explained by the other fac-
tors (described in more detail below). The lack of
strong association between fathers’ work hours and
their involvement with children is explained some-
what by looking at the diversity of responses given
within each of the groups of fathers’ hours. For
example, considering the number of days fathers
involved their children in everyday activities, the
average varied from 2.5 days a week for those work-
ing 35 to 44 hours per week, to 2.3 days a week for
those working 55 hours or more – a small but 

Summary of multivariate analyses of father involvementTable 5

Note: Variation is as measured with the R-square statistic.
(a) Other variables are mothers’ hours, fathers’ education level, family size, sex of child, relationship satisfaction, father’s income and income-squared,
father–child relationship, and marital status.

Fathers who worked 55
hours or more per week
spent the least amount 
of time playing indoor
games, playing outdoor
games and involving 
children in everyday 
activities.

Additional
variation explained

In last week, number Variation explained by other measured Total explained 
of days father… by father hours (%) variables (a) (%) variation (%)
Read to child 0.6 8.9 9.5
Played indoor games with child 0.5 5.1 5.6
Played outdoor games with child 1.4 2.4 3.7
Involved child in everyday activities 0.6 3.6 4.2
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Support to and from partner in childrearing, couple 
families with 4–5-year-old children

Table 7

Frequency of being a resource or support 
in raising your children

Father is a resource Mother is a resource 
to mother? to father?

Father’s Mother’s Mother’s Father’s
response response response response

(%) (%) (%) (%)
Never 0.2 0.6 0.4 0.2
Rarely 2.0 2.0 0.5 0.5
Sometimes 18.9 10.4 2.5 2.7
Often 43.9 28.0 19.1 18.2
Always 35.0 59.1 77.6 78.4
N 3,506 3,508 3,228 3,234
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with girls playing indoor or outdoor games. Cohab-
iting (rather than married) fathers spent less time
reading to their child. Fathers who were happier in
their relationship with their wife (including de
facto) spent more time with their child in playing
indoor or outdoor games and involving children in
everyday activities. 

These results have focused on very specific aspects
of father involvement, which may not capture the
full extent of father–child relationships. We can
briefly examine another view of these relationships
through two other items that refer to some of the
warmth in the father–child relationship. Fathers
were asked “How often do you have warm, close
times together with this child?” and “How often do
you enjoy listening to this child and doing things

with him/her?” Table 6 shows the proportion of
fathers who responded ‘often’ or ‘always/almost
always’, rather than ‘never/almost never’, ‘rarely’ or
‘sometimes’. These data are tabulated by the father
involvement item on ‘involved child in everyday
activities’, and clearly shows that fathers who spent
more time doing these everyday activities with their
child during the week reported more often having
these warm experiences with the child. There was,
however, a significant proportion – the majority of
fathers – who reported always or almost always hav-
ing these warm experiences with their child, even
amongst those who spent no time involved with
their child, as measured using this item on father
involvement in activities. Similar relationships
were observed with the other father involvement
items and these measures of warmth.

While these ‘warmth’ data are not explored further
here, it is important to note that fathers’ involve-
ment in activities is just one measure of father
involvement. It is not a comprehensive measure of
the quality of the father–child relationship. 

Providing support to mother
Relationships between a father and his children do
not exist in isolation from relationships with other
family members, especially the mother. The extent
to which the mother and father encourage and sup-
port each other as parents is an important aspect of
parenting. The support that either parent gives to
the other could include providing emotional sup-
port, having a greater involvement in or taking
more responsibility for childcare tasks, or providing
financial support. What form this support takes
within families may be different for mothers and
fathers, and for families with different employment
arrangements. 

Two related questions were asked in LSAC of moth-
ers and fathers: “How often are you a resource or
support to your partner in raising your children?”
and “How often is your partner a resource or sup-
port to you in raising your children?” Responses to
these questions have been attributed to mothers
and fathers and compared in Table 7. First, looking
at the extent to which fathers were a support to the
mother in childrearing (the first two columns),
fathers were less positive about the support they
provided than mothers were about the support they
received. Just 35 per cent of fathers thought they
were always a support to the mother in childrear-
ing, while 59 per cent of mothers thought the father
was always a support. Looking then at how mothers
supported the fathers (the final two columns),
mothers and fathers had equal distributions on the
degree to which the mother was a resource or sup-
port. Some 78 per cent of mothers and fathers said
they were always a support to their partner in child-
rearing. 

These responses are subjective, and mothers and
fathers may have taken different aspects of parent-
ing into consideration when responding. For

Father involvement and father warmth: Selected measuresTable 6

Perceived fairness of share of childrearing tasks, couple
families with 4–5-year-old children

Table 8

Number of days father
involved child in How often enjoy How often have 
everyday activities listening and doing warm, close 
in last week things with the child times together N

Per cent often or always/almost always 
None 69.9 66.0 633
One or two days 80.5 74.9 1,262
Three to five days 89.6 83.7 910
Six or seven days 92.3 88.1 397
Total 82.4 77.2 3,202

Do you think that you do your fair 
share of the childrearing tasks

(both physical and emotional care)
Father’s Mother’s

response response
(%) (%)

I do much less than my fair share 1.5 0.3
I do less than my fair share. 19.6 0.4
I do my fair share 66.4 39.7
I do more than my fair share 9.6 37.0
I do much more than my fair share 2.8 22.6
N 3,232 3,512
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there was also considerable variation within each of
the groups. Even amongst those working the longest
hours, there were fathers who rated themselves
(and were rated by the mother) highly on the sup-
port given to the mother. According to the fathers,
of those working 55 hours or more, 27 per cent were
always a support to the mother, and according to
the mothers, 51 per cent were always a support.
About two-thirds of these men also thought that
they did at least their share of the childrearing. The
mothers were somewhat less likely to agree, with 70
per cent saying they did more than their fair share
of the childrearing, but this left 30 per cent who
thought the sharing of childrearing tasks was fair. 

Fathers’ work hours are clearly not the only factor
explaining variation in co-parenting. This is con-
firmed in the multivariate analysis, in which
fathers’ hours were found to explain between one
and three per cent of the variation in these co-
parenting measures (Table 9). While small, the
effects of fathers’ hours were nevertheless signifi-
cant, with the results described above remaining
after controlling for other factors.

Through the inclusion of fathers’ income in these
analyses it was possible to ascertain whether moth-
ers or fathers might have taken the father’s financial
contribution into account when considering the
degree of support provided by the father. The mul-
tivariate analyses showed that fathers saw
themselves as providing less support to the mother,
the more income they contributed. So, it appears
that, to fathers, fulfilling the breadwinner role,
whether through working longer hours or providing
more income, did not lead them to feel that they
were a better support or resource in matters of chil-
drearing. In fact, it led to the opposite view.
However, fathers’ income did not have a significant
association with mothers’ views on the amount of

example, was the provision of income by a ‘bread-
winner’ husband viewed as a form of ‘a resource or
support’? The more positive responses of mothers
in the support received by fathers may indicate that
mothers value breadwinning as a form of support
more than fathers do. Some parents, in considering
degrees of co-parenting support, may have been
thinking more specifically of the sharing of child-
rearing tasks, which is addressed next. 

Time-use studies consistently show that mothers do
more household and childrearing work than do
fathers, regardless of either parent’s employment sta-
tus (Bittman, 1992; Craig & Bittman, 2005). While
this survey does not collect information on the actual
amount of childrearing done by either parent, it does
ask, of both parents, whether they believed they did
more or less than their fair share (“Do you think that
you do your fair share of the childrearing tasks [both
physical and emotional care]?”). This measure is not
likely to alone reflect the relative amounts of actual
time spent doing childrearing tasks, as men’s and
women’s responses to questions of fairness tend to be
answered in contexts of different gender role 
attitudes.6

Mothers were more likely than fathers to say that
they did at least their fair share of childrearing, with
60 per cent of mothers and 12 per cent of fathers
saying they did more or much more than their fair
share (Table 8). Fathers, on the other hand, were
more likely than mothers to say they did less or
much less than their fair share (20 per cent com-
pared to one percent), although two-thirds of
fathers thought they did their fair share.

To look at relationships between father hours and
co-parenting, responses to four of these questions
were analysed: fathers’ reports on the perceived
level of support they give to their partner, mothers’
reports on the perceived level of support fathers
give to them, and the perceived fairness of child-
rearing tasks, as reported by fathers and mothers.
Each of these measures was analysed on a scale of
one to five. For perceived support, a rating of one
indicated low support, and a rating of five indicated
high support. For fairness of childrearing tasks, one
indicated much less than fair share and five indi-
cated much more.

The more hours fathers worked, the less child-
rearing support they gave to their partner (Figure 3),
according to both fathers’ and mothers’ reports.
Also, fathers who worked longer hours were more
likely to report doing less than their fair share of
childrearing tasks. Conversely, mothers did more of
their share of childrearing when fathers worked
longer hours. Again, though, the differences were
not large, with a difference of less than half a point
between the average score of those working stan-
dard (35 to 44) hours and those working longer
hours (55 hours or more). 

While there were some differences in these co-
parenting measures according to fathers’ work
hours, as with the fathers’ involvement in activities

Average co-parenting scores, couple families with 
4–5-year-old children, by father hours

Figure 3
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Note: Perceived support, 1 = never provides support, 3 = sometimes provides support, 
5 = always provide support in childrearing. 
Fairness of childrearing tasks, 1 = much less than fair share, 3 = fair share, 5 = much more
than fair share. 

P a r e n t – c h i l d  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  –  E m p i r i c a l  s n a p s h o t sP a r e n t – c h i l d  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  –  E m p i r i c a l  s n a p s h o t s



support fathers provided. This indicated that moth-
ers also didn’t necessarily associate more income
(as provided by the father) with more support. 

The multivariate results also showed that fathers
were more supportive of their partner in child-
rearing and perceived they did more of their share
of childrearing, as reported by mothers or fathers,
when the mother worked longer hours. Other fac-
tors associated with these co-parenting measures
were that fathers with greater relationship happi-
ness provided more support to their partner and
did more of their fair share of the childrearing (as
reported by mothers and fathers). Also, mothers
were more likely to say the father was supportive in
childrearing when he was more highly educated.

To check whether father involvement, as indicated
by the father’s involvement in activities, was 
associated with a heightened perception of father-
provided support, this model was re-estimated, but
including the number of days fathers undertook
reading, playing indoor or outdoor games and
involvement in everyday activities. These measures
were strongly associated with the perceived level of
support provided by the father, as reported by the
father and the mother. Fathers who spent longer in
any of these activities were perceived to be a more
supportive father. 

Summary
In summary, small but significant associations were
found between fathers working longer hours and
their involvement with both children and co-
parenting. Working longer hours reduced fathers’
involvement with their children (except for read-
ing) and reduced the provision of support to their
partner and the sharing of childrearing responsibil-
ities. 

Despite the significant effects, the differences
amongst full-time employed fathers were quite
small. Even among those working fairly standard
hours, there were some fathers who were less
involved in their children’s activities and less sup-
portive as a co-parent. Further, among those who
had more employment-related constraints on their
time, there were fathers who were heavily involved
in their children’s activities and supportive as a co-
parent. Clearly, some fathers ensured their family
time was not compromised by their work demands,
even if those work demands were significant. This is
consistent with the work of Lamb et al. (1987) who
suggested that institutional factors need not always
make a large difference to fathering when higher
levels of motivation, skills and supports are in place. 

There are clearly other factors that differentiate
fathers according to the amount of time they spend
with their children, what they do with that time
and to what extent they share in parenting tasks
and responsibilities. In addition to those differences
relating to skills, motivations and supports, differ-
ences are also likely to exist within different
cultural and social groups. Other aspects of employ-
ment, in addition to hours worked, might also have
an association with father involvement. For exam-
ple, fathers in jobs that are more stressful might
have reduced father involvement.

Fathers who worked longer hours, however, con-
tributed a larger amount financially to the parental
income, both in total and as a proportion of parental
income. It is hard to imagine that this income
would not be valued within the family, although, as
found by Pocock and Clarke (2005), if children’s
opinions were sought, it might be that these chil-
dren would prefer more time with their father. 

Family Matters  2007  No. 77   Australian Institute of Family Studies 68

Summary of multivariate analyses of co-parenting measures

Note: Variation is as measured with the R-square statistic.
See notes to Figure 3 for scales used. 
(a) Other variables are mothers’ hours, fathers’ education level, family size, sex of child, relationship satisfaction, father’s income, father-child relationship, and marital 
status.

Table 9

Clearly, some

fathers ensured

their family time

was not compro-

mised by their 

work demands,

even if those 

work demands 

were significant.

Additional
variation explained

Variation explained by other measured Total explained 
by father hours (%) variables (a) (%) variation (%)

Father – frequency of father being a support  2.1 6.4 8.6
to mother
Mother – frequency of father being a support  1.2 5.9 7.1
to mother
Father – fair share of childrearing 3.3 2.1 5.4
Mother – fair share of childrearing 1.5 2.8 4.3
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Conclusion
For fathers of 4–5-year-old children, working longer
hours is associated with a higher income, that is, a
greater fulfilment of the breadwinner role, but
results in a significant, although small, reduction in
the amount of father involvement and co-parenting.
Importantly, fathers’ involvement with children and
co-parenting was only partially explained by differ-
ences in work hours, suggesting that there are
possibly other avenues for increasing fathers’ par-
ticipation in their children’s lives, even given the
constraints that work hours impose. 

Fathering is, however, complex and multifaceted
and there may be aspects of fathering other than
those covered here that are more affected by work-
ing longer hours. Also, the nature of fathering will
change with children’s age and with changes in fam-
ily circumstances. An extremely valuable aspect of
LSAC is the longitudinal nature of the data, and
with future waves of LSAC data, such changes can
be observed. Perhaps more importantly, it will be
possible to examine whether different patterns of
fathering at one age are reflected in differences in
child outcomes or family relationships at a later
time. 

Endnotes
1. LSAC was initiated and is funded by the Australian

Government Department of Families, Community Services
and Indigenous Affairs (FaCSIA). For a detailed description
of the design of LSAC, see Soloff, Lawrence, and Johnstone
(2005).

2. Full estimation results are not provided, but are available
from the author. On some measures, different model specifi-
cations were tested, but the results were similar to the OLS
results, so these were retained, given they were simpler to
interpret.

3. Estimations were also compared without fathers’ income, as
were different specifications in which the couples’ total
income was included, or both the couples’ income and the
proportion of income contributed by the father. Differences
between these results were minor.

4. The income data shown in Table 4 include income from
sources other than earnings and, most importantly, include
income from government pensions or allowances. This is an
important source of income for families in which the father
is not employed. Of the fathers who were not employed,
82 per cent reported that government pensions or
allowances were their main source of income. Families with
young children also often receive government assistance,
which supplements the parental earnings. This assistance is
often paid to the mother, as the primary carer of the child.
For example, of the couples who said they received Family
Payment (Tax Benefit) A, 95 per cent said it was paid to the
mother. As a result, when mothers report this as their
income, their proportional contribution to the family
income can be significant, especially when the father’s own
income is small. 

5. Some indication of father involvement in these tasks can be
determined from the LSAC Time Use Diaries. Further analy-
sis of these data is underway. Wave 2 of LSAC contains dif-
ferent measures of father involvement, which focus more on
involvement in childrearing tasks.

6. For a full discussion of this refer to Baxter and Western 
(1997). The question was also repeated for domestic tasks
(housework, home maintenance, shopping and cooking),
but this aspect was not examined for this paper.
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