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INTRODUCTION

International Conference on Fatherhood in 21st Century Asia:
Research, Interventions, and Policies

Profound demographic and socioeconomic transformations in the second half of the 20th century have
significantly altered men�’s roles in the family. Today, there is a heightened expectation of men�’s family
involvement as the gender ideologies become more egalitarian, labor market attachment among women
with young children strengthens, marital dissolution rates rise, and geographic mobility increases as the
globalization forces unfold.

Despite findings of a considerably lower level of physical involvement by fathers in the child rearing activities
than mothers, recent studies have demonstrated that father�’s involvement, both in absolute and relative
terms, has increased in many western industrialized countries. A burgeoned body of literature documents
the positive associations between fathers�’ involvement and children�’s well being, martial relationship, and
father�’s own development. Research has shown that variability in men�’s transitions to fatherhood predicts
different trajectories and outcomes regarding father involvement and family well being.

Much of such research has been conducted in the western industrialized countries. Scant systematic work
has been conducted on fatherhood in Asia where family research has traditionally focused on mother�’s roles.
There is a need to understand whether and how men�’s family roles has changed, how they differ from those
in the western societies, and what consequences such changes have on the well being of family members.
Families in Asia are experiencing rapid transitions under diverse cultural, demographic, socioeconomic, and
policy contexts. For example, in many societies, patriarchy remains a dominant family ideology despite an
impressive increase in women�’s education and labor force participation. Many men retain the main
disciplinary figure in the family and refrain from showing emotional support to children. In China, the one
child policy has had a significant impact on gender roles, and on parent child relationships. In countries such
as the Philippines or Sri Lanka, a large number of women leave their families for a long stretch of time to
work in other countries, leaving children with their fathers. In Singapore, Japan, Korea, Taiwan, and HK, the
�“ultra low�” fertility rates have altered family dynamics and changed expectations to men�’s roles. Other
trends such as an increase in interracial or transnational marriages and the wide range of work family
policies in different Asian countries are likely to have varied impacted on men�’s family roles in these
countries.

The National University of Singapore�’s (NUS) Asia Research Institute (ARI) in collaboration with the national
Dads for Life movement, an initiative of the National Family Council, supported by the Ministry of
Community Development, Youth and Sports, and with the NUS Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences, hosted
the first international conference on Asian fatherhood on 17 18 June 2010. This conference provided a
platform for researchers, policy makers, and practitioners to discuss the diverse roles and challenges Asian
fathers encounter when involved in their children�’s lives; and to address a range of policies and practice
based interventions related to fatherhood in Asian countries. This conference was convened by Professor
Jean Yeung of ARI and the NUS Department of Sociology. The conference aims to gain a better
understanding about the Asian man�’s diverse roles and challenges as father and to raise awareness about
positive father involvement.
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Dr Mohamad Maliki Bin Osman, Parliamentary Secretary, Ministry of National Development, delivered the
opening address as Guest of Honour of the event. Dr Gavin Jones delivered welcome remarks as the cluster
leader of the Changing Family in Asia cluster in the Asia Research Institute. The keynote speaker, Professor
William Marsiglio from the Department of Sociology and Criminology and Law at the University of Florida,
set the stage by outlining the vision and opportunities to engage fathers in diverse settings.

The one and a half day event featured five panel discussions�—Father Involvement In Changing Asia;
Fathering Across Diversity; Father Child Relationship and Fathering Styles; Fatherhood Ideology, Aspirations
And Motivations; and Fatherhood In The Context Of Migration�—to promote research and exchanges on
fatherhood in Asia and to raise awareness about positive fathering (see conference Programme in Appendix).

Presenters shared the latest research findings on fathers in the US and nine Asian countries, including
Singapore, Malaysia, India, China and Vietnam, with about 180 academics, policy makers, and practitioners
from government and community agencies. A roundtable discussion group for practitioners with three
speakers was held on the second day of the conference.

Of the 17 papers presented, Singapore researchers shared their research on fathers in Singapore, including
experiences of first time fathers with fathering, marriage, family and work life issues; interaction of fathers
and their teenage children in Singapore; issues relating to being a father in Malay societies; and roles of
fatherhood in Chinese and Malay communities in Singapore.

This report provides a background for the conference, a summary of the presentations, and a reflection and
next steps after the conference.
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SUMMARY OF THE WELCOME REMARKS
BY DR MOHAMADMALIKI OSMAN

A conference dedicated to the subject of fatherhood is testimony that fathers matter deeply to the
wellbeing of children and families �– but also that fathers can do more towards that end. We know from
international research that when fathers are involved, children, mothers, and fathers themselves benefit.

Yet, our own local research shows that fathers are still less involved than mothers. A 2009 survey on
fatherhood conducted by the Ministry of Community Development, Youth and Sports found that fathers still
spend less time with their children than mothers. On average, during the weekend, a father typically spends
about 8.4 hours a day with his children as compared to 10.5 hours spent by a mother. When asked about the
roles and responsibilities of a father, 46 per cent of respondents still point to being the breadwinner as a
man�’s key role in the family.

These statistics comparing fathers�’ and mothers�’ involvement notwithstanding, what is important is to study
the trend of fathers�’ involvement over time to assess the progress we have made as a society. Indeed, in a
context where societal and familial needs are constantly evolving, and where familial and gender roles are
constantly changing, this conference is timely. The value of research and conferences like today�’s, then, is to
understand these trends and shifts in context and to inform our policies and programmes impacting
fatherhood.
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In the next one and a half days, you will hear eminent international experts speak on cutting edge research
and best policy and programme practices to frame our understanding of fatherhood in Asia. They will delve
into issues relating to culture, migration, parenting and life transitions amongst others. Their presentations
would illuminate the diverse experiences of fatherhood across Asia and the key challenges and opportunities
for all of us involved and interested in supporting fatherhood.

I thought it useful at this juncture to offer four principles or operating parameters for us to consider as we
work to synthesise the myriad of views and comments we will hear in the next one and a half days. The first,
as I have alluded to earlier, is that fatherhood is diverse as it operates within the cultural norms of each
society. Across countries, communities and individual fathers, no one story is alike. It is in acknowledging
and celebrating this diversity that we open our hearts and minds to new learning and new opportunities for
growth.

The second principle is that even in diversity, we are unified by this singular experience of fatherhood. It
would be for all of us to develop as comprehensive a picture of the issues affecting the fathers that we work
with, and other fathers in various communities, so as to better understand what is unique and, more
importantly, what is similar, with a view to designing the best strategies for intervention.

The third principle is acknowledging fatherhood as a dynamic process, involving constant interaction of
societal norms and value systems, evolving expectations of individuals and families within an ever changing
socioeconomic landscape. The constant engagement with fathers within this context will enable us to
respond better to this process and enhance the role of fathers more effectively.

The final, and perhaps most important, principle, is that fatherhood is ultimately about our children. While
the work that we do following from this conference is largely directed at fathers, the ultimate beneficiaries
must be our children for they represent our hope and future. If we calibrate our programmes and policies for
fathers right, we are in a better position to have children who do better in school, are more emotionally and
socially resilient and who will be the best that they can be, no matter their circumstances.

Ultimately, the real impact that we will all make will be determined by the actions that we take beyond this
conference. As researchers, policy makers and practitioners from the private, public and people sectors, we
all have a role to play in building on our multi disciplinary perspectives and a wide range of experience
related to fatherhood to supporting fathers in their roles. From the seemingly mundane issue of diaper
changing facilities in men�’s public toilets to paternity leave policies, the range of topics is large, reflecting the
importance of this area of fatherhood deserving our attention and certainly a conference of this stature as
we have today.

I hope that today and tomorrow will
offer numerous opportunities for you to
leverage on and multiply this
collaboration towards successful
fatherhood. It leaves me to thank the
two key organisations who have worked
tirelessly to make this event a reality �–
The Asia Research Institute of the
National University of Singapore and the
Dads for Life movement. I wish all of you
an enriching conference and certainly to
all the fathers present �– A Very Happy
Father�’s Day in advance.
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SUMMARY OF THE PRESENTATIONS

Keynote Speech
Expanding the Frame of Fathering: Visions and Opportunities to Engage Fathers in
Diverse Settings

Professor William Marsiglio emphasises that fatherhood research and programmes that promote fathering
should expand beyond fathers�’ direct involvement and define fatherhood broadly to think about fathering
across the life course from preconception to postconception so as to gain a more comprehensive
understanding of men�’s interrelated experiences with conception, pregnancy, children, and romantic
partnerships. He highlights the intersection of social psychological and life course perspectives of fathering
that implicate men�’s procreative consciousness and sense of responsibility, fatherhood readiness, and three
interconnected paths to experiencing fathering�—self as father, father child, and coparental. Professor
Marsiglio explains how the interplay between cultural representations of fatherhood, gender ideologies,
family demographics, and public policies and programmes can enable or constrain men�’s fathering. He also
argues that we need to study how fathers think and act while accounting for the diverse cultural and physical
contexts of fathering.

Professor Marsiglio suggests some creative ways to think
about and study fathering. In his view, key research questions
for Asian fathers are: (1) What is it about Asian fathers�’
procreative identities, trajectories as fathers, and their
situated fathering experiences that affect how they construct
their identities as fathers, interact with their children, and
influence their children�’s lives over the life course?, and (2)
What conditions matter?
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PANEL I: FATHER INVOLVEMENT IN CHANGING ASIA

The following papers on fathers in Vietnam, India, Taiwan, and Malaysia distill relevant points for discussion
and reflection in shaping more involved fatherhood in these countries. While fathers�’ involvement with
children in these countries remains lower relative to that of mothers, all studies provide some evidence of an
increased level of fathers�’ involvement over time in various aspects of children�’s lives, particularly among
men with higher education. Family circumstances such as the age of the child, fathers�’ marital satisfaction,
and relationship with their own fathers also influence fathers�’ involvement levels. These studies underscore
the familial, cultural, and policy contexts that are important when considering fathers�’ changing roles.

Fathers�’ Role and Social Changes in Vietnam

Jayakody and Pham discuss the extent to which traditional Confucian roles underpinning the Vietnamese
family have changed over time and the social and economic forces linked to these changes.

Their quantitative study leveraged on data from three waves of the Vietnam Household Living Standards
Survey, the Vietnam Demographic Health Survey, and three cohorts of the Vietnam Family Survey
corresponding to the Vietnam US war, the post reunification period, and the �“Renovation�” period
characterised by economic reforms and growing global influence.

The authors first provide a historical context for changes in cultural and economic development in Vietnam.
They find no significant differences across historical periods in attitudes towards men making the important
decisions in family life or sharing housework equally with women when both spouses work. However, there
appear to be significant differences in men�’s fathering behaviour by historical period. Men in more recent
cohorts were more likely to report looking after, bathing, and feeding their children. This was particularly
true for men in the north, in urban areas, and those with higher education. Finally, there was sustained low
participation by men in childcare. While 28 per cent of mothers in recent cohorts said they spent at least
three hours daily caring for children aged 15 and under, 30 per cent of fathers reported spending less than
an hour daily with their children. As such, the researchers call for the introduction of more programmes to
increase fathers�’ daily participation in housework and childcare, with some suggestive evidence from
experimental research that men�’s attitudes and behaviour can be altered.
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Proactive Role of Fathers in Children�’s Lives: The Indian Scenario

Sriram and Sandhu explore educated middle class fathers�’ notions of their children�’s success and
achievement in India, their involvement with children in activities related to their success, and their
motivations for getting involved.

The study involved: (1) a qualitative approach using in depth interviews with 12 educated middle class
fathers with children aged 6 21 years; and (2) a quantitative approach involving interviews with 120
educated middle class fathers with at least one child aged 8 14 years. Respondents were from Baroda, a city
in Western India.

In terms of fathering goals and notions of children�’s success, fathers interpreted success as good grades
leading to a good career, possessing good human values, and being happy and satisfied. Indian fathers are
concerned about their children�’s success and are highly involved in ensuring their children�’s success. Top
activities fathers were involved in include planning and providing for their children�’s future, guiding and
mentoring children, and providing practical and emotional support to reduce stress and promote their
children�’s learning. Mothers�’ involvement scores were higher than that of fathers in all domains, except in
planning and providing for children. The researchers also found a positive correlation between fathers�’ and
mothers�’ involvement. Although mothers continued to be highly involved, involvement was a family
characteristic. Fathers�’ traditional roles of provider, protector, teacher and moral guide continued to be
important but new dimensions of availability of fathers and open communication with them also prevailed.
The data show that these highly educated Indian fathers were actively involved in their children�’s lives and
displayed this commitment in cognitive, behavioural, and affective levels.

Father Involvement in the Lives of Young Children in Taiwan

Ho et al. study government policies that promote father involvement, fatherhood roles in Taiwanese society,
and comparisons between fathers and mothers in child activity engagement and parental role beliefs.

The study involved: (1) collecting qualitative and quantitative data through a survey of 26 pairs of parents of
second grade students in a local elementary school in Taipei; and (2) content analysis of parenting
magazines.

Ho et al. describe that government policy legislating parent involvement in schools and father involvement
was enabled by policy allowing all employees (both mothers and fathers) up to two years of unpaid parental
leave for each child until the child reaches three; parental leave subsidies; local parent education centres;
and community programmes. However, public support for such policies was still limited. Mothers remained
more engaged than fathers in childcare, but both parents were equally involved in many other activities.
Parenting magazines had been proactive in carrying progressive messages promoting the enlarged role of
�“new age�” fathers and critiquing men who did not help out at home. However, fathers appeared to
experience substantial stress in balancing their new roles and carving out successful careers while
simultaneously participating in the raising of children. The majority of these Taiwanese fathers felt they had
few male role models of �“balanced fathers�”. The study also shows that their views of father involvement and
engagement with children are beginning to shift from traditional beliefs associated with a patriarchal society
to more egalitarian beliefs with respect to gender roles and responsibilities. Contemporary Taiwanese
fathers play multiple roles in their children�’s socialisation and development.
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Contributions of Self, Contextual and Child Characteristics on Father Involvement
among Muslims in Malaysia

In this study of 1,019 Malay Muslim fathers of children aged 10 to 16 from intact families in the state of
Selangor, Juhari et al. explore how contexts, and the characteristics of the father and the child predict father
involvement among Malay Muslims in Malaysia.

Fathers who perceived high involvement of their own fathers, who were more educated and more satisfied
with their marriage and with their own fathers�’ involvement were found to be more involved with their
children. Data also suggest that having fewer children, younger children, a higher level of education, a
working wife, and higher family income predicted greater father involvement.

Fathers of younger children reported a higher degree of involvement, and the gender of the child was not a
significant predictor of father involvement. Thus, Juhari et al. recommend that education may encourage
fathers to become more �“open�” and willing to be involved, and that future research may need to examine
the �“meaning�” of fathering, and the roles of religion and gender roles.
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PANEL II: FATHERING ACROSS DIVERSITY

Three studies conducted in India, Singapore, and Taiwan document how traditional cultural norms intersect
with the changing socioeconomic circumstances in shaping the gradual changes in father�’s family roles.
Saraff finds that fathers in India were getting more involved in childcare but experiencing conflict and
confusion regarding their roles. Singapore Malay fathers in Suratman�’s study were very involved in various
aspects of childcare and played an important part in their children�’s lives beginning at childbirth, and single
Taiwanese fathers in Wang et al.�’s study encountered various familial and emotional barriers when faced
with financial difficulties.

Culture and Conduct of Fatherhood in India: Are They in Synchrony?

Anjula Saraff interviewed 350 Indian fathers in Mumbai to shed light on the question of culture conduct
synchrony asynchrony in the aspects of (1) the beliefs surrounding men�’s role in family life (culture), (2)
men�’s participation in parenting�—their involvement in childcare and housework (conduct), and (3) whether
men�’s behaviour is in accordance with their beliefs.

The median age of fathers in this study was 35 years and most (60 per cent) had been married for four to 10
years. A majority of the respondents were educated up to high school or above (76 per cent) and had
monthly income of between Rs.3000 to Rs.7000. The findings show that traditional cultural expectations of
fathers were changing, but still very influential in urban India. Some of the traditional images of the ideal
father (that of surety, economic provider, role model and family head) were retained by fathers in actual
practice. However, the author notes some real transformation, as some fathers were taking on roles of �“new
father�” and participating in childcare activities culturally not expected of them. For instance, slightly more
than half of fathers were their child�’s playmate and friend.

The data show a low level of congruence between Indian fathers�’ perception and actual conduct. Those who
were better educated, had a better living standard, lived in nuclear families, had working wives, and were
Hindus were more likely to practise what they believed ideal fathers did. The author notes that these Indian
fathers were confused about their fathering role as they were caught between old and new values. The
author suggests there is an urgent need to educate men and their significant others so as to bring a change
in their mindsets regarding men�’s role in the family.

12



Being a Father in Malay Societies

In her research on 10 young Malay dual income couples�’ management of childcare, Suriani Suratman studied
daily task allocation of bathing, dressing, changing diapers, meal preparation, feeding, ferrying children,
playing, reading, supervising homework and putting children to bed. The findings show that no matter how
minimally, all the fathers were involved in one way or another in a wide range of daily childcare tasks. Most
men ferried children to school and shared responsibility of a range of other tasks with wives, live in helpers
or mothers and mothers in law. Fathers also played an important role in attending to unpredictable
childcare demands and special requirements during school holidays. Some couples declared that childcare
tasks were assigned to the partner who was available. The author notes that traditional Malay households
were not organised based on gendered division of labour. The distinction between men as the breadwinner
and women as the caregiver is a relatively new phenomenon after industrialisation. The data also show that
Malay women play a critical gate keeping role in a man�’s involvement with their children. Women were
managers of childcare and household tasks who allocated tasks to others and supervised them. Malay
women�’s household �“manager�” role was an important factor for men�’s involvement.

Suratman calls for work practices that enable flexible work arrangements for both male and female
employees so that fathers and mothers are available in the home and fathers are encouraged to participate
in household related work. She notes that the current official discourses on family roles in Singapore serve
to reproduce women�’s role as mothers. As an example, she cites the large imbalance between the four
month maternity leave and the three day paternity leave provision that reflects the government�’s view that
childcare is predominantly women�’s responsibility. She urges the Singapore government to support a family
friendly work environment more actively to ensure good work life balance for parents.

A Comparative Study of Seeking Help Behaviour of Single Parents in Taiwan

Wang Shu Yung, Cheng C.H. and Hsieh Y.L. use survey data, in depth interviews with 32 single parents (18
single mothers and 14 single fathers), and focus group with service providers and teachers to study whether
there are gender differences between single mothers and single fathers in Taiwan in terms of help seeking
behaviour. They also reflect on the limitations of current social services for single parents, particularly single
fathers. They find that single fathers�’ actual level of involvement with children was no less than that of single
mothers. However, poor single fathers were less likely than poor single mothers to receive public assistance.
Poor single fathers had more difficulty in balancing work and family since they were less likely to be in jobs
with flexible hours. In addition, poor single fathers were often isolated from their family of origin because
their family members were afraid that financial trouble would result in long term economic dependence of
the single fathers on family members. Most single mothers, in contrast, were close to their family of origin
and received childcare help from their own parents.

Single fathers who could not maintain a stable job were seen as failures by ex wives, friends, and social
workers, even though they were very close to their children and performed caring roles. Single mothers who
went out to work or had new boyfriends were not seen as good mothers. While single mothers confided in
friends, single fathers preferred the company of other single fathers or preferred confiding in strangers via
telephone hotlines to talking to social workers. They preferred engaging in outdoor activities with other
single father families to getting in line for means tested cash benefits, or food items. They also did not know
how to get help or did not want to ask for assistance as this represented a threat to their masculinity. These
characteristics of single fathers were barriers to help seeking.
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