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What effect do absent fathers have on the psychological wellbeing their black sons?

PRESS RELEASE

Black men and black fathers have become the social villains of society today, living under

public scrutiny and generalisations. Despite the new emergence of inclusion, representation

and push for understanding of race relations, these seem to be concepts that are often

sparingly shared when talking about black men and fathers. It is important to understand

black British fatherhood and how these relationships or lack of contribute to the development

of black men. The absent black father storyline is pushed and told often in today’s society

however the is little known about the real psychological effects that these absent fathers have

on their black sons and whether the effects contribute to the caricature of black men we see

today. This study aims to explores the psychological effects of absent fathers on their black

sons from a Black British perspective in hopes to form a better understanding of the black

father and black man in order to shed. light on this issue that is so often commented on but

rarely understood or explored. From this study, hopefully a new found understanding will

come to the forefront allowing for support to be put in place for those affected.
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ABSTRACT

This study critically explores the societal concern pertaining to the absent black father

rhetoric and the effects this has on the psychological well-being of their black sons.

Participants were eight black British men living in London. All of whom responded to semi

structured vital interviews on absent black fathers. Thematic analysis of the data collected

revealed that the participants considered the father absence was part of vicious cycle created

as bi product of historical and systematic factors relating back to racism which leaves many

young black men lacking direction and falling into the hands of negative black stereotypes.

Participants indirectly expressed similar perceptions in regards to the psychosocial effects of

absent fathers, all being able to acknowledge there was negative effects however

communicating a sense of default hardship put upon them as black men by society effecting

them more so than the father absence. Overall, the findings suggest a need to explore the

factors contributing to why black British men have a tougher experience in Britain appose to

pathologizing them as a result of father absence.
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INTRODUCTION  

The phenomenon revolving absent fathers is a customary occurrence in 21st century
homes, especially within the black household (Wilson, Henriksen, Bustamante and Irby;
2016). Black fathers are typically presented as absent from parenting and unwilling to take
any responsibility for their children (Reynolds, 2009). This social phenomenon is often
exhausted and the effects observed through the critique of black men and their presentation
within western society. When using the term ‘black fathers’ it is making reference to men of
African or Afro Caribbean lineage, without ignoring ‘the heterogenous nature of this group,
whose experiences are differentiated by their histories, cultures, ethnicities and social
circumstances’ (Bernard and Gupta, 2008).

Absenteeism is an ideology commonly associated with black men and fatherhood
however the differentiation between a resident and non-resident black fathers is often ignored
or interpretated incorrectly. When making reference to a ‘resident black father’ we are
referring to that of a father who lives in the same household as his children compared to that
of a ‘non-resident black father’ who does not. These categories alone are examples of
‘racialised constructions’ (Reynolds, 2008) of fatherhood which are created culturally and
products of cultural practices. The creation of these categories has essentialised the role of
the non-resident black father by making them commodities therefore deviating the traditional
role of a father to now being seen more so as a financial commodity to the contribution of a
child’s upbringing. The role and responsibilities of the father have been found to be
negotiated, contextual, interactional and relational (Burghes, Clarke and Ronin, 1997; Clarke
and Roberts, 2001; Doucet 2001, 2006a). Broader cultural and historical factors have an
impact also on a non-resident father and understanding their perspective of fatherhood and
their relationship with their children. In conjunction it is important to understand that the
definitions of normative family roles and practices are not only subjective to culture but
overall have shifted in importance over more recent years. Parenting experiences are seen to
be bi-product of not only historical and cultural factors, but also of race, social class,
prejudice and gender.

The absent father phenomenon can arguably be linked to elements in micro systems such
as poverty, crime and institutional racism which have long lasting negative effects on children
(Fagan, 1999; Wilson, 2006; Richter et al., 2010). Research has indicated that black children
more so than any other race are more likely to be without their biological or any father figure
during their early years ( Richter 2006; Richter and Smith 2006; Khewu and Adu, 2015;
Mashiya et al., 2015). The lack of and or absent involvement from fathers during childhood
has been observed to have lifelong negative impacts on children including on black men’s
mental health and well-being. Referencing data collected from the 2011 census it can be
noted that only 29.9% of black households were made up of couples who were married, in a
civil partnership or cohabiting (with or without dependent children) (Gov.uk, 2020). Thus,
further highlighting an invisible presence of the black father within the Black British
household bringing forth the question as to why this is the case and what psychological
effects does it have?
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A longitudinal study showed that youths in father-absent families (mother only and
relatives/other) had significantly higher odds of incarceration than those from mother-father
families. As well as it being recorded adolescents from father absent families also showed
significantly higher levels of delinquency. (Cynthis C.Harper, Sara S. McLanahan 2004).
Results from this study found that youths who never had a father in the household had the
highest incarceration odds. Making potent the correlation between father absence and
incarnation rates. This research also brought forth the statistics in which supported the
common background factors hypothesis showing that minority race/ ethnicity, residence in
urban area, regional residence and residence in countries with a high percentage of
female-headed households (Cynthis C. Harper, Sara S. McLanahan 2004) were all also
contributing factors to the high incarceration rate. All factors in which are subsequently
linked to the social issue of the absent black father and of which are factors linked to poor
mental well-being and development of psychological disorders amongst adolescent children
( Pinto, Luna & Sivla 2014).

Given the omnipresent stereotyping of black men as criminal or threatening specifically
within the media (Russell, 1995); it is important to acknowledge that popular media outlets
such as news broadcast and British new papers are presented and constructed by a majority
white cast. This portrayal plays an important role in creating and sustaining the stereotype of
black men as ‘criminal’ and bad (Oliver, M. B. 2003). Whilst ignoring the effects these
stereotypes have and the bigger issue contributing to why black men are more likely to be
incarcerated and the social issues that play a part in why in they turn to crime.

Anecdotal evidence shows that fear of being perceived as potential threats to their
children prevents some men from participating in their children’s early childhood years
(Richter et al. 2004). Highlighting that is arguably society’s cultural elements of micro
systems such as negative stereotypes can contribute to black men’s lack of interest in early
childhood development .

Our national history is a veritable treasure trove of heroes and villains (Van Deburg, W.L.
2004) with black people, specifically black men being cast as the villains. As seen daily
through our different avenues of social media. Heroes have an unrealistic ability to always
beat the odds, come out victorious and be in the spotlight. Unlike villains who receive less
positive spotlight and celebratory proclamations. They are often subjected to ‘whispered slurs
and bad press’. However, many of us fail to make the connection between heroes and villains
outside of the obvious, underestimating the contribution of each to one and other. This can be
said for black people and their history specifically looking at black men. Regardless of over
seventy years of black history month celebrations, an overall societal understanding of the
Black British historical experience, challenges and uniqueness are still proving to be
problematic.
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Despite the topic of absent black fathers often being spoken about within the context of
the African American man and is acknowledged as a social issue within the black
community; there is little research on the matter specifically from a black British perspective.
This project will explore the effects of absent fathers on the psychological wellbeing of their
black sons through the analysis of black fatherhood and the social villainization of the black
man through a Black British lens, whilst touching on other factors in which may contribute
to the social epidemic of absent black fathers. In doing so probing deeper into the historical
factors of racism and how it contributes to multiple conjoining factors that paint a bigger
picture and understanding of the black family household as well as the specific presence of
the black father and their importance within the family structure.

METHOD

Nature of the study

Previous research has explored fatherhood and Black fathers alongside their
experience and lack off, in black America (Connor & White 2006). However, there is still
extremely limited research on the subject of black fatherhood as well as that of absent black
fathers from a Black British lens therefore allowing for generalisability to be applied when
trying to understand the black father in Britain and the black British family. Unlike other
races, the black family has more layers of complexity (Hill, 1998) to understand due to the
capacious history of the race from a social, economic, historical and political stance all of
which contribute to the development of the black man and the black family unit.
(Parsons,1956) nuclear family suggests that the nuclear family consists of a straight married
couple and around two to five children. This being a social construct created by a white cis
American man and used as the foundation of how a family should be never the less the
person and demographic of whom this ideology was created by and reflective of is not
considerate of other cultures or people. Dysfunctionality is a common theme referred to
during conversations surrounding the black family never the less this is based off the
understanding of what the nuclear family is; a model created within the narrative of the white
American. Moreover, this study aims to use qualitative methods to explore the experience
and effects of absent black British fatherhood.

A qualitative approach using open data gathering techniques such as interviews to
gain in depth data allowing for in depth discussions consisting of subjective opinions and
experiences (Holt et al 2015). This approach was considered to be the best method, due to the
lack of research conducted on the topic, as it can be used in instances when the research does
not have a specific or predetermined hypotheses (Yauch & Steudel, 2013). Using semi
structured were used to allow the interviewer to guide the direction of the interview in order
to gain the useful information needed whilst providing flexibility for participants to
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individually give in depth responses and identify topics which relevant to them and their
experiences ( Jackson, et al 2007) . Conversations of this nature have been described as
informal and differing from regular everyday conversation (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009)
therefore making it the easier for participants to talk about their individual experiences in a
calmer and more relaxed setting whilst still allowing for interviewer to indirectly get
substantial information. A thematic analysis was then used to analyse all the transcribed
interviews which then allows for the researcher to identify themes and dissect through the
data. A primary reason for the use of a thematic analysis was its tensity makes it a lot more
favourable for qualitative researchers that have minimal experience ( Willig &
Stainton-Rogers, 2007).

Participants

A purposive opportunity sample was used to recruit participants for this study. This was
conducted by posting a brief advert on both Instagram and twitter advertising what would be
investigated, the need for participants and what the participant requirements are. The
inclusion criteria included : black male of African or Caribbean descent, between the ages of
21-35, working, currently living in London and was raised in London during their adolescent
years (10 to 19 years old).

Impressionability is a key theme when investigating the effects of absent fathers, and
usually most relevant when looking specifically investigating the adolescent and young adult
population (Gwon and Jeong, 2018). Impressionability is a concept used by researchers to
explore vulnerability and sensitivity to an environment (Gwon and Jeong, 2018). Social
learning theory shows that individuals form attitudes and behaviours under the influence of
other people around them (Bandura and McClelland, 1977).

Using participants between the ages of 21-35 avoids ethical consideration in relation to
informed consent as all participants are of an age are they can give their own consent to take
part In the research. Arguably those under the age of 21 can be considered as vulnerable. Due
to the potential sensitivity surrounding the topic area participants 21 and above are better
suited. Despite vulnerability to participant, not age specific it can be argued that young
people specifically those under the age of 21 are more susceptible to trauma and can be easier
triggered by sensitive topics. Never the less a sensitive approach was taken when exploring
this topic and participants were reminded and reassured that they can refuse to answer any
question and have the rights to withdraw at any given point without having to provide a
reason. The distress protocol created by London Metropolitan University (see Appendix B)
will be followed during the duration of each interview to ensure each participant is
comfortable and any form of distress is best avoided and well managed.

Vulnerable people were not considered for this research project due to the potential to
elicit trauma or harm. The exclusion criteria for those considered to be vulnerable include;
those not working, under the age of 21 and diagnosed with mental illness. After each
interview has been conducted participants were debriefed on the aims of the study, what will
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happen with the data collected, the appropriate details of the all the researchers involved in
this study alongside the details of support lines and emails if they would like access to further
support once the study is over. This information was also stated in the debrief form which
was electronically sent to all the participants.

Data was pseudonymised and anonymised guaranteeing participants complete anonymity
and stored in a password protected device. This was the same for recordings. Participants
have not been referred to by name during the recording or within any of the interview
transcripts following the British Psychology Society (2014) code of conduct.

Table 1. Participant Demographics

Pseudonyms Gender Ethnicity

Man Q Male Black British African
Man T Male Black British African
Man U Male Black British Caribbean
Man V Male Black British African
Man W Male Black British African
Man X Male Black British Caribbean
Man Y Male Black British Caribbean
Man Z Male Black British Caribbean

Materials

The materials needed for this study included a phone recorder which was used to
record the interviews with all the participants in order for all interviews to be transcribed later
on. Specifically using a recorder on an Apple iPhone 13 pro max. This particular recording
device is suitable because the recordings taken are protected by the Apple database and are
not further shared. Also, it gives the researcher easier access to the recordings for when they
need to be transcribed. Pre-Prepared interview questions were also created in preparation for
the interview all relative to the research question. These questions were carefully thought out
in order to get the most in depth conversations from all the participants. For example,
questions such as “what does it mean to be a father”, “how would define an absent father”
and “what are your opinions on women single handily rising their black sons”

Procedure

Each participant was electronically sent consent forms to fill out via email before the
interviews.
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Before the interviews commence each participant was reminded of their rights to
withdraw reiterated alongside being briefed on what the study is about, what will be done
with the data collected and how to contact the researcher (myself) after the interviews have
been done for a follow up if needs be. Once this was done the interviews were started. Each
interview took place virtually via zoom link which was sent to each participant via email an
hour before the meeting was scheduled to start.

Interview Procedure

Eight participants took part in semi structured interviews lasting up to an hour each.
These interviews consisted of a number of open ended questions allowing each participant to
direct the conversation. Within these conversations participants were encouraged to expand
their responses as much as possible with prompts. Each interview was audio recorded,
pseudonymized, transcribed verbatim and stored on a password encrypted device.

Reviewing other qualitative research investigating a similar topic area, highlighted the use
of 8-12 participants ( Reynolds, 2009). Using a small sample conducive to the depth of
case-oriented analysis which is fundamental to qualitative research. In addition to this,
qualitative samples are purposive. Participants are selected by virtue of their capacity to
provide strongly textured information with relevance to the particular phenomenon that is
being investigated (Vasileious, K., Barnett, J., Thorpe, S. et al, 2018). Large samples risk
providing repetitive data that although arguably can support the strength and validity of a
theme, it however does not allow for larger exploration of other themes or topics.

Alongside time restraints, the use 8 participants arguably are best suited for this research
project. It was concluded that semi structured interviews more beneficial to this particular
project appose to unstructured or structured interviews; as the navigation of conversation is
passively controlled and allows for the themes and topics needed to answer the research
question to be addressed. There are specific areas that need to be covered, however the
participants’ individual experience is also needed. Open ended questions such as “what does
it mean to be a father”, “how would define an absent father” and “what are your opinions on
women single handily rising their black sons” were carefully thought out and prepared prior
to the interviews and the same questions will be asked to all the participants. This in
conjunction with the semi structure of the interviews allows for in depth responses and
themes to be identified from all the participants interviews. Therefore, following the format
of a brief opening statement with approximately 10 questions alongside additional probing
questions (Rabionet, 2011).

Objectivity potentially could have been highlighted a be an issue when using semi
structured interviews however in this instance epistemological privilege is a key factor that
can be argued as the research question being investigated and the participants used are
coherent.
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Participants will also be debriefed once the interviews have been conducted and yet again,
they will be reminded of their right to withdraw within a period of 7 days if they please. They
will be offered the opportunity to discuss the study and will be given the details of the
researcher and necessary people if they wish to seek support after the study has been
conducted.

RESULTS

Qualitative Findings

Audio recording of the eight interviews conducted for this study were all individually

transcribed verbatim and pseudonymised. Due to the nature of the topic and type of study

style it was later decided that Braun and Clarke’s (2006) thematic analysis was the best way

to analyse the data collected allowing for an in depth analyse and identification themes to be

highlighted and further explored. Braun and Clarke’s process of thematically analgising data

was followed through the revision of the each of the eight transcribed interviews and note

taking made in order to identify the different codes, themes and patterns within the eight

different transcripts. Once this stage of the analytical process was done for each of the eight

transcripts, there were noticeable overlapping and correlating themes and codes identified

amongst all the transcripts highlighting commonalities and relationships (Appendix E). From

the onset the researcher had thought of potential themes in which may be present amongst the

transcripts prior to the interviews being conducted, however the themes in which were

identified all linked back or had some form of correlation to the research topic and interview

questions. Final evaluation of each stage of the process allowed for further sub themes to be

identified which then allowed for appropriate subordinate themes to be created the analysis of

the transcripts identified three main themes and

Table 1.  Theme Table

Theme: Sub-Theme: Example Quote:
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Predominance of women’s role in bringing up black children

Mother’s exert a greater degree of control over their children ( Scaglioni & Galimberti

2008)  this is particularly the case within black families and the black household.

Conceptualising the idea of single motherhood:

Participants often made reference to the sub theme of single mothers when speaking

about their own personal experiences and opinions on the absent black father narrative. Man

X specifically Often spoke about how he would define a single mother and how many black

men would agree that the single mother rhetoric is often both over used and misused.

Misused from the perspective that they believe that the term ‘single mother’ and ‘single

woman’ is often used interchangeable when they are not the same thing. Speaking to all the

participants, there is a common notion that the idea that there are many single black mothers

is over exaggerated and miscommunicated for single black women with children. This term

of single motherhood having negative implications resulting in the misrepresenting of the

black father presence. This misrepresentation being very distressing for those black fathers

who do play an active role in their children’s lives despite not being resident in their homes.

Never the less, in conjunction to this it was also identified and praised the efforts in which

those of whom the participants qualified to be classed as a ‘single mother’ the great jobs they

done and the immense efforts in which they made with their children.

‘There’s more single women raising children then single mothers. Being a single woman and a

single mother is two different things. And especially within the black community women love to throw

this single mother narrative around’ – (Man X  57, 58,59)

‘A single mother is someone who has a child and the father is not about to any capacity

physically, emotional, financially none of that. So, she is actually single handily raising her child as

the only parent’- (Man X  62, 63, 64)
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Highlighting the specific relationship black mothers have with their black sons in

comparison to their black daughters and how this somewhat contributed to the over

femininity within the black household arguably contributing to the hypermasculinity within

black men. Research has also found the black mothers tend to be firmer with their daughters

than with their sons (Sharp, E. A., & Ispa, J. M. (2009). The softness from these single

mothers towards their son and the high pedestal in which their sons are put on within their

household controversially contributes to the large ego in which is often spoken about

regarding black boys. Reviewing other literature there is an emphasis on the negative impact

that black single parent households can have on boys more so than girls. Studies have found

that economic hardship has an indirect link to harsher parenting styles imposed by single

black mothers due to the depressive symptoms attributed to being a black woman as well as

parenting stress. Both have been related to harsher parenting.

Reviewing other literature pertaining to the black mother role in accordance to the

conversations had with the eight participants, black mothers are almost always portrayed as

strong women who are invulnerable, always taking care of and protecting others (White,

1999; hooks;1981; Jones & Shorter-Gooden, 2003; Ladner, 1971; Madhubuti, 1990;

Mullings, 2000; Roberts, 1997). Black womanhood as an isolated topic has its own

psychological issues and strains which are often subconsciously reflected when black women

raise children. Specifically, when they raise their black sons single handily. Sharp and Isapa

(2009) urban city black mothers communicated a sense of fatalism in regards to their black

sons therefore raising their black daughters to be strong women in preparation to deal with a

plethora of responsibilities in which men will not assume. This idea alone has been found to

have a negative impact on black men’s view and sense of self. As well as having a negative

sub conscious effect on their mental well-being.

Contributing factors that bitter baby mums have to the fatherless presence

in the black home:

Also repeatedly mentioned throughout the interviews was the idea of what all the

participants referred to as ‘the bitter baby mums’ and the contribution they have towards the
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issue of absent black fathers situation. During the interviews various definitions of what a

bitter baby mother was and the common theme was it’s a black woman who intentional does

not allow their children’s father to see them or have contact with them to spite him; often as a

result of an issue she has with him. Better the eight participants there was a lot of anger and

irritation expressed to the little attention that the issue of bitter baby mothers got. Explaining

how there are black men who do try to be in their children’s lives but are not allowed due to

the mother choosing to be spiteful and using the children as a pawn to spite and elicit

negative emotions from the father. Often to paint him in a negative and aggressive light to

others and the children involved. This emotional manipulation is something that a lot of black

fathers who have poor relationships with the children’s mothers have to do deal with. Further

highlighting the power dynamic between black mother and fathers putting black fathers in the

weaker position when it comes to parenting. There’s research on the issue of black fathers

who are not around for their children due to multiple reasons, generally abandonment, doing

time in prison, involvement in drugs or other things in which keeps them away from their

children based of a personal choice they have made, however the there is nothing pertaining

to the those of whom want to be in their children’s lives but are not allowed to due to the spite

of their children’s mother. This factor contributing to the absence of a father presence is not

only damaging to the father but also to the children who do not understand the situation and

are fed a narrative about the inactiveness of their fathers from their mother. As well as the

negative effects on the father.

‘bitter baby mothers are not talked about enough in this conversation about absent black fathers.

Bitter baby mothers contribute to this issue so much.’- (Man Z, 103)

‘a bitter baby mother is a woman who keeps the children away from a man to spite him because of

the personal issues that she has with him but will run and say she gets no support or that her baby

father is a bum more time she is doing everything in her power to keep the kids away from him

because of her own issues with him.’-(Man Y, 140,141)

This issue is particularly has a negative impact on young black boys growing up in single

mother households as they are often constantly hearing and being told a negative rhetoric

about their fathers and about black men as a whole. The constant negative talk about black

men and black fathers can be damaging due to the formation of a negative outlook and

understanding of what they may become and those in which look like them. Their
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understanding and development of self-concept is more likely to be negative due to the

enforced negative view of other black men. Those in which they identify with have a negative

stereotype cultivated within the home from their black mothers, who are put on a high

pedestal within their homes and community. Therefore, reinforcing this narrative due to the

credibility of the black mother as well as the fact that the black mother is the primary or in

the case of the bitter baby mum the only parent around.

The effects that Black Womanhood have on how black women raise their

black sons:

The independent black woman has been a common social term in which has been used a

lot within society and when speaking to all the participants. This ideology never the less is

arguably some-what problematic in retrospect of the parental dynamic and upbringing of

black child. Black girls are being raised to be independent and self-sufficient by their single

black mothers and the push for competence and self-reliance in daughters seems to be

motivated by the felt need to prepare them to shoulder most of the responsibility for taking

care of themselves and nurturing their future families (Collins 1987; McAdoo 1988; Staples

& Johnson 1993). This method of upbringing in-directly nullifies the black man’s role as

father within the family therefore reducing the black man and making him a commodity.

There was clear distinction made about black women, their experiences and how their

unique experiences within society contribute to how their raise their daughters in comparison

to their sons. Man T explains how the role of being a black woman alongside the pressures

from both the black community and society has made the black woman become over

independent and in doing so making it difficult for them to identify when they need help.

Consequently in his opinion making that black woman have made being overly-independent a

personality trait and normalising struggling and avoiding help. Also making potent the

conflict of emotions due to innate hyper-independence with the stress that comes with not

accepting help from others. Therefore creating an air of frustration within black men due to

their efforts being dismissed but also being blamed for lot of problems that come as a result

of black women trying to raise their children alone. The psychological manipulation and

gaslighting of this is detrimental to both black fathers and black sons due to their constant

dismal and under representation due to an over exaggerated narrative.
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‘black womanhood has always been to carry the black community, so automatically they feel like

they can do things by themselves there’s not enough efforts to co parent its always ‘I can raise my

children’. They’re too quick to deny help because of pride and then want to be upset about the stresses

of doing things alone’-  (Man T 164,165,166)

‘black women are so strong and beautiful. The black woman is literally God personified. But with

that being said they have this thing where they think they are don’t need help’-(Man Q, 416)

With this being said it could also be acknowledged here by Man W, that black women are

put on a high pedestal within the black community despite flaws and other factors that

arguably contributed to a larger issue in relation to their relationships with their children

fathers as well as the issue in regards to the allowance of non-resident fathers to have a

healthy relationship with their children. Making prominent the idea that alongside the societal

issues against black men and father, there’s issues closer to home within the black community

also contributing to the issue of absent black fathers that is not acknowledged or explored

enough. Also highlighting a bigger issue within the black community in relation to the

accountability of black mothers and the role in which they play in why their black sons are

being raised without their fathers.

‘I’m a big supporter of the independent and strong black woman a big big supporter. However, I

feel this narrative also contributes to certain issues in the sense black women feel they can do

everything on their own. They almost pride themselves on being single mothers or doing the whole

parenting thing alone’-( Man W, 301,302)

Exploring the concept of black parenting, the idea of entitlement displayed by black

mothers in regards to the children. This ties in to the conversation relating to the concept of

bitter baby mother and mothers taking centre stage when it comes to the children.

“When it comes to parenting they have this issue of entitlement. Like because they are the mothers

they have more of a right or a say where the kids are involved. There’s no balance. They are the head
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huncho’s and everyone else meaning the black father especially if he isn’t with her or in the house is

less than her. She has the final say.” –(Man U 403,404)

There is no balance between mother and father role within the black family structure,

specifically within the dynamic of non-resident black fathers and black mothers. Man U

discuss the issue of entitlement highlighting how this entitlement occasionally is to the

detriment of the children. Black boys are who grow up in single parent households with their

mothers or in households where their fathers still play active roles within their lives however

are not resident in their homes are often experience one of two extremes either being

mollycoddled by their mothers or having too much responsibility put on them to compensate

for their fathers not being around and having to take up the’ man of the house’ role from very

early on in their lives both of which are damaging to a young boy. In one instance not being

able to grow up to the constant and over protection and the other having significant

psychological damage to the strain on growing up and having to provide as an adult instead

of enjoying childhood. The strain of feeling it is there job to look after and provide for the

household is very taxing on a young black boy and often is a contributing factor as to why

young black boys turn to fast methods of making money which typically are crime related.

Across social–economic classes, descriptions of Black femininity have involved images

of strong mothers who are invulnerable and always taking care of and protecting others

(Sharp & Ispa et al 2009). This is an idea that was often spoken on throughout all the

interviews with all the participants. All of whom acknowledged the historic context as to why

black mothers take the over protective stance they do with their children and specifically their

sons. These images have been linked to traditions built during slavery and the ongoing need

to compensate for men’s economic and psychological difficulties that result from multilevel

structural conditions rooted in societal racism (Beauboeuf-Lafontant 2007; Collins 2004;

Sharp and Ispa 2006a; Springer 2002). Participants put a lot of emphasis on the idea that the

black family is heavily governed by the black woman and due to this there’s and ownership

that black mothers have over their children that is often impenetrable from anyone outside of

her.

Theorising the impact The Government have on the black

community
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The government has been a big factor mentioned amongst participants pertaining issues

effecting black men, black fathers and the black community as a whole. Never the less when

speaking about the government all the participants used the term ‘the system’ to make

reference to it. Making prominent the idea that within the black community there is a

common notion that the government is an organisation of people largely made up of a white

cohort in which has enforced policies and legislations in do not support or provoke

improvement within the black community. The implications of these policies and social

constructs drastically impacting the black community

Conceptualising what ‘the System’ means amongst black people

The history of systematic racism implicated from the British government has been an

ongoing battle the black British community alongside other people of colour, have

continuously tried to fight and lost. The misuse of power from authority figures highlights the

negative effects of the agenda they try to push which typically only effects those in which do

not look like them. The effects of systematic racism can be observed not only in social

policies but also within the education system, the healthcare system and the police. All

government based institutions in which are meant to help people. In this subordinate theme

participants discuss the negative repercussions and how they affect them not only as black

men but the relationships between black men and women and black people as a whole.

Expressing how the system has not done anything to benefit black people in Britain other

than to divide them and cause riff amongst them as a community specifically between black

men and women.

“So back to what I was saying about how the system is one of the biggest destroys and

contributors to the whole single mum narrative, absent black father narrative is a result of this system

we have brought into thinking that its beneficial for us. Even though it’s the same system that was

literally built on the exploitation and slavery of black people. So how we think that the system at any

point will benefit us I do not know.”-(man X 79,80,81,82,83,84)

Man X expresses the stark dislike towards the government and how him alongside other

black men believe it is the government of whom play a vital role in black children growing

up in single parent households. Putting specific emphasis on how it has caused black women
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to not need black men due to the ability women have to claim benefits from the government

especially when they are single mothers. Due to single women getting more help from the

system

‘The system has made it so that the black woman doesn’t need the black man. Deep it you get

more money from the government if you are a quote on quote single mother. And seeing as the black

man’s position as a father only seems to be put down to whether or not he can provide. Unfortunately,

within our community providing as a man is about money and as a father how much you can

provide’-( Man X, 87,88,89,90,91,92)

He goes on to further talk about how replaceable the black man has become due to the

ability women have to go to the government for money if the black man is not providing or

not providing enough. Explaining how he believes that the accessibility black women have to

receiving financial aid from the government is a part of a bigger agenda to destroy the black

family which is believed to be key in destroying and keeping the black community at a lower

place in society.

‘The black father is so replaceable. Black people love money too much. The system has made it

that the black man can be replaced, the minute me as a black can’t provide enough I can literally get

kicked to the corner because my baby mother can go to the government and get p’-(man x

93,94,95,96)

The Racial Agenda regarding Police/ Stop and Search on Black British

men

In accordance with the conversations relating to the government conjoining theme and

one of the biggest and most spoken about themes is in relation to the relationship between the

metropolitan police and black British men. Man V highlights the fact that black men are

stopped and searched more often than any other race and continues to stress how these stops

and searches are sometimes unprovoked and are a bi product of racial profiling and prejudice.

With man V explicitly  saying:
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‘take the time to think about it. Black boys are stopped more by the police than anyone. Normally

of the back we LOOK a type of way. Even without doing anything. We just need to exist and we are the

villains and criminals in British society.’- (Man V, 270,271)

‘Being a black man in Britain is hard, being a black man in London is even harder because it’s a

large urban city. Higher crime rates and all that stuff the news will tell you. But who is always the

villain? Who’s always the protagonist? Black men. The police are clearly in love with us because they

are on us like a dog on heat blud”- (Man W, 340,341,342)

A recurrent idea mentioned by the participants is the villanisation of black men as a result

of both the government and the police. Both Man V and W speak on the issue of social

villanisation that black men have to deal with and how they feel they as black men are

unfairly targeted due to a racial agenda. Meaning no matter what they do they are under the

watchful eye of the police whether or not they are doing anything to warrant negative police

attention. A lot of stress, anger and frustration being conveyed by all eight participants when

talking about their opinions and experiences with the police from when they were young boys

to now being grown men.

Understanding the psychological impact negative stereotypes

have on black men

The use of propaganda in media to destroy the image of the black man

‘ I don’t understand this obsession of always representing the black family as a fatherless unit in

films, books, the media. They have this sick fascination of always pushing this in our face.’- (Man V,

203, 204)

Man V commented on this constant negative representation of the black father and the

black family seen within mainstream media referring to it as an ‘obsession.’ The use of the

word obsession brings to our attention the toxic fixation that media has diminish the value of

black men and fathers has become the holy grail. Data shows that media representation both

reinforce and complicate common media stereotypes which foster a further stigma and

perception which can contribute to the development of an individual forming a negative

self-perception of themselves (Fennell, Dana & Boyd, 2014); consequently, effecting how a

person values and sees themselves.
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‘there’s many a black families with both mother and father don’t let the media fool you. They only

want to show you that narrative to keep black families as the most dysfunctional unit’ (Man W,300,

301)

The constant negative portrayal of black men and father plays a big role in the

development of self-image amongst black boys. Like everyone there is a need for positive

role models and seeing those in which look like you and represent you, your culture and

background. Especially as young black boys, where there is already so many things against

them in society having positive role models is very important. The impact that positive role

models have are the same as the impact that having negative role models. This is something

in which Man U speaks about, saying how:

‘young black boys need positive role models everyone does. But if it’s always going to be a thing

of you only ever see people who look like you in a negative or aggressive light what do you think that’s

going to do? Its basic common sense.’- (Man U, 546,547)

In support of what the Man U had mentioned in regards to the impact that these negative

stereotype of black men have on them and the contribution that media portrayal has to the

social issues surrounding both black men and black fatherhood. Large amounts of research

has been done exploring manhood and masculinity and the impact that the media including

television, music, film and written material has. (Boyd Franklin, Franklin, & Toussaint,

2001; Comstock & Paik, 1991; Cones & White, 1998; Dines Humez, 1995; Stroman, 1991;

Winbush)

Man Z also made reference to how impressionable young black men are especially those

who unfortunately don’t have a father figure or an active one. Divulging into the ripple effect

of what these constant negative stereotypes indoctrinate within the minds of young black men

by setting such a low standard for them. The issue of absent black fathers has been

highlighted as a social issue never the less the negative portrayal of black men is further

pushing this narrative and contributing to the negative effects that young black boys face as a

result to being held to such a low standard. This low standard is a window for young black

boys to arguably feed into this narrative due to the displacement of accountability as a result

of having this narrative created about them and the sense of living up to it because it is

expected of them.
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‘impressionability is mad when you’re young. If we’re going to speak on absent fathers cool.

You’re a young black boy with no father, and all you see on socials, the news, films everywhere is

black men as criminals, bums, people who abandon their families, just all around villains and crawsis

people. Don’t you think subconsciously young black boys are going to feed into that. You already

don’t hold us to any kind of standard to I might as well kind of thing.’ – (Man Z, 560,561,562)

The correlation between masculinity and manhood with the father figure

Man X explains the importance of the father figure and how distinct that role is for a man

to fill. Going on to discuss how the father is the blueprint that a young boy has to

understanding manhood as well as being the first example and understanding of masculinity.

The father is the framework in which a young boy uses to understand himself and then

develop into being a man. Without the active father figures young boys, young black boys

specifically often have to teach themselves and gain their own understanding of what man

hood is without the guidance of understanding positive masculinity. The projective of black

men are typically hyper masculine and toxic. Media portrayals in film and music normally

present the black man as a violent, thuggish, criminal, abusive and womanisers. The presence

of the father is meant to be an example of what to be and in other cases what not to be. The

absence of this often is what leading many young black men down the wrong path. They

become biproducts of what they see of themselves as black men and their understanding of

what it means to be a man from outside sources such as the media which present them

negatively.

‘So, to be a father is to be the first teacher, the first idea the first blueprint of what manhood

should be. Whether this is the case or not is a different story. But if were talking about the nuclear

father. He should represent the what it means to be a man. Especially given that your father is meant

to be a positive role model. Everything in which a boy learns from small is normally reflective of what

his father taught him. Hence why we have the cliches in films and stuff of fathers being the ones to

teach their boys to ride a bike, play a sport, shave etc’- (Man X, 10,11,12,13,14,15,16)

There are numerous amounts of literature in which both acknowledges and addresses the

multiple different variables that contribute to the construction of manhood and masculinity

including the roles in which family plays (Billingsley, 1992; Boyd- Franklin, Franklin, &

Toussaint, 2001; Cones & White, 1998; Franklin, 1984; Freud, 1976; Ju 1991; Sigel, 1984)
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and this was further emphasised during the conversation with all eight of the participants.

Masculinity and hyper masculinity was repeatedly mentioned and strong correlations between

father presence and masculinity were often spoken about as seen with Man X.

DISCUSSION

This qualitative study aims to broaden our understanding of the effect that absent fathers

have on the psychological wellbeing of their Black sons by examining its relationship to

Black mothers, institutional racism, and negative stereotypes. While there’s a breadth of

research in this area from US-centric perspectives, similar discourses in the UK are

manifestly absent. Despite these experiences being similar due to the contributing factors,

Black British and Black American experiences are not the same, and must looked at in

context. Results indicated that there are more than one factor contributing why Black men

might be absent from fatherhood – specifically highlighting the impact of institutional racism

and the racist discrimination Black men in Britain and how these experiences link to the lack

of self-esteem. This has a rippling effect on their ability to be positive or present father

figures Mossakowksi (2003), Williams and colleagues (2003) and Carter (2007) support these

ideas by bringing forth positive correlations between experiences of discrimination and

negative psychological outcomes such as anxiety, depression, emotional reactivity and

lowered self-esteem. Black men’s experience as fathers being built on the structural idea

within Black communities of fathers being reduced to financial commodities alongside the

effects that Black mothers have in contributing to this narrative – emphasises the largely

neglected wider sociopoliticalcontext pertaining to the structural inequalities resulting from

Black fathers’ racial-ethnic identity and racial divisions in society (Reynolds, 2009) and how

they have negative psychological effects on Black men, creating a cycle of psychological

discourse pertaining to Black sons.

The extent to which psychological reactions to institutional racism, racial and ethnic

discrimination might be associated with the symptoms of post-traumatic stress disorder

(PTSD) still remains unclear. However, given the thoroughly documented history of racial

oppression and ethnic discrimination (Feagin, 2001; Marger, 2008) it can be argued that

people whose heritage derives from the Global South, in this instance Black men; might have

higher and more frequent experiences of stress that can lead to traumatic stress reactions

(Allen, 1996; Butts, 2002; Carter, 2007). Joy DeGruy’s Post Traumatic Slave Syndrome
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(2005) highlights the effects of historical trauma in which Black people have endured and

how this trauma is reflective in mannerisms, behaviours and self-concepts within

BritishBlack communities today, specifically concerning the Black father.

Results from the eight interviews highlighted the theme of institutional racism as the

epicentre of the absent Black father narrative. Within speaking to the participants it can also

clearly be identified that the two other major themes are derivative of the issue pertaining to

institutional racism and  the historical factors and traumas in correspondence of it.

The presentation of the Black man and father within the media plays an equally damaging

role to their development of self-concept. With the media being the lens in which people

view themselves. Research by Davidson, and colleagues (1979) further to Donnerstein and

Linz (1989) concluded that stereotyped or negative content can negatively effect and harm

individuals. This in accordance with DeGruy’s (2005) argument relating to the innate vacant

esteem carried by black people and through the media, black men in particular not only

recognise their own impotence but also their communities lack of power and efficacy has a

negative and damaging effect on a black mans’ mental health and psyche. Stating ‘when

faced with racial prejudice and hypocrisy from a hostile dominant society, and when social

inequality and powerlessness come to define ones’ life, it can have a seriously adverse impact

on what we come to believe ourselves to be’( Degruy & Robinson, 2005)

Limitations and Further Research

Semi-structured interviews are often typically useful for qualitative studies in which the

goals within the study is to explore, discover and interpret complex social events or

phenomena (Morris 1984; Fantasia 1988; McAdam 1988; Staggenborg 1991; Whittier 1995

Robnett 1996; Ray 1999) . They allow for the collection of greater breadth and depth of

information alongside the opportunity for exploration into a participants experience, thoughts

and memories in the most authentic form in comparison to the words of researcher looking in

on a situation, event, person or culture. In this particular study, understanding and gaining

insight to personal experiences and opinions was considered ‘primitive’ and allowed for

themes to be identified. The open-ended questions allowed for participants to generate,

challenge, clarify, elaborate and recontextualise understanding of the topic (Blee & Taylor,
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2002). In conjunction to this, they allow for the identification of themes to be made creating

room for further understanding and analysis to be made. The topic of absent fathers in

relation to Black men is incredibly niche and the use of qualitative methods such as

semi-structured interviews allows for seldom studied aspects of society to be understood.

Nonetheless the room for exploration and in-depth conversation meant that during all

interviews with the participants, there was little time to ask all the questions originally

planned in the schedule. Despite being able to collect in-depth data from the questions there

are still gaps due to the time constraints.

Questions included:

● ‘What are your thoughts on the father role being filled by men who are not
biologically related’

● ‘In your opinion how can other older black men within the community help with
positively navigating younger black boys who do not have a father figure present?’

Contemporary research has found that Black boys coming from single parent households

occasionally sought guidance and mentorship from older Black men in which they deemed

respectable within their community in replacement of not having a father figure or in

accordance to father figures who were not as active or positive (Earl & Lohmann, 1978) is

there more recent literature?

In conjunction to this, the most potent limitation of this study was the lack of

psychological literature pertaining to the effects of absent fathers. The lack of literature

highlights the minimal understanding we have of the psychological constraints surrounding

both the black family and the black man within a black British context. The generalisations

subjected onto the Black British men is not reflective of their truth.

This however, allows for future research to take place to follow on from this study

potentially exploring the question in which were not asked as well as exploring the themes in

which were identified in this research and exploring whether there are any further

correlations or themes pertaining to the effects that absent fathers have on their Black sons.

More research needs to be conducted in this area, so academics and non-academics alike can

more fully understand the depths of the problem, and thus be implemented in support
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strategies for those effected, including Black fathers and sons, as well as wider Black

communities.

Reflexivity

In attempts to disassociate my own feelings surrounding the topic of absent black fathers

and the circumjacent factors contributing; involved mental preparation to determine my

suitability to conduct this phenomenological study. This involved evaluating my personal

beliefs as well as any personal biases pertaining to me being black, a woman and having a

black brother. This evoked consideration of employing the idea of conscious ignorance

surrounding the topic area. Never the less being a black researcher as well as a being a black

woman on this study provided many advantages pertaining to the quality of responses in semi

structures. This is due to a comfortability from the participants to speak on such a sensitive

with someone that they believe understands and relates to them in some spaces of the

conversation supporting the idea of epistemological privileged as a research exploring this

topic. Due to the heavy references to racism and the Black British experience throughout this

study it is questionable the depth in which could be obtained if the research was conducted

by a researcher who was disconnected from the issue; specifically topics pertaining to black

people or a black experience due to interpersonal integrity as well as racial solidarity making

it easier for black participants to feel comfortable and express themselves and experiences in

the most authentic way. Whilst there are potential implications that could have arouse from

the same-race dyads between researcher and participants; it was also a predominate strength

It is clear that the absent father rhetoric plays a role in the development of self-concept for

black men. A correlation between absent fathers and young black men being lower achievers

in school has been made. However looking at the results from this study it can be concluded

that absent fathers was not the predominate cause of poor psychological well-being amongst

black men nor was it a psychological issue. The results from this study indicate that the

absent father is more of a social and culture issue than a psychological issue. Also

highlighting the issues contributing to the absent father issue are more damaging to black

men’s psychological well-being appose to having absent fathers.
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Never the less, being able to explore the topic of absent black fathers and the effects they

have on their black sons was beneficial as it has mad potent the areas in which need further

study and has shed let on the thoughts and personal experiences in which a lot of Black

British men share which therefore allows for help and support to be put in place for Black

sons based on the results collected. The black man is a complex subject to explore due the

numerous contributing factors pertaining to their experiences, traumas, mannerisms and

behaviours. The exploration of the absent father phenomena has further highlighted the

complexity of the black male experience as well as making potent the fact that these

experiences all contribute to each other. As research on this particular experience from a

Black British perspective is limited as well as their being limited psychological research on

the effects of absent fathers, the findings from this study may fill a gap in the literature.

Understanding how institutional racism effects the black men is primitive to understanding

their absence to fatherhood as well as the effects it has on them as sons and men.
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APPENDIX C

Instagram Social Media Post

‘Hi everyone, I am in my final year of my degree and am currently working on my

dissertation which focuses on the effects that fathers or their absence may have on the

psychological well-being of black men. I need 8 black men of African or Caribbean descent ,

between the ages of 21-35, who are working, currently living in London, were was raised in

London during their adolescent years (10 to 19 years old) and have no medical diagnosis of a

mental illness. If you are interested in participating in my study please message me.’
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APPENDIX D

Interview Schedule
Fatherhood

1 what does it mean to be a father?

2 what qualities are typically attributed to the father role?

3 how would you describe the specific importance of a father figure for boys?

4 is there anything that a father can bring to a household that a mother cannot?

5 how significant would you describe the relationship between father absence from the

home and the self-concept of black adolescent boys? (Alston and Williams, 1982)

(participants will prompted to talk about their own experiences)

Parental Role importance

6 what are your views on mothers single handily raising boys? does a parent play more of

7 a significant role to a child of whom they are the same gender as?

8 According to Owen 2006 many black children are being raised by single mothers; what

are you views on this?

(as a prompt they will be referring to their own experiences )



50

What effect do absent fathers have on the psychological wellbeing their black sons?

APPENDIX E

Man X- Interview Transcript with colour coding.
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