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Fatherhood in Brazil, Bangladesh, Russia, Japan, and Australia

Abstract

This article illustrates that the roles of fathers are highly variable and context-dependent.
Research data from five diverse societies (Brazil, Bangladesh, Russia, Japan, and Australia)
show that fathers, fathering, and fatherhood differ within societies according to eight types
of contextual influence. Examples are provided of each contextual factor: (1) geographical
location (e.qg., dispersion of fathers across huge land masses in Russia and Australia; impact
of dense populations in Japan and Bangladesh); (2) long-term historical legacies (centuries of
patriarchy in Brazil) and short-term historical events (fall of communism in Russia); (3) family
characteristics (joint, extended families of Bangladesh; small Japanese families); (4) economic
factors (high standards of living in Australia and Japan); (5) work-related conditions (long work
hours in Australia; level of encouragement for paternal work leave); (6) societal norms and
values (social expectations for Russian fathers to be disengaged and uninvolved); (7) ethnic
groupings (homogeneity of Japanese; impact of Islam on Bengali fathers); and (8) patterns of
immigration and emigration (emigration from Bangladesh; immigration to Brazil).

It is possible to identify general differences in fathers between the five societies, but fathering
diversity within societies make it clear that over-generalizations about fathering anywhere
are dangerous. Although the quantity and quality of fathering research is improving in all
five of the societies, we still need to know more about how fathering behavior varies within
and between societies, and the mechanisms (e.g., through socialization, economic contexts,
etc.) by which cultures influence fathers and vice versa. Opportunities abound for future
psychological research on fathers and families in cultural context.
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Shwalb and Shwalb: Fatherhood in Brazil, Bangladesh, Russia, Japan, & Australia

Introduction

Socialization and childrearing have been
studied often by cross-cultural psychologists
and developmental psychologists for well over
half a century. As a result, excellent data are
available about cultural influences on family life
and child development (Georgas, Berry, Fons,
van de Vijver, & Kagitcibasi, 2007; Harkness &
Super, 2002; Kagitcibasi, 2007; Tudge, 2008;
Whiting & Whiting, 1975). Within this literature,
however, most international studies on
socialization and parenting have focused on
mother-child relations and paid much little
attention to the father's role. This article
presents information about fathers (called the
“forgotten contributors to child development” by Barbara and David Shwalb
Lamb, 1975), with an emphasis on diversity

within five societies: Brazil, Bangladesh,

Russia, Japan, and Australia.

In Fathers in Cultural Context (FICC, Shwalb, Shwalb, & Lamb, 2013), experts on
fifteen societies or regions wrote about fathers (biological and ‘social’), fathering (their
behavior), and fatherhood (conceptualizations of their roles). FICC concluded with five
general statements, specifically that (1) cultural and historical change and continuity are
important influences on fathers; (2) the quality and quantity of fathering research, and
enthusiasm for active fathering, vary between societies; (3) social policies and laws
relevant to fathering are extensive in some societies but rare in others; (4) diversity of
fathering is universal within societies; and (5) economic and employment conditions
comprise an important influence on fathering. The conclusion about diversity underscored
Tudge’s (2008) observation that

“...researchers interested in cultural issues have paid too little attention to
heterogeneity within societies...cross-societal research should always recognize
the within-society heterogeneity that is a function of social class, race, ethnicity,
and soon...” (p. 17).

Most of the society-wide or regional generalizations about fathers made by the chapter
contributors in FICC were tentative and cautious, given the limited research data on
fathering in most societies and also because the chapter writers knew that fathers are
highly diverse within their societies. After reconsidering the issue of diversity, we wrote a
postscript to FICC as a follow-up handbook chapter (Shwalb & Shwalb, in press) and
categorized eight main sources of within-society variability among fathers:
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1. Geography — spatial location of the father; features of the physical environment

2. History — long-term or short-term

3. Family characteristics — family structure and size; marital or residential status

4. Economic factors —at the family and societal level

5. Employment/work conditions — employment patterns, work hours, leave policies

6. Norms, values and beliefs — ideology, value system, role expectations

7. Ethnicity — language, culture, country of origin, religion

8. Immigration/emigration — rural-to-urban or international; generation since
immigration.

This article provides evidence of variability in fathers, fathering, and fatherhood in a subset
of five of the fifteen societies discussed in FICC (2013). There were three considerations in
the selection of the five societies:

(1) their original inclusion in FICC as based on geographical balance and existence of
empirical research data;

(2) exclusion of data on fathering in China, India, Central/East Africa, and the
Caribbean, which we have recently highlighted elsewhere (see Shwalb & Shwalb,
in press); and

(3) substantial evidence of within-society fathering diversity.

The five portrayals of fathers are presented below in size order of national population:
Brazil (201 million), Bangladesh (164MM), Russia (142MM), Japan (127MM), and
Australia (22MM). Of these five, there is a deep and broad fathering literature only for the
Japanese, although sufficient information about fathers was available from all five societies
to compose chapters in FICC.

Throughout this article we use the term “society” (organized communities that may
equate with a culture, nation, or both) to describe Brazil, Bangladesh, Russia, Japan, and
Australia, rather than “nation” (a geo-political entity). “Society” also seemed the more
appropriate focus here than “culture” (a pattern of beliefs and behavior common to a social
group and transmitted between or within generations ‘non-biologically’ - Hewlett, 2000),
because most of the research reported was not concerned with aspects of cultural
construction or transmission. Fathers in the five societies selected for review here do not
represent fathers worldwide, and diversity of men within each society makes it impossible
to claim that we have represented all fathers within any of these societies.

This article aims to contribute to an understanding of fathering by providing evidence
of diversity, and hopefully it will encourage other researchers to add to the knowledge
base on fathering diversity, which has improved but still is neither broad nor deep for most
societies. Biological anthropologist Sarah Hrdy (2009) concluded in Mothers and Others
that
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“...nurturing responses in human fathers are extremely facultative --- that is,
situation-dependent and expressed only under certain conditions. This
generalization holds true whether we consider provisioning or the observable
intimacies between father and child.” (p. 161)

This paper illustrates that fathers are facultative and that variability is a hallmark of
fatherhood; future research is required, however, to determine empirically whether
fathering is more situation-dependent or variable than mothering.

Brazil

Fathering behavior in Brazil, a society covering half the land mass of South America,
apparently depends on several contextual variables, most notably social class, region, and
historical or demographic change. Bastos, Volkmer-Pontes, Brasileiro, and Serra (2013)
analyzed fathering and fatherhood, and noted that social science research on Brazilian
fathers was rare and that English-language publications on fathering were even rarer.
Indeed, they described Brazilian fathers as “just beginning to talk about their right to
fathering as a life experience” (p. 230). Although it was thus difficult to generalize about
these men, Bastos and her colleagues were able to assert that a legacy of patriarchy,
father absence, and social class divisions (with historical antecedents in slavery and
colonialism) still has a strong impact on definitions of Brazilian manhood and fatherhood.
Ana Cecilia Bastos (personal communication, January 29, 2013) also commented that the
Brazilian media still tend to negatively stereotype low-income fathers as violent and
absent. For example, poverty is seen as a cause of rising numbers of separations of
Brazilian families, which is similar to the situation described below in relation to fathering in
post-Soviet Russia.

Additionally, multiple value systems (e.g., patriarchal vs. egalitarian) compete within
Brazil and the varied roles fathers play is reflective of an era of transition between
traditional and modern family life. Bastos et al. (2013) described three diverse and
competing models of Brazilian fatherhood. They called the first model the ‘father-as-
worker,” whereby men taught their children skills and values related to work. The second
model of ‘father-as-provider’ was said to be more common in lower SES groups. Their
third model was labeled ‘father-as-guardian and protector.” Particularly in low-SES
families, a strict division of labor between fathers and mothers was said to reflect the
legacy of patriarchy in that many fathers are rigid and strict, befitting their role as
representatives of the harsh outside world.

Auxiliadora Dessen and Torres (2011) stressed the influence of living in distinct
locales on Brazilian families, in their comparisons of parents in five ‘regional cultures.” We
presume that this geographical factor has an important bearing on fatherhood within Brazil.
For example, Auxiliadora Dessen and Torres demonstrated that family size, gendered
division of labor within the family, and notions of fatherhood (in the context of patriarchy,
lack of family bonds, etc.) were a product not only of history and ethnicity, but also of
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region and geography. On the other hand, Bastos et al. (2013, p. 229), in describing
fathers in Brazil as “complex and diverse,” asserted that fathering variability associated
with men’s SES and educational background outweighed regional diversity.

Middle class 30 year-old architect with his 8 month-old
daughter at beach at Salvador City, Bahia, in Northeastern Brazil.
Photo courtesy of Mario Vitor Bastos.

Tudge (2008) also weighed in on the question of regional vs. social class influences.
He found both SES (behavior of working class vs. middle class fathers, as related to their
experiences in childhood and their current workplace experiences) and regional
differences among fathers in Brazil and six other countries. For example, Tudge observed
that Brazilian middle class fathers were highly active with their children in Porto Alegre
when compared with the six other middle class samples of his seven-culture study. Most
notably, Porto Alegre was the only city in one of the seven countries he studied where
middle class fathers were just as involved as mothers in four main types of activities
(lessons, work, play, and conversation). However, Tudge (personal communication,
February 27, 2013) cautioned that the Porto Alegre sample of active fathers was not
broadly representative of Brazilian fathers. He also stressed that there are ethnic and other
sub-group differences within every SES group, and diversity based on “recency of arrival
in the society.”

Brazilian demographics continue to change rapidly, with an increased divorce rate,
decreasing family size, later onset of parenthood, high levels of poverty, and increases in
rates of women’s employment and single-parent families (e.g., 33.8% of households are
headed by women; see Auxiliadora Dessen & Torres, 2011; United Nations, 2011). In the
context of these changes, Bastos et al. (2013) concluded that Brazilian family types and
fathers will continue to diversify. For example, the middle class includes growing numbers
of involved ‘new fathers,” but this pattern of behavior is still apparently exceptional even
within the middle class. However, attitudes have recently shifted in favor of paternal
involvement, and a majority of Brazilian men in one study reported that they had taken at
least some time off from work after the birth of their children (International Men and
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Gender Equality Survey --- IMAGES, see United Nations, 2011). In sum, the answer to the
question “What are Brazilian fathers like?” depends on which model or combination of
models of fathering is relevant to each man, and also depends on one’s region and social
class.

Bangladesh

There is clearly a variety of family structures among Bengalis (mainly joint, extended, and
nuclear families), and according to Hossain (2013), this variety of family structures leads to
a multiplicity of fathering roles and behavioral patterns. Bangladesh is a complex society
where facultative fathering is related to urban/rural location, SES, religion, ethnicity, and
family characteristics. Hossain (2013, p. 105), based on his pioneering studies of men in
Bangladesh where Bengalis are the predominant ethnic/language group, described
Bengali fathers’ level of involvement with their children as “moderate” (see also Jesmin &
Seward, 2011). Hossain also made three main points in a general portrayal of fathering
behavior in Bangladesh. First, as in all five of the societies discussed in this article,
Hossain noted that mothers were the primary caregivers for children, in both rural and
urban Bengali families. Second, his data showed that fathers spent an equal amount of
time with sons and daughters. Third, men’s time with children reportedly involved more
play than caregiving.

In contrast to the demographics of Brazil (87% urban population), Ball and Wahedi
(2010) underscored that Bangladesh is a predominantly (75%) rural society, although rural
contributions to the overall Bangladesh economy are declining. Variations between rural

Two affluent, urban (Dhaka), educated fathers (banker
and businessman) with their sons at a family gathering.
Courtesy of Ziarat Hossain, University of New Mexico
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vs. urban fathers may overlap with SES differences, and SES may be a more important
contextual influence on Bengali fathers than elsewhere because almost half the population
of Bangladesh lives in poverty. Although behavioral studies of Bengali fathering are rare,
Ball and Wahedi posited that rural and low SES Bangladeshi fathers may be relatively
traditional in their attitudes toward gender roles in comparison to urban, educated, and
higher SES fathers who are more often egalitarian within the family. Hossain (2013) also
contrasted urban and rural fathers, in his observation that men in rural joint families
assisted in childrearing while urban fathers in nuclear families must by necessity take on
more personal childcare responsibility themselves.

Ball and Wahedi (2010) further delineated diversity in the form of four patterns of
Bangladeshi fathering; these patterns both differed and overlapped with the three ‘models’
described above by Bastos et al. to differentiate Brazilian fathers. First, “family fathering”
(referred to elsewhere as “social fathering”) was found in extended families where the
father role was not limited to the biological father. Specifically this was reported when
biological fathers shared their paternal role with other men such as grandfathers, uncles,
friends, etc. The second pattern, “isolated fathering,” took place in families who migrate to
another region or country to seek employment, and sometimes in families who are
relocated for work. For example, Bengali fathers who migrated to Asian societies such as
Malaysia or to the Middle East were able to provide more material resources to their
families (Hossain, 2013). Among urban Bengali families, Ball and Wahedi indicated that
isolated fathers lacked extended family members who could lend support. Long-term
isolated fathering, as we will observe later, is also notable in Russian society when men
are prevented from living at home with their families. In both societies, we therefore see
two patterns of isolated fathering in that some fathers spent time with their children
because they were isolated from other relatives, while other fathers were isolated from
home because of work out of necessity (Hossain, 2013). In the third pattern, “sibling
fathering,” older boys or brothers cared for younger children because both parents had to
leave home to earn income. Finally, Ball and Wahedi described a growing number of
cases of “lone fathering,” which occurred when mothers left their husbands and children
behind and migrated outside Bangladesh for employment.

With regard to religious influences on fathers, Islam is the predominant religion of
Bangladesh (88% of the overall population), while Hindu people comprise a substantial
minority population of 10%. Because Islam is such a large majority within Bangladesh, and
its scriptures provide a guide for fatherhood and family life, it is possible that religion has a
relatively direct impact on fathers in Bangladesh (Hossain, 2013). In contrast, there was
little in the literature on Brazilian families to suggest a pervasive religious influence on
Brazilian fathers. It would be valuable to tease apart the relative influences of religion vs.
ethnicity on Bengali fathers, and to compare the influences of Islam vs. minority religions
on fathers in Bangladesh. Hossain’s also remarked that Islamic ideology and Western
values may be compatible in their encouragement of active involvement of fathers and
equal treatment of sons and daughters.
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Russia

Although they had little empirical research to draw on, Utrata, Ispa, and Ispa-Landa (2013)
pieced together a compelling portrayal of fathers in contemporary Russia, the world’s
largest country with a history of over 1,000 years. As was the case in the analyses of
Brazilian fathers by Bastos et al. (2013) and Bengali fathers by Hossain (2013), Utrata et
al.’s portrayal was tentative, and diversity and change were key elements of Russian
fatherhood. We can recount several themes based on the limited available research and
commentary on Russian fathers.

First, in light of what Utrata et al. (2013, p. 298) called a historical “negative
discourse” about Russian men, fathers are often seen as less than secondary parents and
even perceived by many as “infantile, weak, irresponsible, and even somewhat
superfluous” (p. 289). Second, traditions of father absence and psychological detachment
(Utrata, 2008) are now exacerbated because many men find it difficult to find or maintain
employment, and because public policies do not encourage men to be caregivers or
providers. A third theme, not mentioned above for fathers in Brazil or Bangladesh,
concerns men’s health. Issues related to heavy drinking and smoking, heart disease, work-
related injuries, and infectious diseases, are all societal problems in Russia. For example,
there is a large gap between men and women in alcohol abuse rates (30% of men and 1%
of women binge drink at least monthly). As a result of many health issues, Russians have
one of the widest gender gaps in life expectancy in the world, as men’s life expectancy
began to fall from the late 1960s, and is now 62 years for men vs. 74 for women. Utrata et
al. were not very optimistic about the future of Russian fatherhood, and Utrata’s (2008)
interviews revealed the attitude that “mothers are essential, whereas fathers are more
marginal and optional...” (p. 1306). This view echoes Townsend’s (2002) statement that
fatherhood has become more of a matter of men’s choices than a matter of constraints
placed on men by women and society.

Compared with the preceding accounts from Brazil and Bangladeshi, history has
been portrayed as an even greater influence on men across centuries of Russian
fatherhood. Utrata et al. (2013) described two main aspects of the historical legacy of
Russian fathering: (1) the negative image and reputation of men and (2) the
marginalization of fathers from families and society. In the post-Soviet era from 1992, the
paternal role has perhaps become even more problematic than it was during the pre-
Soviet era, or during the Soviet era (1917 — 1991) when millions of women were raised in
matrifocal families and millions of men died from civil wars, world war, and repression. In
contemporary Russia, economic conditions that adversely impact Russian fathers include
increased stress and competition due to scarcity of jobs, widening income disparities, and
the lack of government financial guarantees. Social supports for child care and families
have disappeared in post-Soviet Russia because the state no longer provides for or
protects children, while pressure has grown on fathers to be providers despite their
inability to provide. Many men now travel long distances or migrate to large cities to find
work, compounding the problem of father absence and their negative influences on
children and families. In addition, a near-majority of contemporary Russians reportedly
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believe that men should be providers while women stay at home (in agreement with the
survey statement that “A man’s job is to earn money; a woman’s job is to look after the
home and family” in a World Health Organization report (Barker & Nascimento, 2007).

: e~
Russian fathers and mothers drink vodka at school reunion in
public park (Kaluga).

Courtesy of Jennifer Utrata, University of Puget Sound

In terms of family dynamics, Mikheeva (2007) pointed out that many Russian men are
weak authority figures because both men and women share the breadwinner role, in line
with an ideology of free choice for both genders. For some fathers, their increased
freedom of choice has had an adverse effect by allowing them to choose not to be
involved with their families. In fact, there is often little expectation that divorced Russian
fathers will pay child support or maintain contact with their children, which excuses them
from responsibility to be providers. According to Mikheeva, there may now be a trend
toward polarization of Russian fathering into active and inactive sub-populations, a
tendency we noted earlier for Brazilian fathers. This polarization may be related to
demographic trends toward smaller families, more divorces (a significantly higher rate than
in the other four societies discussed in this article), and more children born outside of
marriage. Tudge’s comparative study of children’s lives (2008) confirmed the tendency
toward father absence and disengagement from children, which he found to be more
pronounced in Russia than in six other societies (the U.S., Estonia, Finland, Korea, Kenya,
and Brazil).

As we have observed, post-Soviet era nuclear families have been disrupted as more
and more men and women choose to live independently of one another. Similar to families
in every society discussed in this paper, there are differences between Russian fathers
who live in stepfamilies or intact nuclear families, compared with non-resident fathers. For
example, Kay (2007) explored the impact of family structure on Russian fathering in a
study of relatively active single fathers in Western Siberia. The level of paternal
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responsibility reported by these men contrasted with the above-mentioned images of
contemporary Russian fathering and men as incompetent and uninvolved. One difficulty
with the extremely limited research literature on Russian fathers is that it provides data
from only a few localities (a problem characteristic also of the Brazilian, Bangladeshi, and
Australian literatures reviewed in this article). This leads one to be especially cautious
about the generality of findings on Russian fathers.

Like their counterparts in Brazil and Bangladesh, Russian fathers are diverse and
their behavior is facultative. From a comparative perspective, the issues identified with
regard to Russian fatherhood are sometimes similar to those found in many industrialized
societies: differences between generations of fathers, polarization of fathers into active vs.
marginalized sub-populations, and family life associated with increased divorce rates, low
fertility rates, later age of first marriage, and childbirth/childrearing outside of marriage. At
the same time, the negative effects of health-related behavior such as alcohol abuse, and
the specific impact of drastic historical and social changes appear to be particularly
relevant, if not unique, to an understanding of Russian fathers.

Japan

An extensive research literature on the father’s role has emerged in Japan over the past
three decades. Comparing our previous literature reviews on Japanese fathering between
1987 and 2013, it is apparent that Japanese fathers have changed significantly. Most
recently, Nakazawa and Shwalb (2013) made three general observations about the
evolving roles of Japanese fathers. First, in contrast to the traditional pre-war image of
Japanese parenting that was based on the Confucian ideology of “strict father, affectionate
mother,” fathering in post-World War 1l Japan went through a phase whereby men were
breadwinners and weekend fathers who spent little time with their children (Shwalb,
Imaizumi, & Nakazawa, 1987). Second, over the past quarter-century attitudes have
shifted toward an egalitarian mentality which implied that the father’s role should extend
beyond that of economic provider. Third, although mothers are still the primary caregivers
in most families, the behavior of today’s Japanese fathers is gradually becoming more
consistent with their attitudes that men should spend more time at home and be actively
involved with their children. These trends are understandable in terms in the context of
changing economic, demographic, and employment conditions, and to some extent
changes in beliefs and values as Japan became part of the West.

In contrast with portrayals of the four other societies, the general population of Japan
has often been viewed as homogeneous by social scientists, and descriptions of Japanese
fathers have not highlighted diversity (Shwalb, Nakazawa, Yamamoto, & Hyun, 2010). In
addition, some of the demographic and social issues raised for Brazil, Bangladesh and
Russia have not been of major concern in Japan. For example, fewer than 10% of children
in Japan are born outside of marriage and only 13% of women report having experienced
physical violence from a male partner. These are relatively low rates by international
standards (United Nations, 2011).
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l ;

Japanese salaryman (Tokyo) with his infant son in 1974.
The boy is now a professional musician.
Courtesy of David W. Shwalb

Despite such reports of relative homogeneity and lower incidence of problems that face
fathers and families elsewhere, social change, globalization, and recent events may soon
bring about greater diversity among Japanese fathers. First, because of its negative
population growth and aging populace (by far the oldest population among the five
societies discussed here, with a mean age of 44.8 years that is nearly double the mean
age in Bangladesh), Japan has a growing need for immigrant labor. This will increase the
size and visibility of foreigner populations that will introduce alternative views of fathers
and families into Japanese society. For example, immigration from Brazil has recently
gained attention, and Chinese and Korean nationals have long been important sub-groups
of Japanese society (Nakazawa & Shwalb, 2013).

Second, as already mentioned, globalization and Westernization have fostered
egalitarian views of childrearing, and most Japanese men increasingly place a higher
value on family life than on employment. However, in the context of long-term economic
recession men are pressured to work long hours, so that many remain unable to spend a
satisfactory amount of time with their children or to take paternal leave. This occurs
despite attitudinal shifts in favor of active father involvement. As we observed earlier for
Brazilian and Russian societies, Japan may witness a polarization within its population of
fathers, with some men increasingly involved at home while others become more work-
centered.

Finally, as a result of the 2011 Tohoku tsunami and nuclear disaster, new economic
hardships and instability may increase income disparities and contribute to SES
differences in fathering, as a growing number of low-SES fathers become unable to
provide for their children (Nakazawa & Shwalb, 2013).
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Australia

Although the fathering literature in Australia is sparse, Smyth, Baxter, Fletcher, and
Moloney (2013, p. 362) reported that nationwide surveys have made it possible to give a
reasonably accurate “snapshot” of Australian fathers. Subject to numerous sources of
variability, they were able therefore to make a few broad albeit tentative statements about
Australian fathers.

First, Smyth et al. (2013) claimed that in demographic terms Australian fathers and
families have many similarities to their counterparts in other Western societies, e.g.,
declining marriage rates, marriage and childbearing at a later age, decreasing family size,
and increasing numbers of social fathers.

An upper middle-class father in his 30s, lakeside with children ages 2, 6, and 8 in
Canberra. Owing to expansive geography and mild climate, outdoor recreation is
popular with fathers.

Photo courtesy of Sue Trevenar.

Second, they claimed that the role of economic provider is still the main function of
most Australian fathers, and that long work hours keep men away from their families and
children, as was the case for fathers in all five societies highlighted in this paper.

Third, Smyth et al. emphasized that Australian men are diverse in terms of ethnicity.
For example, they reported that 44% of the Australian population is now either foreign-
born or is first generation Australian-born, with recent immigration mainly from Asia, Africa,
and the Middle East, referred to as “Culturally and Linguistically Diverse” (CALD --- Pe-
Pua, Gendera, Katz, & O’Connor, 2010). In the past, discussions of Australian diversity
focused on the Indigenous population, however. In this group which now comprises 2.5%
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of the national population, children were separated from their families and fathers well into
the 1970s by government and education policies that forced children to attend boarding
schools, reminiscent of the experiences of families in other colonized societies including
Brazil.

Finally, as was true of fathers in the other four societies reviewed here (although
seldom mentioned explicitly by researchers), geography is an important contextual
influence on Australian fathering in this sparsely populated but sixth largest nation in the
world. For example, one in four non-resident Australian fathers lives more than 300 miles
from his children, having been separated following divorce or to seek employment. Overall
the issues of father absence, ethnicity, immigration, and changing family structures raised
in Smyth et al.’s discussion of diversity in Australian fathering are similar to portrayals of
fathers in most industrialized societies. However, Bruce Smyth (personal communication,
January 29, 2013) remarked that with regard to research on within-society diversity of
fathering, “The paucity of Australian information on this issue is astounding.”

Commentary and Conclusions

Comparing Fathers Between Societies

Pleck (2013, xv) noted that most studies of fathers within the U.S. are “stove-piped,” i.e.,
focused on only one sub-population with no comparisons to other sub-populations.
Similarly, most studies of fathers outside the U.S. and Western Europe (including studies
in the five societies considered in this article) took place in only one society and did not
include comparisons with fathers in other societies. Because of this stove-piping, we
cannot make direct or objective comparisons between fathers in the five societies or
integrate the literature across societies. In addition, societal-level portrayals of men are
subjective and tentative because each father is an individual and within-society diversity is
universal and abundant.

This paper began with the five conclusions drawn by Shwalb et al. (2013) concerning
(1) cultural and historical influences, (2) enthusiasm for active paternal involvement, (3)
social policies and laws related to fathering, (4) intra-societal diversity, and (5)
economic/employment influences. This paper showed that all five of their conclusions were
salient to fathers in Brazil, Bangladesh, Russia, Japan, and Australia.

First, fathers in all five societies have adapted to cultural changes and continuities in
modern eras, although unique historical legacies had a different effect on men’s roles in
each society. For example, Utrata et al. (2013) showed that contemporary Russian fathers
still live in the shadow of a thousand year negative image of men; meanwhile, Bastos et al.
(2013) indicated that Brazilian fathers are still encumbered today by the historical contexts
of slavery, colonialism, and patriarchy. As psychologists we were not equipped to compare
these historical influences, but it was clear that fathers in every society are a product of
history.

Second, in the context of globalization and an infusion of information about Western
cultural norms and beliefs, awareness of Western-style fathering involvement and fathers
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as essential (Pleck, 2013) has reached all five societies, although the extent of this
infiltration and men’s responses to these influences varies for each society. For example, it
is probably now politically correct in contemporary Japan and Australia to be an active and
involved father, whereas there may be less consistent social expectations for paternal
involvement in Russia, Bangladesh, or Brazil.

Third, there are laws and policies relevant to fathering in all five societies, but these
are unique to each society. Specifically, there has been a progression of pro-fathering
government policies in Japan for almost twenty years, whereas little is known about such
initiatives in Brazil or Bangladesh, and some Russian policies (reinforcing the primacy of
mothers as parents) actually appeared to discourage active fathering.

Fourth, diversity of fathers, fatherhood, and fathering are universal, but each of the
five societies appeared to have a unique configuration of contextual factors that
represented its particular form of diversity. Finally, the effects of employment vs.
unemployment, and of economic systems and economic upturns vs. downturns were
notable everywhere. For example, Japanese fathers were said to have been impacted by
chronic recession since the 1990s and by the decline of the lifetime employment system.
Smyth and his colleagues emphasized the long work hours of Australian fathers who
struggled to meet expectations for a rising standard of living; these types of problems are
quite different from the widespread poverty and unemployment faced by millions of fathers
in Bangladesh, Brazil, and Russia. In sum, we can see that fathers across the five
societies have faced common problems and have been subject to common influences, yet
each society defines fatherhood and sets expectations for fathers within in a unique set of
social contexts.

Future Research

It is of the utmost importance to strengthen the research base on fathering within individual
countries, especially outside the U.S. and Western Europe (Cabrera & Tamis-LeMonda,
2013; Pattnaik, 2013). Notably among the five societies considered in this paper, there
was an extensive and high-quality research base on fathering only for Japan, where
numerous psychologists conduct research on fathers. In contrast, fathering research in
Bangladesh, Russia, and Brazil typify the state of fathering research in most non-Western
societies: relatively little data, relatively few researchers, and inadequate consideration of
contextual or cultural influences.

Single-society investigations would clarify some of our general portrayals of fathers.
For example, we know of no specific study on the effects of alcoholism and other health-
related behavior on Russian fathering. Neither has there been research on the impact of
the economic downturn associated with the 2011 Tohoku tsunami-earthquake disaster in
Japan, although Nakazawa and Shwalb (2013) speculated that this event may affect
men’s roles in the near future. Likewise, there is no evidence yet of how many Brazilian
men are just beginning to find their voice as fathers, as implied by Bastos et al. (2013),
and no objective evidence that the influence of Islam is compatible with Western notions of
active fathering as suggested by Hossain (2013). Similarly there are almost no research
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data available on the Culturally and Linguistically Diverse (CALD) fathers whom Smyth et
al. (2013) identified as an increasingly important Australian population.

Another important direction for international fathering research will be to compare
fathers between societies that share similar contextual influences. For example, a
comparison of immigrant fathers would be useful between Australia and other societies
where immigrants abound; likewise a comparison between emigrant Bangladeshi fathers
with fathers who emigrate from other societies would be helpful. Comparative research on
the impact of different religions on fatherhood would be of interest between samples in
Bangladesh (Muslim vs. Hindu fathers) and Brazil (Catholic vs. Evangelical Protestant
fathers). Another valuable comparison would be between unemployed/employed fathers
and resident/non-resident fathers, between Russia and other societies with high rates of
unemployed or non-resident fathers.

Toward a Contextual and Cultural Understanding of Fathers

This article provides ample evidence of eight major sources of fathering variability,
demonstrating the need for a more contextual and ecologically-based approach to
fatherhood research across and within societies (Shwalb & Shwalb, in press; Trommsdorff,
2002). But identification of several contextual variables is only a first step toward
understanding how fathers function within a myriad of contexts. Further analysis of
contexts alone will not be sufficient; international studies of fathers must also consider
bidirectional influences between fathers and culture. Specifically, Hewlett (2000) has
pointed out that fathers are both a product of culture and producers of culture. As he
noted, “...culture influences what fathers do and what we expect of fathers.” (personal
communication, November 25, 2013). Unfortunately, most international studies of fathering
by psychologists pay little or no attention to the mechanisms by which cultures influence
paternal behavior and set expectations for men’s roles. A genuinely cultural approach to
fatherhood would focus on how it is constructed in different societies, and how cultures
transmit or change fathers’ roles across generations. Instead, many internationally-minded
psychologists view culture as a constraint or unidirectional influence on fathers, or equate
culture with nationality as an independent variable in order to make ‘cross-national’
comparisons. Yet it is undeniable that fathers can influence and even change their
societies, and this article demonstrates the limitations of viewing fathers on a societal
level.

The case of Japanese fathers, presented above, also demonstrates that men can
change their cultures at the same time as societal-level ecologies constrain their behavior.
Specifically, Japanese economic trends (i.e., the economic boom from the 1960s vs. the
chronic recession from the 1990s) have influenced both men’s attitudes and behavior.
From the 1990s, as the government recognized that the cohort of sons of workaholic
fathers wanted to achieve a better balance between their work and family life, it created
laws and policies to promote paternal work leave. But until recently only a tiny minority of
fathers took such leave, because most men felt compelled to work long hours in the
context of a “lifetime employment” system that guaranteed permanent jobs in exchange for
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men’s prioritizing work over family life. Here, top-down government interventions were not
successful in changing either societal expectations or fathers’ behavior. In the current
generation of young fathers, however, grassroots organizations such as “Fathering Japan”
(Nakazawa, 2011) have promoted active fathering through dissemination of information on
their web site, lobbying for pro-fathering legislation, conducting public fathering classes,
and networking in communities nationwide. Such bottom-up activities are now having a
dramatic effect on fathers’ behavior and society-wide expectations for father involvement,
and the lifetime employment system is losing its grip over men. Here we see that fathers’
own behavior can change their culture and even overcome the ecological influences of
economics and an employment system than once defined the paternal role. In this case
social networking via the Internet seems to be a key mechanism of change. Meanwhile,
we have observed in Korea that pro-fathering socialization takes place primarily via
fathering classes held at Christian churches (Shwalb et al., 2010).

Future worldwide research on fathers must therefore pay attention to changing
ecologies and cultures, and to men’s role as agents of social change, as we focus on how
cultures influence fathers and vice versa. It is undeniable that the international body of
work on fathering has already begun to grow and mature significantly in recent years, . We
predict that the future of such scholarship will be challenging and promising, and that it will
enrich cross-cultural understanding of socialization and childrearing in family contexts.
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Discussion Questions

1. This article began with a list of eight sources of variability in fathers within societies.
What are some examples of these eight sources that apply to fathers in each of the
five societies highlighted in this article?

2. Choose two societies (of the five discussed in this article) between which fathers
seem to be the most different by comparison, and choose two other societies
between which you think that fathers are relatively similar. Explain these choices.

3. What are some ways in which you think that geography (location or physical
setting) may influence the roles and behavior of fathers, in each of the five
societies discussed in this article?

4. The authors note that there has been more research on fathers in Japan than in
any of the other four societies discussed in this article, and that Japanese are said
to be the most homogeneous of the five populations discussed here. In what way
does such homogeneity make it easier to understand Japanese fathering, and in
what way does it make it more difficult to understand Japanese fathers?

5. All five societies mentioned in this article have large populations, but Australia has
by far the smallest population and would be considered by many to be the “most
Western” of the five. As you study psychology and culture, what do you think you
can learn from studying Western populations of fathers, compared with studying
fathers in non-Western cultures?

6. Select a society of interest to you (it may be your own), and write a report on the
eight main sources of within-society variability provided in this article. Are some of
these sources of variability more important than others, or less important than
others, in this society?
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