
This is a n  Op e n  Acces s  doc u m e n t  dow nloa d e d  fro m  ORCA, Ca r diff U nive r si ty 's

ins ti t u tion al r e posi to ry: h t t p s://o rc a .c a r diff.ac.uk/id/e p rin t/25 4 2 8/

This  is t h e  a u t ho r’s ve r sion  of a  wo rk  t h a t  w as  s u b mi t t e d  to  / a c c e p t e d  for

p u blica tion.

Cit a tion  for  final p u blish e d  ve r sion:

S hi r a ni, Fion a  Jan e  a n d  H e n wood,  Kar e n  Lind a  ORCID: h t t p s://o rcid.o rg/000 0-

0 0 0 2-4 6 3 1-5 4 6 8  2 0 1 1.  Con tin ui ty a n d  ch a n g e  in  a  q u ali t a tive  longi tu din al

s t u dy of fa th e r hood:  r el eva nc e  wi thou t  r e s po nsibili ty. In t e r n a tion al Jou r n al  of

Social Res e a rc h  M e t hodology 1 4  (1) , p p .  1 7-2 9.  1 0.1 08 0/13 6 4 5 5 7 1 0 0 3 6 9 0 8 7 6

file 

P u blish e r s  p a g e:  h t t p://www.t a n dfonline.co m/doi/abs/10.10 8 0/13 6 4 5 5 7...

< h t t p://w ww.t a n dfonline.co m/doi/abs/10.10 8 0/13 6 4 5 5 7 1 0 0 3 6 9 0 8 7 6 >

Ple a s e  no t e:  

Ch a n g e s  m a d e  a s  a  r e s ul t  of p u blishing  p roc e s s e s  s uc h  a s  copy-e di ting,

for m a t ting  a n d  p a g e  n u m b e r s  m ay no t  b e  r eflec t e d  in t his  ve r sion.  For  t h e

d efini tive  ve r sion  of t his  p u blica tion,  ple a s e  r ef e r  to  t h e  p u blish e d  sou rc e.  You

a r e  a dvise d  to  cons ul t  t h e  p u blish e r’s ve r sion  if you  wish  to  ci t e  t his  p a p er.

This ve r sion  is b ein g  m a d e  av ailable  in  a cco r d a n c e  wit h  p u blish e r  policie s.

S e e  

h t t p://o rc a .cf.ac.uk/policies.h t ml for  u s a g e  policies.  Copyrigh t  a n d  m o r al  r i gh t s

for  p u blica tions  m a d e  available  in ORCA a r e  r e t ain e d  by t h e  copyrig h t

hold e r s .



 1 

Continuity and change in a qualitative longitudinal study of 

fatherhood: Relevance without responsibility 

 

Abstract 

Issues of time and change are foregrounded in qualitative longitudinal research 

(QLL
1
) and are considered here in the context of contemporary fatherhood. From a 

wider sample of 46 men interviewed as part of the QLL Timescapes network, we 

draw on two case studies of men who became fathers for the first time in 2000. This 

article considers the men’s relationship to involvement and the linked concepts of 

exclusion and redundancy, terms which emerged from the data and changed over time 

in the men’s accounts. We seek to emphasise the value of QLL methods for providing 

a more complex understanding of the lived experience of life transitions and their 

longer-term implications, contrasting this with existing studies offering a ‘snapshot’ 

approach. 

 

Keywords: qualitative longitudinal research; fatherhood; transitions; involvement 

 

Introduction 

The model of ‘new fatherhood’ which emphasises fathers’ active involvement in their 

children’s lives has now ostensibly replaced more traditional versions to become the 

most culturally prevalent ideal (Dermott 2003). Although there has been some doubt 

over how contemporary this model actually is (La Rossa 1997), there has been 

increasing research interest in research years suggesting a discursive shift away  from 

cultivating a public masculinity around work to creating a private masculinity around 



 2 

fathering (Mac an Ghaill and Haywood 2007). It has been argued that this represents a 

new hegemonic ideal of the involved father, willing and eager to engage in childcare 

(Johansson and Klinth 2008). The robust empirical finding that involvement has 

become an important aspect of being a good father according to men’s own accounts 

has stimulated further questions about the experiences and meanings of contemporary 

fatherhood (Lupton and Barclay, 1997; Henwood and Procter 2003; Featherstone, 

2009).  

 

Our main aim in this article is methodological: to show how, by using 

qualitative longitudinal methodology, involved fatherhood can be investigated in 

fresh ways that foreground questions of time and change. The majority of qualitative 

studies about fatherhood are one off ‘snapshots’ (Neale and Flowerdew 2003) from a 

single interview or focus group with participants (such as Palkovitz et al. 2001, 

Dermott 2003, Johansson and Klinth 2008). Such studies have made significant 

contributions to the substantive literature on fatherhood, providing important insights 

into the concept of involvement. However they are embedded in a particular temporal 

moment and give little indication of how men may react differently to the discourse 

of involved fatherhood at other points in their life course.  

 

According to Marsiglio et al’s (2000:1179) review of fatherhood research in 

the 1990s, qualitative longitudinal methods are valuable in allowing for an 

‘understanding of the cultural context and interpersonal processes’ and a richer 

analysis of ‘how fathers construct and negotiate their self-images as fathers and are 

directly and indirectly involved in their children’s lives’. Similarly to Marsiglio, we 

have identified that, in contrast to data gathered solely at one point in time, a QLL 
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design offers an opportunity to study fluctuations and changes in participants’ 

accounts, so that it is possible to consider their ongoing, processual sense-making 

about their lived experiences of life transition, identities-in-the-making, and  

fatherhood. Our particular focus in this paper is to show how, through using QLL 

design, and studying continuities and changes in men’s accounts and sense-making, 

we have been able to consider men’s relationship to the cultural discourse of 

involved fatherhood and how this changes in relation to their lived experiences.  

 

Qualitative longitudinal research is not a unitary methodology or method but, 

rather, addresses various possibilities for studying the contemporaneity of people’s 

experiences of dynamic social worlds, as well as highlighting the importance of 

studying change over time for social science (Corden and Millar 2007a, Elliot et al. 

2008).  A key benefit of a QLL study is that data can be analysed at a particular point 

in time (across a wave of interviews with different participants) thus providing data 

on important issues across the sample. Furthermore QLL data can also be analysed 

over time using a case study approach to consider the account given by an individual 

over all waves of data collection, exploring how important themes emerge and play 

out. Elliot et al. (2008) refer to these two temporal dimensions as working 

diachronically, through time, and synchronically cross-cutting at one point in time. 

The articulation of the two is a particular challenge of QLL; in this paper we 

exemplify one way we have found of doing this.  

 

Saldaña (2003) distinguishes between change over time; a before and after 

approach which emphasises discrete differences between ‘then’ and ‘now’, and 

change through time; illustrating the process of change and detailing the complexities 
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of the journey. Consideration of change through time provides insight into how 

people organise their daily lives, and think about the past and future (Corden and 

Millar 2007b). In particular, longitudinal studies of transitions such as ours recognise 

that these are differentially experienced and interpreted, seeking to gain insight into 

‘the subjective experience of personal change’ (Thomson et al. 2002:337). The 

longitudinal aspect of data collection allows the researcher to tailor interviews for 

each participant based on previous responses, gaining rich data as participants reflect 

back on their earlier thoughts (Farrall 2006). This type of reflexivity means that QLL 

studies can capture ‘something of the process through which the self is made and re-

made over time’ (McLeod and Thompson 2009:61), providing a more holistic 

understanding of why people act as they do (Neale et al. 2003). 

 

Lewis (2007) suggests that the most evident type of change over time is 

narrative; the unfolding of individual stories across time. Lewis uses the term 

narrative to describe stories which are not told in a neatly linear way but are 

differently reinterpreted and recounted at different points in time. In this paper we 

consider the unfolding of individual stories through time, referring to the way in 

which different themes emerge and subside in participant accounts, rather than how 

the same experience is recounted at different points. A focus on individual stories 

suits a case study approach to illustrate change at the subjective level. Subsequent 

between-case comparisons, or placing cases into productive conversation with one 

another (Thomson 2007), can then illustrate differences in the nature of change and 

how it is articulated. In contrast to the analysis of data at one point in time, or taking a 

linear, before and after approach, following participants as they journey through time 
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can provide a more dynamic sense of their changing identifications and the emergence 

of new influences on their thoughts and actions.  

 

The data examined in the article are from a QLL study following men across 

the first eight years of fatherhood. Drawing on a social constructionist perspective to 

emphasise how the meaning of lives in progress is established in daily living 

(Holstein and Gubrium 2000), we consider participants’ understandings of their lives 

and circumstances and how these may change through time (Elliott et al. 2008). This 

constructionist epistemology situates participants as meaning makers (Warren 2002) 

recognising that accounts are co-constructed during the interview encounter. The 

focus on participant interpretations is fostered by in-depth qualitative interviews, 

enabling researchers to grasp the internal logic and contextualised meanings of 

participants’ life experiences and social worlds (Charmaz 2006, Henwood 2008). In 

this paper, issues of exclusion and redundancy – terms which emerged from the data – 

are examined in terms of how they are made meaningful temporally using a case 

study approach. Here exclusion refers to feelings of being prevented from living an 

involved model of fatherhood that the men tended to imagine pre-birth, whilst 

redundancy features in future-oriented talk about the alleviation of direct parenting 

responsibilities when children become independent. After the presentation of data 

from two case studies we reflect on the connection between our methodological 

approach and findings, emphasising the additional detail and depth of data a QLL 

approach can provide.   
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The study 

In 2000 thirty expectant first-time fathers were qualitatively interviewed and then 

followed through into second, and in some cases third, interviews within the first year 

after the birth. Eighteen of these participants were re-interviewed as part of the 

Timescapes ‘men as fathers’ study sample when their children were eight years old
2
. 

Participants were aged between 20 and 40 years at the time of their first child’s birth 

and in a range of relationship situations. Although there are a variety of occupations 

represented across the sample, a large proportion of men were in professional 

employment and identified as middle-class Whilst it is not unusual in social research 

for the sample to be skewed towards those who understand the educational endeavour 

of the research and seek to support it, we purposefully included those who were in 

more difficult circumstances and were less likely to come to us (Hemmerman 2010). 

The majority of participants were recruited through a newspaper advertisement 

seeking expectant fathers, and the men expressed interest in the interviews as an 

opportunity to explore their thoughts about fatherhood. The first three interviews were 

conducted by the same researcher, whilst eight years later participants spoke to one of 

two different researchers. The impact of researcher change and continuity is one that 

has merited discussion in relation to this study, leading to the conclusion that 

researcher discontinuity is not necessarily detrimental to our inquiry processes 

(Shirani, 2010).  

 

The paper focuses on two case studies to provide examples of the men’s 

divergent relationships to involvement and how this changes with their experiences of 

fatherhood. We consider the experiences of two men who exemplify characteristics of 

a significant proportion of the wider sample in terms of age and class position, yet 
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offer different perspectives on issues relating to involvement. The two cases were 

selected due to the contrasting dynamics of continuity and change over time in the 

men’s relationship to involvement, exclusion and redundancy, and because they were 

amongst those who talked most explicitly about these issues. Focussing on these two 

cases in detail enables us to illustrate the complexity of subjective experience QLL 

study can bring to the fore.  

 

Rick 

Pre-birth 

Rick was 35 at the time of his first interview as an expectant father, working as an 

occupational therapist. He lived with his partner of one year, a company director. Rick 

had wanted to become a father for several years and was looking forward to 

impending fatherhood, anticipating a high level of involvement and equal sharing of 

employment and childcare responsibilities. Of all participants, Rick invested least in 

the idea of following traditional gender roles in relation to parenting, something he 

later reinforced through representing himself as the softer parent, in contrast to his 

partner as the tough disciplinarian. Those, like Rick, who occupied egalitarian gender 

roles in their relationships were more likely to anticipate high levels of involvement 

with their child post-birth. However, the pregnancy period was particularly 

problematic for these men as embodied experiences marked a dramatic gender 

separation, which contrasted with their otherwise equitable roles (Doucet 2007). In 

the first interview Rick articulated feelings of exclusion based on his detachment from 

the embodied experience of pregnancy, suggesting ‘outsiderhood’ (Draper 2003). 

Subsequently during their partner’s pregnancy many of the men experienced a 

juxtaposition between expectations of involved fatherhood and the practical barriers 
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they experienced to this. Whilst father involvement in pregnancy and birth is actively 

encouraged, this is a relatively new phenomenon with limited evidence of how this 

works in practice, unlike involvement post-birth. Like many of the other fathers Rick 

felt that health professionals did not seek to include him, leaving him feeling unable 

to raise concerns. Rick problematises the exclusion he experiences, reiterating the 

benefits his greater involvement could provide and emphasising the high levels of 

involvement he anticipates post-birth. Subsequently the pregnancy was positioned as 

a period of waiting based on expectancy (Adam 1990) as a relatively short phase of 

exclusion which the father can redeem through involvement with the baby at a later 

date. In this way Rick manages his exclusion by positioning it as a temporary phase.  

 

 

Post-birth 

The second interview took place when Rick’s daughter was two months old. She had 

been born by caesarean and was being breastfed. Unexpectedly for Rick, his feelings 

of exclusion during pregnancy continued after the birth, initially with his daughter’s 

brief stay in the special care unit. This experience was described as ‘disempowering’ 

as he was unable to care for his daughter in the highly involved way he had 

anticipated. On returning home Rick experienced new feelings of exclusion in relation 

to breastfeeding.  

 

‘Um things that I find difficult is not being able to stop that, not being able to stop her 
crying…. That’s hard because I feel quite helpless you know when she is really 

screaming her head off. Then Tanya usually has to breastfeed her or sometimes she just 

likes to nurse on Tanya, on Tanya’s breast just to fall off to sleep sort of thing. So that is 
difficult not being able to do anything about that, I can’t feed her but I can’t do 
anything.’  
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The feelings of exclusion Rick experienced before the birth continued 

afterwards because of bodily exclusion from breastfeeding, making him feel 

‘helpless’ that he ‘can’t do anything’. As with many of the fathers, Rick viewed 

breastfeeding as a privileged activity for forming a bond with the baby: valuing this 

more highly than other aspects of childcare (Jordan and Wall 1993). Therefore despite 

being an involved father who participated in all other aspects of childcare, Rick 

continued to feel marginalised. The post-birth interview illustrates how the exclusion 

he felt as an expectant father remained problematic in his account, particularly as he 

had not anticipated this continuing once the baby arrived.  

 

In the second interview Rick was asked to reflect on his pre-birth responses 

about what constitutes a good father, and whether he had been able to be the sort of 

father he had wanted to be. Rick engages with this by reinvoking the forward-looking 

strategy he illustrated during pregnancy, continuing to suggest that he will be more 

involved in the future as his daughter grows up, at which stage she will no longer be 

physically dependent on her mother and therefore parenting roles can be more gender 

neutral.  

 

‘I feel that there is more to come. As Imogen develops I will develop my ability to be a 

father that will grow and evolve and develop with her.’ 
 

 

Eight years later  

Eight years later Rick also had a second child. He continued to work in the same 

profession, whilst Tanya had given up work to become a stay-at-home parent. This 

had changed the balance of their relationship in terms of working and caring, 

reverting to a more traditional model of gender roles. This also meant that, as the sole 
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earner, Rick was under increased pressure to provide for the family. When reminded 

of his earlier assertion that he would become more involved when his child was older, 

Rick agreed that this had happened, suggesting that increased involvement was 

pleasurable as his children became more autonomous and there was more he could do 

with them. However, he later indicates that the related increase in responsibility was 

not so welcome. Like many other fathers in the sample who in the early post-birth 

interviews were wishing the time away to a stage when they could be more involved, 

when this actually happened Rick did not appear content and remained future-

oriented. Eight years later Rick talked about looking forward to a period in the future 

when his children would no longer need too much from him, desiring a time when he 

could make himself redundant. This desire for redundancy is in sharp contrast to the 

yearning for involvement he reports in earlier interviews.  

 
‘you want them to become more and more mature as people so you can relate to them in 

a more adult to adult level and lose the kind of parenthood thing a bit. …this is the 

bringing up kids part, phase, obviously that’ll come to an end and they’ll grow up 
hopefully and go their own ways, sort of preparing for that transition. I’m quite looking 

forward to it. Some people have this thing of being quite devastated when their children 

leave home and that they’ve lost their life purpose, I don’t think so, I think I’ll be quite 
looking forward to it (amusement) to doing something else you know’  

 

Here Rick identifies parenting as a particular phase in his life course, one 

which can be defined by an ending when his children leave home. This clearly 

defined end is in sight for Rick as he anticipates the following stage to be one of 

freedom from responsibility, describing parenthood as a ‘task’ to get his children to 

adulthood, therefore seeing it as occupying a limited time period. Financial pressures 

were more acute for Rick than many of the other fathers; subsequently he may 

experience this responsibility as more challenging, motivating his desire for its 

alleviation. However his account suggests tensions as he does not want to be 

completely redundant. Rick describes how his oldest daughter is becoming 
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increasingly independent and wanting less to do with her parents, which he finds 

hurtful. This desire for redundancy then is not about complete detachment from a 

relationship with the child, but rather alleviation of pressures of responsibility.  

 

 

QLL Reflections 

Rick’s account moves from a desire for high levels of involvement in the early 

interviews through to looking forward to redundancy by round four. A common 

theme running throughout is his future-orientation; looking forward to a time which 

will be better than the present due to higher or lower levels of involvement. When 

asked directly about involvement Rick responded positively, emphasising the 

enjoyment he derived from the relationship with his children. The reflections about 

redundancy and exclusion emerged when discussing aspects of fatherhood he found 

difficult, and his thoughts about the future. That he did not raise the more negative 

aspects when asked about involvement suggests that Rick continues to uphold 

involved fatherhood as an ideal model at all stages, making it difficult to position 

himself in opposition to this. However a future-oriented strategy where he imagines a 

more positive situation suggests some dissatisfaction with his experience in the 

present. A QLL approach enables us to follow Rick’s perception over time of the 

ideal of involvement, and consider the changes in relation to his family circumstances. 

For example becoming the sole earner by round four had made financial responsibility 

more of a pressing issue by this stage, whilst Rick was also more time-pressured due 

to greater involvement with his children. A one-off interview in the early stages of 

fatherhood may have indicated a man who saw only benefits from high levels of 
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involvement, yet this fails to consider how his views change over time in relation to 

his lived experiences.  

 

Keith 

Pre-birth 

Keith was 31 when he became a father for the first time. He was in professional 

employment as a research scientist whilst his wife had given up work indefinitely to 

be a stay-at-home parent. This rather traditional set-up led to clear distinctions in how 

parenting roles would be realised, suggesting childcare would not be divided equally. 

Although anticipating involvement in childcare, Keith saw his role as a father 

‘kicking in’ later as his child grew up and they could enjoy shared activities. Keith felt 

his wife’s direct physiological experience of pregnancy and breastfeeding would 

inevitably mean her having a stronger bond with the baby so the feelings of exclusion 

he encountered during pregnancy were natural and inevitable, something he had 

anticipated and expected to continue whilst the child was young. Therefore exclusion 

was not problematic for Keith in the same way that it troubled Rick. 

 

Prior to the birth, when asked to think about his future fathering role, Keith 

articulated expectations of involved fathering and increased responsibility and was 

enthusiastic about these impending changes. However there were also some concerns, 

as in response to the interviewer’s interest, he conveys more elaborated talk about 

dependency. 

 

‘Keith: I’m looking forward to the whole experience of being a father having someone 

that relies on you, is dependent on you… it’s going to be really good to sort of look after 

it, take care and sort of bring it into the world … 

 

Interviewer: So is it important for you to feel depended on?  Do you like that idea? 



 13 

 

Keith: I’d like to think that I can be there for Mary and for the baby, and they can 
rely on me, so in that positive sense, but I don’t want it to feel as if I’ve got this pressure 
of them depending on me, and it doesn’t feel like that and I don’t think it will.’ 

 

Here Keith makes a subtle distinction between his desire to be seen as 

dependable and his apprehension about being depended on; whilst he wants his 

responsibilities recognised he does not want to feel the pressure of them. This is a 

theme he reiterates eight years later. Unlike Rick’s clear desire for equal involvement, 

Keith positioned himself as taking an ‘assistor’ role (Gamble and Morse 1993) feeling 

that a bond would develop later in life when his child became more responsive and 

they could share interests. Like Rick he is future-oriented in thoughts about 

involvement, although he anticipated this occurring at a much later stage.  

 

 

Post-birth  

At interview two Keith had a two month old son born by caesarean who was being 

breastfed. Keith reiterated that breastfeeding was not something he felt excluded by, 

as his role was associated with more traditional ideal of breadwinning rather than 

involvement in all aspects of childcare. 

 

‘I mean I don’t feel excluded in any way but I just feel somewhat guilty ‘cause she does 
all the work … it’s not the case of feeling excluded but, erm, she’s the one that suffers. 
She says “That’s my job, you come home and bring the money” (amusement). … I think 

in the future I can see myself being a lot more, more involved and restore an equal 

balance but, and that’s the way its gotta be at the moment so I’m okay with it.’   
 

As in his pre-birth interview, Keith’s traditional views rationalised his 

experience as something inevitable, postponing his involvement to a later stage of his 

son’s life. Because his wife was also reported to hold similar views this did not 

apparently cause conflict. In contrast, as discussed above, Rick, who was in similar 
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circumstances to Keith but held much less traditional ideas about gender roles and 

parenting, felt much more marginalised by his experience, suggesting that gender 

ideologies differentially conditioned the men’s understandings and ways of 

experiencing  fatherhood (Bulanda 2004).  

 

Looking towards the future at the interviews two month’s after the child’s 

birth, participants across the sample unanimously anticipated increased involvement 

as their children got older, were less dependent on mothers and would be more 

responsive. The men were therefore able to project their conceptions of involved 

fatherhood into the future. Comments such as this from Keith were typical of our 

sample  

 

‘I want some feedback, I want response, and it’s horrible to wish away his time but I’d 

like him to get older and bigger. That’s what I’m looking forward to, the interaction and 
sort of teaching him things and telling him things.’ 

 

 

Eight years later  

Eight years later Keith also had a second child. He continued to be the main 

breadwinner, although his wife had resumed part-time work, running her own retail 

business from the family home. In early interviews Keith suggested he would be more 

involved as his son got older, eight years later this seems to have been the case. 

Whilst Keith enjoyed increased involvement with his children, including reflecting 

back on his own childhood experiences and being able to share interests, this 

involvement was not problem-free. In his first interview Keith distinguished between 

being seen as dependable and being depended on, eight years later he still experienced 

this as a relevant distinction. In response to a question about how fatherhood had 
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affected him personally, Keith suggests that the pressure of responsibility is currently 

felt and this motivates him to be forward looking to a time when it can be alleviated. 

 

‘I kind of think that’s what my idea of a father is; to get to such a stage I'm not necessary 
almost. In some ways, you know, I prepare them for the world so they will be able to 

stand up on their own and cope with whatever life throws at them. So that would be my 

ideal goal I think; to make myself redundant. … And then, and then, hopefully have a 
good relationship but rather than independent it’s one of interaction, nice loving 
emotional interaction rather than just dependent on me (amusement).’ 

 

By planning for the future and compensating for what having children has 

constrained in the present, Keith justifies current difficulties as only a relatively short 

period in the biographical life course, minimising them as their end is in sight. The 

way in which Keith describes his experiences suggests that he sees his children’s 

growing up years as a phase where he and his wife are required to suspend their own 

interests and time together. By emphasising that these things can be returned to in the 

future, Keith manages their lack in the present.  

  

QLL Reflections 

Keith was less invested in the involved father discourse than Rick, acknowledging 

from the beginning that his wife would take on the majority of childcare whilst he 

played an ‘assistor’ role. For the most part he was comfortable in early interviews 

with his detachment, as this reflected how the couple’s roles would play out post-

birth. However in the second interview he places more emphasis on the ideal of 

involved fatherhood, thinking about a time in the future when he could be more 

involved with his son. Eight years later he was more involved, yet Keith felt 

pressurised by the responsibilities of parenthood and, like Rick, looked forward to a 

time in the future when they could be alleviated. Although he did not have the same 
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financial pressures as Rick, Keith experienced parenthood as incredibly demanding 

on his time, which could be difficult to reconcile with other aspects of his life.  

 

 

Concluding thoughts 

By considering themes of exclusion, involvement and redundancy as they evolve over 

time in the context of contemporary fatherhood, we have attended to the dynamics of 

men’s subjective experiences and how they make sense of becoming and being fathers 

(Aitken, 2009). The data have been read as ‘told stories’; the narrated personal life 

told through conversation (Squire 2008). The data presented therefore highlight the 

men’s interpretations of their experiences, reflecting our social constructionist 

informed interviewing approach grounded in participants’ understandings. The ways 

in which the ideal of involvement plays out practically in ‘lived lives’ (Squire 2008), 

with men becoming increasingly involved as their children grow up, has also been 

considered.   

 

 

Using two case studies has enabled us to identify different routes through 

these major life course transitions, although many more patterns are indicated across 

the rest of our data. It has particularly illuminated important commonalities within the 

data regarding fathers’ greater involvement over time, indicating that paternal 

involvement comes to feature more strongly later in the child’s life. This paper is 

based on the experiences of resident fathers who remained in relationships with the 

mothers of their children throughout the course of the research. Experiences of 

exclusion and redundancy are often magnified for those fathers who are non-resident, 
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have experienced relationship breakdown, and those who are involved in step-

parenting. These are important issues warranting future consideration and discussion. 

 

The concept of involvement with children as an important aspect of good 

fatherhood is upheld across all rounds of interviews; however, the way the men relate 

to it changes with their lived experiences and altered circumstances. Early on, 

involvement often remains an ideal as men are constrained by stark gender 

distinctions in relation to embodied experience. This is more problematic for those 

who anticipated equitable parenting and high involvement than for men who upheld 

more traditional gender distinctions. Eight years later these gendered barriers were no 

longer relevant and men could live out involved fatherhood. However, the negative 

aspects of this in terms of pressure experienced became more apparent in some of the 

men’s accounts, and taking up a future orientation towards a time they viewed as 

preferable suggested some dissatisfaction with their lives in the present
3
. To articulate 

discomfort with responsibilities as a present feeling would be contentious, going 

against a contemporary discourse of parenthood which positions spending time with 

children as always pleasurable. By frequently showing amusement when describing a 

desire for redundancy, the men recognised this to be something they are not supposed 

to express. Future-oriented talk about alleviation of responsibility is a way for them to 

indicate their discomfort with the current demands placed on them, without incurring 

the possible negative consequences of explicitly verbalising this. This is because 

laughing, or positioning the talk as humorous, allows taboo subjects to be expressed 

in culturally permissible ways (Billig, 2005; Parkhill et al. forthcoming). In our study 

it is noteworthy how often reflections of more negative aspects of parenting are 
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gleaned obliquely through responses to other questions, rather than discussed 

explicitly in the manner of more positive experiences.  

 

As the accounts of Keith and Rick illustrate, some fathers adopted future-

oriented approaches regardless of their child’s gender. However, when asked about 

future fathering – particularly when their children reached adolescence – our 

participants were much more likely to express concerns about dealing with daughters 

at this age than with sons. Therefore whilst the child’s gender did not appear to 

manifest itself when men expressed the desire for relevance without responsibility, it 

did inform participants’ expectations of future fathering.  

 

The paper touches on temporality as an important aspect of QLL data. In each 

interview participants were asked about their anticipated futures, responses which 

could then be followed up in later interviews when participants were asked to reflect 

back to see if their earlier expectations had been lived out. Participants also engaged 

with temporality in a variety of other ways, without explicit prompting to remind 

them of previous responses. Both Rick and Keith were future-oriented towards a time 

they imagined as preferable to their current situation, suggesting a linearity focussed 

on progression. In the wider research literature, this has been described as a masculine 

way of viewing temporality (Daly 1996). The apparent gendering of time use is, 

likewise, suggested by the men themselves in their accounts. However, whilst fathers 

feel, in line with social expectations, that they should spend time with their children 

(and overwhelmingly want to do so), their level of involvement is still seen as less 

obligatory in comparison to mothers. Hence, we believe that the conception of a 

masculine linear orientation should be problematised, an issue we consider elsewhere 
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(Shirani and Henwood, submitted). Additionally, both case study fathers defined 

parenthood as a particular phase in the life course, relating this to age and generation. 

The unique contribution QLL can make to the production and analysis of temporal 

data is an issue that would benefit from further consideration, and is something our 

project, is engaging with further as part of the broader ‘Timescapes’ network4
. 

 
 

This type of analysis would not be possible without qualitative longitudinal 

research, showing the complexity of transitions and how they are differently 

experienced and interpreted by the people involved (Millar 2007). Indeed it might be 

useful to think of the entire period of fatherhood as a transition, a continuous passage, 

rather than the change from childless to parent (Draper 2003). Using this ‘long view’ 

(Thomson 2007) more complex and realistic understandings can be developed of 

individual lives, transitions and meaning making. This methodology has enabled us to 

follow up on themes of deferment introduced in earlier interviews through to 

redundancy appearing on the horizon in interview four, providing a more detailed, 

dynamic view of lived experiences of fatherhood, and respondents’ thoughts and 

feelings about it, as it changes over the life course. These issues only become visible 

through a QLL design, which facilitates a temporal re-casting of experiences. The 

Timescapes ethos of walking alongside people through time as their lives unfold 

(Neale and Flowerdew, 2003) allows us to explore the temporal dimension of 

experience, based on a theorisation of the dynamic, processual element of human life 

(Holland et al. 2006).  

 

Future research into how men deal with the impact of redundancy in their 

fathering role as their children reach adolescence and adulthood could further 
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elucidate the lived experience of fatherhood, particularly in terms of gendered 

experiences of parenting. Research has begun to critically examine the extent to 

which the empty nest phenomenon (the emotional implications of children leaving 

home for their parents’ lives) has relevance only to women (Ruszkowska, 2009), but 

has not considered the ways in which men’s lives play out in relation to their 

anticipated trajectories. Adopting this, along with other temporal research strategies, 

would be of value, encouraging further questioning of the implications of conclusions 

drawn from ‘snapshot’ studies.  
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1 There is no standard shorthand to distinguish between qualitative and quantitative longitudinal study. 
QLL is used here (QuaL Longitudinal); its opposite would be QTL (QuanT Longitudinal). 
2 The ‘men as fathers’ study also involves another cohort of 16 men from South Wales who became fathers 
in 2008, interviewed once before and twice after the birth.    
3 We do not suggest that a future orientation is always indicative of dissatisfaction with the present as other 
men in the sample noted their concerns about the future, or suggested that they would like their futures to 
continue in a similar way to their much-enjoyed present lifestyles. However we maintain that for the two 
case study fathers their future-orientation was a sign of dissatisfaction with the present, which was a reason 
why they were selected for discussion. 
4 http://www.timescapes.leeds.ac.uk/ 
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