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Abstract

The current study explored whether fathers and mothers from 195 two-parent U.S. families 

engaged in a form of activation parenting (i.e., sensitivity, cognitive stimulation, and moderate 

intrusiveness) with their secondborn, 12-month-old infants during a 15-min challenging teaching 

task, and to determine if this type of interaction was more common among fathers. Mean 

comparisons showed that fathers were lower on sensitivity, positive regard, and stimulation of 

development, and were more detached than mothers. Latent Profile Analyses revealed similar 

supportive, disengaged, and activation parenting profiles for fathers and mothers, with more 

fathers in the activation class. Chi-square analyses found significant associations across mothers 

and fathers; most infants (30%) had activation fathers and mothers, with 26% having supportive 

mothers and activation fathers, and 11.4% having two supportive parents. Parenting profiles were 

unrelated to attachment security. Results need to be replicated with children of different ages, with 

families from different backgrounds, and beyond the challenging teaching paradigm.

Research on father-infant interaction has burgeoned since Lamb (1975) claimed fathers were 

the forgotten contributors to child development. Fathers are fully capable of engaging in 

responsive, nurturant, and sensitive caregiving. On one hand, paternal responsiveness, 

sensitivity, and stimulation predict children’s social and cognitive development, even when 

controlling for maternal behavior (e.g., Malin, Cabrera, & Rowe, 2014; Tamis-LaMonda, 

Shannon, Cabrera, & Lamb, 2004), but in other cases, relations between fathering and infant 

development have been less consistent (Lucassen et al., 2011; vanIJzendoorn & DeWolff, 

1997). As such, some scholars have started to formulate alternative theoretical models for 
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the development and significance of the father-infant relationship, and the procedures that 

should be used to assess it (Bögels & Phares, 2008; Grossman, Grossman, Fremmer-

Bombik, Kindler, Scheuer-Englisch, & Zimmermean,, 2002; Paquette & Bigras, 2010).

The Father-Infant Activation Relationship

Many of the recent conceptualizations of fathering and its importance to children’s 

development emphasize the role of fathers as playmates and protectors, who engage in active 

physical play and challenge their children to take risks (Grossman et al., 2002; Majdandžić, 

de Vente, & Bögels, 2016; Paquette, 2004). Paquette (2004) argues from an evolutionary 

perspective that the emotional bond between mothers and children is primarily an 

attachment relationship in which mothers provide comfort in times of distress, which creates 

social harmony and connectedness. In contrast, fathers provide protection, encourage risk-

taking in the context of safety, and promote exploration while setting appropriate limits, 

which ultimately facilitates infant self-regulation, autonomy, and exploratory competence. In 

the same way that responsive and sensitive caregiving contribute to a secure mother-infant 

attachment, Paquette (2004) argues that stimulating and challenging behaviors, often during 

rough-and-tumble play, excite, destabilize, and encourage the child to take risks and in the 

process promote the development of the father-infant activation relationship; the “attachment 

bond that fosters children’s opening to the world” (p. 202). Indeed, there is research showing 

that fathers are, at times, less sensitive and more intrusive, directive, and parent-centered 

than mothers in play activities (Hallers-Haalboom et al., 2017; Power, 1985; Tamis-

LaMonda et al., 2004; Volling, McElwain, Notaro, & Herrera, 2002), and that fathers’ 

assertions and initiations in social toy play predict preschool children’s cognitive and social 

development (Roggman, Boyce, Cook, Christiansen & Jones, 2004). Therefore, it is 

certainly possible that fathers engage in a more direct, stimulating, and challenging style of 

father-infant interaction that promotes children’s social competence. The primary goal of the 

current study was to uncover different profiles of father-infant and mother-infant interaction 

at the end of the first year and determine if one of those profiles provided support for 

activation relationship theory. Based on the developmental ecological systems framework 

presented in Chapter 1 (Volling & Cabrera, this issue), our focus on parent-infant interaction 

places the current work clearly within the microsystem level.

Several investigators have started to develop measurement instruments (e.g., observational 

and parent report) that assess different fathering behaviors that are consistent with activation 

relationship theory, including challenging parental behavior (Majdandžić et al., 2016), 

paternal dominance in rough and tumble play (Flanders et al., 2010), the encouragement of 

risk-taking (Hagan & Kuebli, 2007; Paquette & Bigras, 2010), sensitive-challenging 

behavior (Grossman et al., 2002), and the quality of rough-and tumble play (Fletcher, St. 

George, & Freeman, 2013). Because fathers engage in more rough and tumble play (RTP) 

than mothers (e.g., Fliek, Daemen, Roelofs, & Muris, 2014; Majdandžić et al., 2016; 

Schoppe-Sullivan, Kotila, Jia, Lang & Bower, 2013), RTP has been a primary focus for 

father-child activation research, partly because it provides children with the necessary risk-

taking in the safe confines of a playful father-child relationship. But, RTP constitutes only a 

small percentage (8%) of play interactions between parents and young children (Pellegrini & 

Smith, 1998), so other interactive contexts need to be considered when examining evidence 
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for the father-infant activation relationship (Majdandžić et al., 2016). In the current study, 

fathers and mothers were observed in a series of challenging teaching tasks with their one-

year-old infants (Volling, et al., 2002; Vondra, Shaw, & Kevenides, 1995) as one means to 

investigate a pattern of parenting that was stimulating and directive, but also done in a 

sensitive and responsive manner.

Evidence for Activation Fathering

Evidence for an active and challenging form of fathering is beginning to emerge. During 

naturalistic home observations between parents and their 4-year-old children, Stevenson & 

Crnic (2013) found a latent factor they labeled “activative fathering” that included positive 

loadings for opportunity for interaction and cognitive stimulation of development, a negative 

loading for fathers’ detachment, and a positive, yet moderate, level of intrusiveness. The fact 

that moderate levels of intrusiveness loaded positively with cognitive stimulation on one 

factor echoes the sentiments of others that fathers’ challenging, stimulating, and directive 

style of interaction in a positively supportive context allows children to feel safe and 

protected while exploring new horizons and experiencing novel situations (Grossman et al., 

2002; Bögels & Phares, 2008; Paquette, 2004). The idea that paternal intrusiveness may 

have different implications for children’s development depending on what other interaction 

behaviors are manifest (e.g., positive or negative affect) is also echoed in the work of 

Karberg et al. (this issue). Further, this latent factor of activative fathering at 48 months 

predicted children’s behavioral regulation in a problem-solving task and children’s 

sociability at 60 months.

Goodman, Crouter, Lanza, Cox, Vernon-Feagans and the Family Life Investigators (2011) 

found further support for what may be the activation fathering construct. Fathers (N= 492) 

were observed in a 10 min freeplay interacting with their 6-month-old infants during home 

visits. Father-infant interactions were coded using the well-established ratings of sensitivity, 

positive regard, intrusiveness, stimulation of cognitive development, and detachment from 

the NICHD Early Child Care Research Network (NICHD ECCRN, 1999), which were then 

subjected to a latent profile analysis that revealed five latent classes for fathers: sensitive/
engaged (11% of the sample), detached (19%), intrusive/negative (12%), average parenting 
(42%), and stimulating/high verbal (17%). This last class comes closest to the activation 

profile of fathering because these fathers used high levels of cognitive and verbal stimulation 

in the context of positive regard and animated father-infant interaction. In the current report, 

we used exploratory analyses to search for a similar latent profile of activation fathering, a 

pattern of father-infant interaction that involved moderate levels of intrusive and mistimed, 

parent-centered behaviors, in combination with fathers’ efforts to stimulate cognitive 

development, while maintaining a sensitive and positively supportive relationship context.

Although evidence is accumulating for a latent construct of activation fathering, both 

Stevenson and Crnic (2013) and Goodman et al., (2011) focused only on fathers, and did not 

test whether similar findings applied to mothers. Ryan, Martin, and Brooks-Gunn (2006) 

also took a person-centered approach (K-means cluster analysis) using 237 fathers and 

mothers from the Early Head Start Research and Evaluation Project who had participated in 

a “three box” task with their two-year-old toddlers, and found four groups of fathers and 
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mothers: highly supportive (high on sensitivity and positive regard), negative (high on 

intrusiveness), detached, and “somewhat supportive”, which described mothers and fathers 

who were not as sensitive as highly supportive parents, but still high on cognitive 

stimulation, and slightly higher on intrusiveness. Could this last group of parents be the 

activation parenting profile? If so, it emerged for both fathers and mothers.

Aims and Hypotheses

The first aim of the current study was to take a person-centered statistical approach to 

ascertain whether there was a latent parenting profile of activation that described fathers’ 

and mothers’ interactions with their secondborn, 12-month-old infants during a challenging, 

three-box, teaching task. If an activation parenting profile was uncovered, we hypothesized 

that it would reflect a pattern fairly high in sensitivity and positive regard, with moderate 

levels of intrusiveness and cognitive stimulation, and low levels of detachment. In line with 

prior studies using person-centered approaches, we also hypothesized that additional 

parenting profiles would emerge: (a) supportive parenting (sensitivity, positive regard, 

cognitive stimulation, and low intrusiveness and detachment); (b) intrusive, insensitive (i.e., 

high intrusiveness, low sensitivity) and/or (c) disengaged (e.g., high detachment). Further, 

we hypothesized that similar groups of parenting profiles would emerge across fathers and 

mothers (see Ryan et al., 2006), but in line with activation relationship theory, there would 

be more fathers than mothers in the activation profile. The second aim was to examine 

whether profiles were related across fathers and mothers to determine if mothers and fathers 

in the same family interacted similarly or differently with their infants. Because Paquette 

(2004) argued that the father-child activation relationship is distinct from the mother-infant 

attachment relationship, and that the strange situation procedure (SSP) is an invalid 

assessment of father-infant activation, the final aim was to test the relations between our 

resulting parenting profiles and infant-parent attachment security resulting from the SSP. 

Throughout the remainder of this chapter, we refer to the hypothesized profile of parenting 

characterized by sensitivity, positive regard, and stimulation of cognitive development, with 

moderate levels of intrusiveness and low levels of detachment as activation parenting.

Methods

Participants

Participants included 241 mothers and fathers who participated in a longitudinal 

investigation of child and family adjustment after the birth of a second child (see Volling et 

al., 2017, for details of recruitment, sample characteristics, and study design) conducted 

during the last trimester of the mother’s pregnancy with the second child, and 1, 4, 8 and 12 

months after birth. Observational data for the current report are from the 195 families 

participating in the laboratory visits when the infant was 12 or 13 months old 

(counterbalanced across mothers and fathers) with complete data from at least one parent 

(184 families with complete data from both parents). The 195 families were not significantly 

different on mothers’ age, fathers’ age, years of marriage, infant gender, mother’s ethnicity, 

or father’s ethnicity from the 241 recruited families, but had significantly higher household 

incomes, χ2 (3) = 18.61, p < .001, higher levels of father education, χ2 (3) = 9.67, p = .02, 
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and higher levels of mother education, χ2 (2) = 11.31, p < .004. The sample was 

predominantly European American (85%), college-educated (85%) and middle-class, mean 

income = $75,000 to 79,999. Mothers were 31.8 years; SD = 3.9, on average, with fathers 

33.3 years, SD = 4.6. One-year-old infants included 83 females and 112 males.

Procedures and Measures

The counterbalanced laboratory visits conducted at 12 and 13 months started with the 

Strange Situation procedure (see Ainsworth, Blehar, Waters, & Wall, 1978), which was 

followed with a 15-min, three-box, teaching task (TT). Parents were presented with three 

boxes, each with a toy beyond the developmental level of the infant (see Vondra, et al., 1995) 

and instructed to teach the child to (a) hit each key on a xylophone; (b) use a hammer to 

pound shapes on the back of a toy turtle; and (c) use each button and lever on a Sesame 

Street activity box. In prior research, parents were more intrusive and less sensitive in the 

teaching task compared to a free-play, and direct parental assistance was often necessary for 

infants to engage the task (Volling et al., 2002). All sessions were video-recorded for 

subsequent coding of parenting behavior.

Parenting behaviors.—Trained coders rated six parenting behaviors using the same 

rating system as the NICHD Study of Early Child Care Research Network (NICHD 

ECCRN, 1999), which utilizes 7-point scales from 1 (not at all characteristic) to 7 (very 

characteristic) for (a) sensitivity - ability to perceive and accurately interpret the infant’s 

behavior and respond appropriately (Intraclass Correlation for reliability, ICC = .85); (b) 

intrusiveness – interventions or overstimulation that impinges on the infant’s independence 

(ICC = .89); (c) detachment - lack of involvement and disengagement (ICC = .87); (d) 

positive regard – demonstrating positive feelings toward the infant (ICC = .82); (e) negative 
regard - demonstrating negative feelings such as criticisms and harsh tone (ICC = .84); and 

(f) stimulation of cognitive development - scaffolding the infant’s cognitive development 

during the task (ICC = .79). Each of the three, 5-minute intervals received a global rating on 

each parenting behavior, and these ratings were then averaged.

Infant-parent attachment.—During the same laboratory visit, the Strange Situation 

Paradigm (SSP: Ainsworth et al., 1978) was conducted to assess infant-mother and infant-

father attachment relationships, and infants were classified as secure (B), insecure-avoidant 
(A), insecure-resistant (C), or disorganized (D). Attachment distribution for the 191 mothers: 

A (n = 12, 6%), B (n = 118, 62%), C (n = 50, 26%), D (n = 11, 6%) and 189 fathers: A (n = 

22, 11.6%), B (n = 117, 61.9%), C (n = 32, 16.9%), D (n = 18, 9.5%).

Plan of Analysis

Person-centered statistical approaches identify sub-groups of people based on their 

similarities on a set of variables (Bergman & Magnusson, 1997) and are the perfect tool for 

uncovering parenting profiles. To address the first aim, Latent Profile Analysis (LPA) was 

conducted for mothers and fathers separately. One-way ANOVAs using class membership as 

the between-subjects factor with parenting behaviors as the dependent variables were 

conducted to examine class differences. Chi-square analyses were performed to determine if 
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resulting parenting profiles were associated across mothers and fathers (Aim 2) and with the 

security of the infant-parent attachment relationships (Aim 3).

Results

Preliminary analyses.

All variables were consistent with a normal distribution, except negative regard for mothers 

and fathers, which occurred infrequently so both were dropped from analyses. There were 

no significant relations between demographic characteristics (i.e., income, mothers’ and 

fathers’ education, race/ethnicity, and age) and any of the mothering or fathering behaviors. 

Correlations and descriptive statistics can be found in Table 4.1. Mean comparisons across 

mothers and fathers using paired samples t-tests revealed that mothers were higher on 

sensitivity, t(183) = 4.24, p < .001 (Mm = 4.26, SD = 0.78, Mf = 3.94, SD = 0.83), positive 

regard, t(183) = 5.43, p < .001 (Mm = 4.15, SD = 0.84, Mf = 3.65, SD = 0.98), and 

stimulation of cognitive development than fathers, t(183) = 5.95, p < .001, (Mm = 3.87, SD = 

0. .76, Mf = 3.45, SD = 0.71), and fathers were more detached, t(183) = −3.79, p < .001 (Mm 

= 1.60, SD = 0.71, Mf = 1.91, SD = 1.04) than mothers.

Person-Centered Analyses for Fathering and Mothering

Latent profile analysis (LPA) was conducted using Mplus Version 7.2 (Muthén & Muthén, 

1998-2012) with Full Information Maximum Likelihood estimation (FIML). LPA creates 

latent classes, or groups, of individuals that have shared characteristics such that individuals 

in one class are more similar to each other than to individuals in other classes. To determine 

model fit and the appropriate number of classes, we used the Bayesian Information Criteria 

(BIC), entropy, as well as the Lo-Mendell-Rubin adjusted likelihood ratio test (LMR-A). 

Smaller BIC values indicate better fit. Entropy indicates class distinctiveness with values 

closer to 1 suggesting good class distinction. LMR-A indicates whether there is a significant 

improvement in model fit of the k number of groups tested versus a k-1 model.

Latent classes of fathering.—The four-class model, BIC = 2125.28, entropy .92, LMR-

A = 98.71, p < .01, was considered the best model fit for fathering because there was a 

decrease in BIC relative to the three-class model, BIC = 2128.30, and an increase for the 

five-class model, BIC=2147.96, indicating worse fit. Entropy (.92) was higher for the four-

class model than the three-class model (.89) or five-class (.87) models. In addition, the 

LMR-A indicated no improvement for a five-class model relative to a four-class model, 

LMR-A = 43.25, p = .37. Means for the five classes are presented in Table 4.2. The 

Supportive class (n = 45, 24.1%) had the highest sensitivity, positive regard and stimulation 

of cognitive development, with the lowest scores on detachment. The Intrusive class (n = 9, 

4.8%) was high on intrusiveness, low on positive regard, and was moderately disengaged. 

The Disengaged class (n = 24, 12.8 %) had the highest detachment, lowest positive regard, 

and lowest stimulation of cognitive development of any class. The final and largest class was 

the Activation class (n = 109, 58.3%), which reflected the hypothesized pattern of activation 

parenting. These fathers were moderately high in sensitivity, positive regard, and cognitive 

stimulation, and low in detachment, but were also moderate in their levels of intrusiveness.
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Latent classes of mothering.—The three-class model for mothers, BIC = 2034.65, 

entropy = .86, LMR-A = 81.79, p = .09, was considered the best model fit because the BIC 

decreased relative to a two-class model, BIC = 2060.02, and the BIC increased for a four-

class model, BIC = 2043.85. Entropy for the three-class model increased relative to the two-

class model (.84) and decreased for the four-class model (.85). Means for the four classes are 

presented in Table 4.3. The Supportive class (n = 79, 41.1%) was highest on sensitivity, 

positive regard, and stimulation of cognitive stimulation, and had very low scores on 

intrusiveness and detachment. The Disengaged class (n = 19, 9.9%) had the lowest levels of 

sensitivity, positive regard, and stimulation of cognitive development, and highest levels of 

detachment compared to other classes. There was also an Activation class (n = 94, 49%), 

which was high on sensitivity, positive regard and stimulation of cognitive development, low 

on detachment, and moderate on intrusiveness.

Family-Level Associations across Mother and Father Profiles.

As shown in Table 4.4, chi-square analyses revealed a significant association between 

mother and father profiles, χ2 (6) = 19.534, p <.01. Overall, 30% of infants had fathers and 

mothers with an activation profile. In families with supportive fathers, nearly half of the 

infants (48.8%) also had supportive mothers, but another 39.5% had activation mothers. In 

families in which infants had activation fathers, 50% also had activation mothers during the 

teaching task, with another 44% with supportive mothers. Finally, in families with 

supportive mothers, 63% of infants interacted with an activation father whereas only 27.6 % 

of them had a supportive father. The remaining smaller groups showed dispersion across 

classes.

For the final aim, we examined the associations between the different parenting profiles for 

mothers and fathers, and the infant’s attachment classifications. Chi-square analyses were 

nonsignificant for both mothers, χ2 (6) = 5.89, p = .436, and fathers, χ2 (9) = 8.35, p = .499, 

when examining the ABCD classifications, as well as when collapsing to secure (B)/

insecure (ACD) groupings, χ2 (2) = 4.53, p =.104 for mothers, and χ2 (3) = 2.46, p = .489, 

for fathers.

Discussion

The current research was clearly exploratory, but it was also theory-driven. The analyses 

were designed to test one of the basic tenets of Paquette’s (2004) activation relationship 

theory; that infants develop a unique relationship with fathers, the father-infant activation 

relationship, due to the propensity for fathers to engage in more stimulating physical play, 

and encourage exploration and risk-taking. To date, few studies have tested the premises of 

activation relationship theory. The initial findings of Stevenson & Crnic (2013) were the first 

to uncover a latent factor consisting of both cognitive stimulation and moderate levels of 

intrusiveness that they labeled “activative” fathering. Other studies taking a person-centered 

approach have also identified groups of fathers who engaged in highly stimulating and 

moderately intrusive interaction, while also maintaining sensitively responsive interactions. 

We hypothesized that a similar profile of activation fathering might emerge in the current 

study using a challenging, three-box, teaching task. Observations of both father-infant and 
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mother-infant interaction were available to search for the activation profile, and to determine 

if it was more prevalent and characteristic of fathers’ teaching interactions, or whether 

mothers also engaged in activation parenting.

The current strategy for investigating activation relationship theory involved a combination 

of the “tried and true” in both procedures and statistical analyses, and a bit of exploration in 

uncharted territory. As for the “tried and true”, we used a well-established interaction task, 

the three-box task, but modified it to be more challenging by making sure the tasks were all 

above the developmental level of the infant and telling parents to teach their children; a task 

we knew from prior research increased intrusive parenting behavior (Volling et al., 2002). 

Second, mother-infant and father-infant interactions were coded with a well-established and 

reliable observational coding system used widely in many large-scale studies with diverse 

groups of parents, and both mothers and fathers from low- and middle-income families (e.g., 

Tamis-LaMonda et al. 2004). This system was comparable to that used by Stevenson and 

Crnic (2013) in their initial study of “activative” fathering and was also similar, if not 

identical, to the behavioral ratings in the many other studies using person-centered analyses 

(e.g., Goodman et al., 2011; Ryan et al., 2006). Observational methods are a common source 

of information on fathering and mothering in the field and in other studies in this issue, and 

may not yield similar results when parent reports are the source of information. For instance, 

Lee et al., (this issue) utilized home observations of coparenting in the first year, but did not 

find that observed coparenting correlated strongly with parents’ reports of maternal 

gatekeeping at 3, 6, or 9 months postpartum. Future research may benefit from using 

multiple methods to investigate the activation parenting construct further (see also 

Majdandžić et al., 2016).

For the unchartered areas of this investigation, we relied on exploratory, person-centered 

analyses (LPA) to uncover different parenting profiles or sub-groups of parents. Four 

different classes emerged for fathers, with the largest class (58.3%) characterized by the 

activation pattern. These fathers engaged in moderate intrusiveness and cognitive stimulation 

in the context of moderately high levels of sensitivity and positive regard that should provide 

infants with the feelings of a safe haven while being challenged to explore. A similar 

behavioral profile, however, was found for mothers, indicating that some mothers, too, 

engaged in this style of parenting with their infants during the challenging teaching task. 

Supportive and disengaged profiles also emerged for both fathers and mothers. An additional 

intrusive class emerged only for fathers, but represented only 4.8% of the fathers. The 

supportive profile replicated earlier findings (see also Goodman et al., 2011; Ryan et al., 

2006) in which parents were high on sensitivity, positive regard, and cognitive stimulation, 

but low on intrusiveness and detachment; a pattern of sensitively responsive interaction 

reminiscent of much of the research on mother-infant interaction based on Bowlby’s (1969) 

attachment theory. The fact that similar supportive and activation profiles emerged across the 

separate LPAs for mothers and fathers is also a replication of the two distinct profiles; found 

once for fathers, and again for mothers. In general, many of the chapters in this issue are 

exploring new territory and utilizing new statistical methods to measure and analyze 

fathering, a recommendation by the working group and part of the core issues presented by 

Cabrera and Volling (this issue). For instance Piskernik and Ahnert (this issue) used 

experience sampling to capture the activities fathers engaged in with their children in 
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naturalistic contexts, and also used a person-centered approach to find different profiles of 

father-child activities. The implications here are that future research may benefit from using 

both variable-centered and person-centered statistical approaches to uncover novel parenting 

constructs that have been overlooked to date.

One might conclude from the LPA that fathers and mothers were more similar than different 

because of the discovery of similar latent profiles. However, the proportion (49%) of 

mothers in the activation profile was less than the nearly 60% of fathers. Similarly, 41% of 

mothers fell into the supportive parenting class, whereas only 24% of fathers did. It appears, 

then, that there are both similarities and differences in mothers’ and fathers’ parenting, at 

least as observed in the current investigation of predominantly white, middle-class two-

parent families with one-year-olds using a three-box, laboratory teaching task. Ryan et al. 

(2006) found surprisingly similar results, reporting that there were more mothers in the 

highly supportive cluster and more men in the “somewhat supportive” cluster (similar to 

activation parenting here).

As Feinberg and colleagues (this issue) make clear, a family-level perspective requires that 

mothers and fathers be included in the same analysis, and analyzing data from both mothers 

and fathers simultaneously is often preferred. The LPA was conducted separately here for 

mothers and fathers given that each parent accompanied their infant separately during 

laboratory sessions that were intentionally separated by one month to minimize the testing 

effects on the infant of repeated exposures to the stressful SSP paradigm. But, fathers and 

mothers often occupy the same microsystem space, the family, and ideally, both parents 

should be included in the same analyses rather than analyzed in separate models (Core Issue 

6, Cabrera & Volling, this issue). We did attempt to take the analyses to the family-level by 

examining the associations between mother and father classes to see if infants had similar or 

different interactive experiences with their mothers and fathers. Nearly 30% of infants had 

both activation fathers and mothers, 26% had supportive mothers and activation fathers, 

11.4% had both supportive mothers and fathers, and 9% had supportive fathers and 

activation mothers. Further research is needed to determine what the developmental 

consequences are for infants when their fathers and mothers are either supportive or engage 

in activation parenting. Finally, if we have indeed uncovered an activation parenting profile, 

it was not related to the security of the infant-mother and infant-father attachment assessed 

concurrently using the SSP during the same laboratory visit.

Limitations

The exploratory nature of the analyses is certainly a limitation. Inspired by the theoretical 

formulations of Paquette (2004) on the father-infant activation relationship, as well as an 

ecological framework situating parents and infants within the microsystem of the family (see 

Chapter I), the person-centered analyses were conducted to move beyond the maternal 

template and consider alternative, theory-driven parenting constructs descriptive of 

fathering. Karberg et al. (this issue) also considered whether intrusive paternal behavior may 

be experienced differently by children and may have different developmental outcomes 

depending on whether it occurs within the context of positively affectionate or hostile 

parent-child interactions, and we recommend that other researchers attend to these 
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possibilities. The fact that we found evidence of an activation profile of fathering, that was 

replicated for mothers as well, is an encouraging first step, but there is a need for further 

investigations to test the robustness of these findings. We acknowledge that the results 

reported here may very well be limited to the challenging teaching context, the age of the 

infants studied (1 year), the observational coding system used (NICHD ECCRN), the 

socioeconomic and racial/ethnic make-up of our sample (middle-class white parents), the 

family structure (two-parent), or the experiences of the parents (all infants were 

secondborn). Each of these aspects of the current work may limit the generalization of the 

findings, and further research is needed to see if the activation profile emerges in other 

studies, and what the developmental consequences are for children.

Future Directions

There are several implications of these findings for future research. The first is to simply 

encourage investigators to move beyond the predominant theories, paradigms, methods, and 

procedures developed and tested on mothers, and consider examining theoretically-driven 

parenting constructs that may be descriptive of fathering. In doing so, investigators need to 

be alert to the fact that mothers may also do these behaviors, and they are not simply unique 

to fathers. As such, both fathers and mothers need to be included in the same study. Second, 

the findings underscore a need to consider other social interactive contexts for testing 

activation relationship theory beyond rough and tumble play; the challenging teaching task 

described here may be one of them. Majdandžić et al. (2016) recently described a risk room 

and obstacle course that provided different challenges for young children and parents, and 

have also created both a questionnaire and observational rating system of what they are 

calling challenging parental behavior. These multi-method means of assessing novel 

parenting constructs may be more fruitful than simply using one observational context and 

one assessment system. Finally, developmental scientists need to think creatively about 

developing new procedures and coding methods that go beyond the current observational 

paradigms and coding systems used to assess parenting (i.e., mothering). We must be willing 

to take risks and widen the lens to include additional parenting constructs that will advance 

our understanding of fathering and mothering (Cabrera, Volling, & Barr, 2018).

CONCLUSION

The current study examined father-infant and mother-infant interactions to search for a style 

of activation parenting. Although there was evidence of an activation parenting profile, it 

was not unique to fathers, but also characterized a fair percentage of mothers. Results 

supported several recommendations resulting from this monograph advocating for research 

that includes both parents, an ecological systems perspective, and a need to widen our 

procedural repertoire of what constitutes parenting, and how we assess it.
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