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ABSTRACT

Background

There are social, cultural, familial and economic factors identified which influence fathers
involvement in the lives of their children with resident, and non-resident fathers constantly
negotiating their parenting roles in the child’s life. Multiple studies have found non-resident
and unmarried fathers report a desire to participate in the lives of their children despite the
challenges experienced. Paternal depression is observed in men in South Africa where the high
rates of suicides among men are concerning.

Aim

This paper aimed to (i.) establish the involvement of unmarried and non-resident fathers in
childcare, (ii.) to identify the barriers and challenges experienced by unmarried and non-
resident fathers, and (iii.) to explore how the experience of parenting barriers impact the mental
health of unmarried and non-resident fathers in the Bojanala district of South Africa. There are
social, cultural, familial and economic factors identified which influence fathers involvement
in the lives of their children with resident and non-resident fathers constantly negotiating their
parenting roles in the child’s life

Methods

The larger study used a mixed-methods research design to explore the role of men in teenage
pregnancy in the Bojanala district, which is in the North West province in South Africa. The
current study used male in-depth interviews and male community-based focus group
discussions conducted in the district.

Results and Conclusions

The study shows multiple factors prohibit men from participating in childcare activities.
Finance, the nature of the romantic relationship and family have a direct impact on father’s
access to and level of involvement in the child’s life. The study shows how important
relationships are when it comes to access to the child and fathers participation in fathering
activities. Unmarried fathers who want to be present and involved fathers face a myriad of
challenges in exercising their parental role and this results in emotion turmoil, anguish and
deep pain. Fathers in Bojanala expressed varying degrees of distress and emotional struggles
as a result of their parenting challenges. Our study highlights the salient struggles faced by
fathers in Bojanala, and how these prolonged struggles have the potential to manifest into more



advanced illnesses. Unmarried non-resident fathers need support from the family network and
professionals who can facilitate meaningful co-parenting agreements. Fathers should also be
screened for depression and anxiety symptoms as a high at risk group.

INTRODUCTION

Mental health is a global public health challenge. Conditions of mental health are prevalent
across multiple countries. Although common, mental health conditions are often undiagnosed
and neglected by public health systems and suffers remain underserved (WHO, 2022).
Although mental health conditions differ by age and sex, depression is one of the leading
conditions regardless of these demographic factors (WHO, 2022). Depressive symptoms
include a “deep sense of dissatisfaction, as though there’s a gap in someone’s life...leading to
a feeling of despair, a sense of hopelessness, worthlessness or emotional numbing” (Green &
Van Graan, 2019, pgl7). Men are associated with poor help-seeking and health-seeking
behaviour, hegemonic masculinity norms perpetuate attitudes which encourage men to exhibit
strength and conceal any form of suffering making them a high risk population for progressive
mental health challenges (Canetto & Cleary, 2012; Gough & Novikova, 2020; King et al.,
2020; Ogrodniczuk et al., 2023). Inappropriate coping strategies emerge such as drug and
alcohol abuse, gambling, and violent behaviour further aggravating the disorder (Westmore,
2020).

Suicides are one of the highest contributors to mortality worldwide, suicide comes fourth in
the rank of the leading causes of death globally (WHO, 2021) (Suicide worldwide). In 2019,
men accounted for 79% (10 861) of suicides in South Africa (WHO, 2021). This
disproportionate burden of deaths as a result of suicide demonstrate the challenges faced by
men. Young men who conform to ideas and ideals of masculinity exhibited a higher
preponderance of suicide ideation (King et al., 2020). Paternal depression is associated with
employment status (Nishimura & Ohashi, 2010) and poverty (Moore et al., 2018), unplanned
pregnancy (Nishimura & Ohashi, 2010), conflict in love relationships (Kopystynska et al.,
2023; Price-Robertson et al., 2017), family dissolution (Mnyango & Alpaslan, 2018), and
maternal gatekeeping (Han et al., 2023). In a recent study conducted in South African, men
who experienced a change in the family structure experienced a higher rate of depressive
symptoms (Muchemwa & Odimegwu, 2021). In cases of divorce, fathers suffer more loss for
their children than their former partners demonstrating the emotional turmoil and psychological
distress (Mnyango & Alpaslan, 2018).

In recent decades, research has illustrated the positive role men’s involvement has on
pregnancy outcomes, birth and child development (Bateson et al., 2017; Makusha & Richter,
2018). The involvement of fathers during pregnancy and postnatal periods encourage good
practices and outcomes such as mothers access to early and consistent prenatal care services,
good eating habits, prevention of preterm births, breastfeeding for longer periods and reduced
postnatal depression (Bateson et al., 2017; Makusha & Richter, 2018; Raine et al., 2010;
Richter et al., 2012). The promotion of mother and child wellbeing is demonstrated in Lewin
and others (2015) study which found that paternal presence reduced the risk of infant distress



among children living in low income communities, engaged fathers are a positive buffer
facilitating good child outcomes (Lewin et al., 2015).

Residential separation has been observed in South African families over decades due to the
labour migration system and growing “economic insecurity has also contributed to a long-term
decline in marriage and increasing non-marital fertility rates” (Hosegood & Madhavan, 2012,
p.258). Children born to unmarried couples are likely to live in the maternal household but
children often frequent and belong to the maternal and paternal households where they have
been acknowledged (Hosegood & Madhavan, 2012). There are social, cultural, familial and
economic factors identified which influence fathers involvement in the lives of their children
with resident, and non-resident fathers constantly negotiating their parenting roles in the child’s
life (Coakley et al., 2014; Cosson & Graham, 2014). Multiple studies have found non-resident
and unmarried fathers report a desire to participate in the lives of their children despite the
challenges experienced (Roberts et al., 2014).

Only 36% of children in South Africa live with their biological father in South Africa (van den
Berg & Makusha, 2018) where “men become fathers biologically but never have an
opportunity to be involved in their children’s lives” (Makusha & Richter, 2018, pg.50). Paternal
separation is rife in South Africa, but not much research has focused on unmarried non-resident
fathers and how father-child separation affects them, including their mental health. Using the
information obtained from fathers included in our mixed methods study Bojanala district, paper
aimed to (i.) establish the involvement of unmarried and non-resident fathers in childcare, (ii.)
to identify the barriers and challenges experienced by unmarried and non-resident fathers, and
(iii.) to explore how the experience of parenting barriers impact the mental health of unmarried
and non-resident fathers in the Bojanala district of South Africa. Our study does not make the
assumption that all fathers want to be involved in the lives of their children and that all fathers
should be permitted to be involved if they exhibit negative behaviour which is harmful to the
child and mother.

RESEARCH METHODS AND STUDY

Study Design, Setting and Methods

Our study is nestled in a broader body of research conducted for the purpose of a doctoral
degree. The larger study used a mixed-methods research design to explore the role of men in
teenage pregnancy in the Bojanala district, which is in the North West province in South Africa.
A sequential approach was used for the larger study; primary data was collected in the Bojanala
district, thereafter, the data gap identified during fieldwork was used to inform the selection of
a relevant secondary data source for analysis to support the primary data. The study used South
Africa’s Recorded Live Births dataset for secondary analysis. For our current study, we used
male in-depth interviews and male community-based focus group discussions.

Fieldwork
Ethics clearance was provided by the University of the Witwatersrand Human Research Ethics
Committee on the 26™ of August 2022. The protocol number for the study is H22/04/27.



Fieldwork in Bojanala commenced in September 2022 and concluded in May 2023. Fieldwork
activities included the distribution of a male and female questionnaire (n=77), community-
based focus group discussions with men (n=7) and in-depth interviews with young mothers
who were pregnant as teenage girls (n=14) and fathers (n=8) who self-reported that they had a
child born to a teenage mother in the district.

Data analysis

The qualitative data was collected, transcribed verbatim and analysed using MAXQDA
software. Coded segments were used to build the themes which addressed the research
objectives. This current study used the information obtained from in-depth interviews
conducted with 8 fathers who had children with teenage girls in the district and information
shared by 56 men who participated in the 7 male community-based focus group discussions.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

Our study shows there are multiple barriers prohibiting unmarried non-resident fathers in the
Bojanala district from fathering. The relationship between the parents, extended family,
financial status and cultural obligations are significant limitation for men’s involvement in the
lives of the father-child dyad. This finding is observed by other researchers, fathers in (Roberts
et al., 2014) found the support of family and the relationship with the child’s mother was
important in moderating the dynamics of the father and child relationship. Gavin et al. (2002)
also emphasised the status of the romantic relationship between mother and the child’s father
was a strong determinant for fathers access and level of involvement in the child’s life.
Furthermore, Bunting and McAuley (2004) also described a breakdown in the relationship with
the mother or the maternal family results in fathers not having access to their children.

Unemployment was cited by numerous participants in the group discussions and in-depth
interviews with fathers as the leading cause of paternity denial in the district, men who are
unable to provide financially believe they have nothing else to offer. These findings are
supported by previous authors such as (Makhanya, 2018) who reported the privileges of
fathering were not experienced by men who were unable to provide material support —
unemployment and fathers financial status had an impact on the extent to which the fathers
included in the study were able to participate in the life of the mother and child. Fathers in
Selebano and Khunou (2014) study demonstrated how fathers perceive themselves exclusively
in the role of a provider and do not participate in childcare activities. The findings provide
evidence that illustrates why there are so many non-involved fathers in the country - fathers
associate their value with the ability to provide. With high unemployment, low levels of
education and disproportionate poverty experienced by black African and Coloured men in
South Africa, it is evident why children in the two race categories experience the highest rates
of absent fathers (Ratele and Nduna, 2018).

All the fathers included in the in-depth interviews were unmarried, with the majority non-
resident fathers. Fathers in Bojanala reported that traditional practices such as inhlawulo were



still observed and a requirement for paternity involvement. Our findings illustrate the level of
importance inhlawulo plays as fathers such as Given where inhlawulo was never offered and
therefor still suffering the consequences. The findings from Ratele and Nduna (2018) and
Malinga and Ratele (2022) also found that fathers could be prevented from seeing their children
in the case where this tradition is not observed, as demonstrated in Given’s case. The family
network can act as an enabler for a healthy co-parenting relationship or a gatekeeper to father
involvement. With the changes in marital patterns observed in South Africa, there is a decline
in marriages and increase in out-of-wedlock fertility in the country, therefore the relevance and
importance of paternity acknowledgement ceremonies such as inhlawulo (Hosegood &
Madhavan, 2012). Inhlawulo is important because without it, the maternal family cannot hold
the father accountable for.

Our study also aimed to investigate the impact of father-child separation on the mental health
among unmarried fathers in Bojanala. As observed in previous investigations such as those
conducted by (Nishimura & Ohashi, 2010), cases of unplanned and mistimed pregnancies were
associated with fathers who experienced paternal depression and other mental health
challenges. The deterioration of the quality of the relationship as found in our study has resulted
in restricted paternal access, multiple fathers reported this experience. Fathers reported feelings
of despair, uncertainty, disappointment, hurt and concern. One of the fathers even reported
mental suffering when he looks at his other children in the absence of the child whom he has
no access to. This is a daily struggle for him which has mental health consequences. (Mnyango
& Alpaslan, 2018) explains that fathers who experience a separation such as divorce mourn
more for the children, than the romantic relationship, fathers describe their levels of grief and
deep pain. More than half of the fathers in our study were able to acknowledge their mental
health struggles, they do agree that they need help but only one of the fathers reported seeking
counsel from another man. (Mnyango & Alpaslan, 2018) also reported that men shy away from
reaching out as this makes them feel weak, these were also comments made by (Green & Van
Graan, 2019) who reiterated the social pressure for men not to express their emotions as they
are conditioned to adhere to masculinity norms. The progression of depression and anxiety
disorders coupled with low levels of help seeking behaviour make men a vulnerable group to
destructive behaviour impacting themselves and those around them (Green & Van Graan, 2019;
Jeong et al., 2024; Kopystynska et al., 2023).

Our study found fathers in Bojanala reported varying rates of mental health challenges. Men
seldom seek help and would likely suffer quietly to avoid being regarded as weak or not
handling their feelings like a man, this masculinity complex exacerbates their risk of
destructive behaviour to themselves and others. Unmarried fathers who want to be present and
involved fathers face a myriad of challenges in exercising their parental responsibilities. Our
study highlights the salient struggles faced by fathers in Bojanala, and prolonged struggles
which have the potential to manifest into more advanced illnesses. Men require support from
their social network and professionals in cases where paternal involvement requires mediation
to strengthen the family environment conducive for health caregiving. More care should be
provided to screen fathers for depression including the involvement of mental health



practitioners at workplaces. The needs of unmarried non-residential fathers require further
research attention including fathers who want to re-establish entry into the child’s life.
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