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Abstract
In Japan, many fathers consider their spouse to be their children’s primary parent while casting themselves in a supporting
role. Yet, in the majority of reported child maltreatment cases in Japan, the child’s father is recorded as the perpetrator. This
may seem somewhat puzzling, given that primary caregivers are recorded as the perpetrator of maltreatment in other
cultures. This study qualitatively analyses the parenting experience of 11 Japanese fathers and their reflections on child
maltreatment risks. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with fathers of pre-school aged children from middle-class
families who had no reported history of child maltreatment. Using qualitative content analysis through a process of
condensing, coding and categorising, we arrived at the following theme: fathers aspire to be an active parent, while
respecting and supporting their spouses, but anxiety and stress trigger impatience and frustration during parenting. The
fathers reported that they are more likely to maltreat their children, especially boys, in situations which triggered anxiety and
frustration. Anxiety is particularly heightened when they feared public embarrassment. These findings are discussed with
reference to the Japanese social and cultural context, and contrasted with previous research into the parenting experiences of
Japanese mothers. The findings indicate that fathers may benefit from tailored support programmes which strengthen their
self-efficacy before building resilience for the challenging situations they may encounter as fathers.
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Highlights
● Japanese fathers at low risk for maltreatment were interviewed about their parenting experience.
● Social and professional barriers inhibit fathers’ desire to be actively involved as parents.
● Participants’ parenting ideals are threatened in stressful or anxiety-provoking situations.
● Fathers may perceive themselves to be a secondary and less competent parent than mothers.
● The data may reflect a societal value system representative of Japanese culture.

Child maltreatment is globally recognised as a significant
risk to the health and well-being of children, both during
childhood and throughout their lives (Lansford et al., 2002;
Anda et al., 2006; King et al., 2011; Font & Maguire-Jack,
2020). The National Child Abuse and Neglect Data System

(NCANDS) reports that in the year 2018, at least 1738
children were reported to have lost their lives to abuse and
neglect in the U.S. alone (Children’s Bureau, 2019). Evi-
dence on intergenerational transmission of child maltreat-
ment suggest that maltreatment develops through an

* Maki Rooksby
Maki.rooksby@glasgow.ac.uk

1 School of Nursing, The Jikei University, Tokyo, Japan
2 Faculty of Nursing, Shumei University, Chiba, Japan
3 Social Brain in Action (SOBA) Laboratory, School of Psychology

and Neuroscience, University of Glasgow, Glasgow, UK

4 Present address: Faculty of Nursing and Medical Care, Keio
University, Kanagawa, Japan

5 Present address: Staffordshire University, Stoke-on-Trent,
Staffordshire, UK

6 Present address: College of Arts and Humanities, University of
Glasgow, Glasgow, UK

12
34

56
78

90
()
;,:

12
34
56
78
90
();
,:

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s10826-023-02707-9&domain=pdf
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s10826-023-02707-9&domain=pdf
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s10826-023-02707-9&domain=pdf
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s10826-023-02707-9&domain=pdf
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-7763-9556
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-7763-9556
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-7763-9556
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-7763-9556
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-7763-9556
mailto:Maki.rooksby@glasgow.ac.uk


interplay of parental health, socioeconomic status, and child
development as well as family and life stressors, and
becomes entrenched over time (Berlin et al., 2011; Egeland,
1988; Rivera et al., 2018). Therefore, all research into child
maltreatment must take into account social, cognitive,
emotional and cultural factors. Research on child abuse and
maltreatment tends to focus on risk factors based on records
of maltreatment cases. There is a dearth of research taking
into account the thoughts of those who have no history of
reported child maltreatment. There is a potential that even
currently non-maltreating parents and caregivers may have
had reflections on whether they may sometimes treat their
children in a way that may be considered problematic, or
even maltreatment. Research on non-maltreating or low-risk
families may therefore provide a unique window into the
mechanisms by which ordinary parental beliefs and reflec-
tions may yet be relevant to child maltreatment.

Parenting stress is a persistent challenge for parents and
families, one which requires support for the entire family,
not just the mothers (Zhang et al., 2016). Consistent with
this, a previous study conducted in Japan has shown that
mothers believe that they are more likely to maltreat their
children when they are stressed or their emotional states are
heightened (Hososaka & Kayashima, 2017). In the study,
low-risk Japanese mothers remarked that their strong desire
to live up to their own parenting ideals helped them to
successfully resist the impulsive urges which pull them
towards problematic behaviour. However, the mothers were
also afraid that pursuing their parenting ideals may mean
forcing their agenda onto their children, while disregarding
children’s own wishes or desires (Hososaka & Kayashima,
2017). These findings seem to suggest that parenting
involves conflicting cognitions and motivations at times.
Protective factors associated with low-risk families, such as
access to economic resources, may not necessarily exempt
them from such psychological challenges.

For example, our earlier work interviewing Japanese
parents suggested that fathers assumed a passive role as a
parent, and that mothers and fathers were in agreement in
their remarks in the interviews that it was the mother who
took a predominant role as a parent (Hososaka &
Kayashima, 2019). Findings from a recent national survey
are consistent with the perception that men in Japan tend to
expect women to prioritise family over work (White Paper
on Gender Equality, 2016).

While research on mothers predominates in the literature
on parenting, fathers’ perspectives and experiences as par-
ents are unique, and distinct from those of mothers (Carlson
& Klein, 2014).

In the broader international literature and across cultures,
the findings are much more diverse and nuanced. While
there is a tendency that mothers spend more time than
fathers with their children, particularly during infancy

(Roopnarine et al., 2005), this can be highly varied between
cultures and the age of children: while fathers in rural
Muslim families in Malaysia estimated that they only spent
a fifth of the time that their mothers would spend with their
children (Hossain et al., 2005), the amount of time was
similar in Brazilian families (da Cruz Benetti & Roopnarine,
2006). Studies also show that there are specific contexts in
which fathers may make a positive impact on their chil-
dren’s development: for example, fathers have been repor-
ted to take an active role in playing with their children
(Hossain & Roopnarine, 1994), and fathers can have a
significant impact on their children’s education (Roopnarine
et al., 2006). Studies outside of Japan report that as parents,
men desire to protect their children and wish to be an active
presence in their children’s lives (Lamb & Lewis, 2013;
Vinjamuri, 2016). Paternal participation in family life has
been shown to benefit the health and well-being of children
(Gallegos et al., 2019) as well as marital relationships (Xue
et al., 2018). Based on these findings, Japanese fathers
appear as if—regardless whether this is their intention—
they are missing the opportunities to contribute more as
parents compared to other cultures. These findings may also
suggest that there are factors that drive Japanese fathers and
their families to accept the arrangement where mothers take
a more active role as parents.

Another culturally distinct feature of the paternal role in
Japan, is the issue of paternal involvement in reported child
maltreatment cases; over 70% of reported cases of child
maltreatment (1448 out of 2024 cases) recorded in the
country were accounted for by fathers (including step-
fathers) or other male relatives (Japan Police Agency,
2020). Paternal involvement in child maltreatment may be
particularly significant in Japan compared to other coun-
tries; for example, mothers constituted the largest perpe-
trator group in the aforementioned U.S. estimate of over
1700 deaths by child maltreatment (Children’s Bureau,
2019). A Japanese study has linked paternal maltreatment to
a range of factors including the number of children in the
family, paternal education and self-efficacy, and maternal
maltreatment of the children (Sugimoto & Yokoyama,
2015). A more in-depth analysis of Japanese fathers’
experiences would be valuable, as it may shed light on
whether there is a link between the more passive caregiving
role and risk factors for child maltreatment.

The distinction between appropriate disciplining and
abusive behaviour towards children has been a point of
contention globally (Coleman et al., 2010). While corporal
punishment or harsh disciplining are clearly harmful for the
well-being of children (Gershoff, 2002; Gershoff & Gro-
gan-Kaylor, 2016) cultures mediate attitudes and beliefs
regarding discipline of children; for example, corporal
punishment of children remains common in some cultures
(Van der Kooij et al., 2018). Maltreatment has also been
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linked to other factors such as economic resources or
paternal education levels (Roopnarine & Yildirim, 2019).
Further, a recent meta-analysis (Ayers et al., 2019) has
found that parental mental health during the perinatal period
posed a significant risk for child maltreatment; in particular,
the meta-analysis confirmed mental health issues as a risk
factor for all the studies in the analysis which included
fathers, regardless of the type of mental health issue. These
findings seem to suggest that paternal attitudes about
fathering, and fathers’ mental health may be linked to
fathers harming their children.

In Japan, recent years have seen both Japanese aca-
demics and national media take an active interest in what
distinguishes 虐待gyakutai, ‘abuse/maltreatment’ and しつ

けshi-tsu-ke, ‘discipline’ (e.g., Baba, 2015; Ninomi et al.,
2004; Kato & Fujioka, 2020). According to Japanese media
coverage, perpetrators of maltreatment often state that they
intended to engage in しつけshi-tsu-ke, ‘discipline’, rather
than虐待gyakutai, ‘abuse/maltreatment’ when they hurt
their child (Chugoku Shimbun Digital, 2020). While ‘dis-
cipline’ is often contrasted with praise in English (Jackson
et al., 1999), the Japanese term しつけshi-tsu-ke ‘dis-
cipline’ refers to parenting which teaches children to dif-
ferentiate between desirable and problematic behaviour
(Japan Ministry of Health Labor and Welfare, 2020). An
emerging understanding is that differentiation of the two
terms varies, even amongst non-maltreating parents. In a
large-scale Japanese survey, where respondents were mostly
mothers, many participants were unsure which behaviours
would be deemed abusive and assumed shouting or even
some forms of physical violence, such as hitting a child’s
bottom, may be part of しつけshi-tsu-ke ‘discipline’ (Lee
et al., 2012).

The ongoing debate highlights the need to study how
parents understand and distinguish the two concepts in their
everyday parenting. It may inform what kind of actions
parents consider good or even ideal (しつけshi-tsu-ke
‘discipline’), and which actions maladaptive or abusive (虐
待 gya-ku-tai ‘maltreatment’). It would also help us to
understand which problematic behaviours are within par-
ental awareness.

Our aim in the reported research was to explore Japanese
fathers’ perspectives and reflections on their parenting
experiences, focussing on situations or mental states in
which fathers felt they may maltreat their children. We
conducted interviews with fathers in a low-risk population
group in Japan. In our interviews, we distinguished しつけ

shi-tsu-ke ‘discipline’ from 虐待gyakutai ‘maltreatment’ in
accordance with the differentiation by the Japanese Pae-
diatric Society, using 虐待gyakutai, ‘maltreatment’, to refer
to “behaviour and situations which put the child’s well-
being and safety at risk, regardless of the intention or
motivation of those involved” (Japan Pediatric Society,

2014). Under this distinction, an action with the intention to
engage inしつけshi-tsu-ke ‘discipline’ could still constitute
child maltreatment. We employed qualitative content ana-
lysis for our analysis method, in order to meet the goal of
achieving a set of systematic descriptions about mental
states—including cognitions and emotions—as experienced
by the participants, focussing on risk factors of
maltreatment.

While it is important to distinguish maltreatment from
other parenting behaviours, in reality, parenting is a com-
plex and demanding task that is ubiquitously undertaken in
everyday life of parents. Any parent, even a low-risk parent,
might experience mental states that may draw them towards
maltreatment. By studying a low-risk, non-maltreating
sample, the study aimed to analyse the psychology of par-
enting without a history of child maltreatment. We antici-
pated that parents who had not been reported for
maltreatment would be willing to speak more openly about
their perceived risk factors for maltreatment. Thus, poten-
tially sensitive questions about parenting could be asked
ethically while eliciting more accurate responses based on
participants’ typical everyday experience.

Method

The research was approved by the Research Ethics Com-
mittee at the first author’s institution (approval reference
number: 29–253 (8869). We obtained informed consent
from each participant on the day of their interview after
ensuring that any questions had been satisfactorily
answered. Interviews used the term しつけshi-tsu-ke,
‘discipline’ to refer to both affirming and corrective actions,
such as praising, nurturing, chiding or, more broadly, caring
for children. Consequently, しつけshi-tsu-ke, ‘discipline’
was clearly contrasted with 虐待gya-ku-tai, ‘abuse/mal-
treatment’. Before starting the interview, the interviewer
ensured that each participant understood the distinction.
During this process, the interviewer also provided an
overview of different types of maltreatment: psychological,
physical, and sexual abuse and neglect.

Participants

Eleven fathers of children aged 0–6 years agreed to take
part in the study. In line with the focus of our study on low-
risk families, our recruitment criteria were as follows: aged
20 years or above, married to the mother of their child(ren),
and neither the fathers themselves nor their children had
known mental health issues or developmental problems.
Eligibility of participants was verified based on self-
declaration of each participant against the recruitment cri-
teria. We focused on fathers of preschool aged children,
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following a recent U.S. report that most child maltreatment
fatalities (70.6%) were recorded for children under the age
of 3 (Children’s Bureau, 2019). Although equivalent data in
Japan was sought, it was unavailable. In Japan, children
usually start school around age 7. The pre-school period
coincides with the developmental phase in which funda-
mental attachment relationships are formed (Groh et al.,
2017). We thus chose the above age group to focus on the
phase of childhood likely to be most vulnerable to death
from maltreatment, but also most critical for parent-child
relationships.

As summarised in Table 1, the mean age of fathers was
37.9 years (range 33–44 years). Nine participants had 1
child (6 boys and 3 girls) and the remaining two families
had one boy and one girl each. In 8 out of the 11 families,
both parents worked. All participants were educated at least
to degree level. In exchange for their participation, partici-
pants received an electronic gift card worth 3000 Yen
(approximately 27 U.S. Dollars) at the time of their
interview.

Initial attempts to recruit participants via opportunistic
sampling through 20 randomly selected kindergartens and
nurseries in the Tokyo area were unsuccessful, likely
because it is often mothers who take children to childcare
services. Difficulties in recruitment of fathers are common
in the international literature on fatherhood (Lewis & Lamb,
2006; Mitchell et al., 2007). As a consequence, we reviewed
our recruitment strategy and were able to recruit four par-
ticipants at a community midwifery clinic which held reg-
ular events to support parents with young children. One of
these participants volunteered to connect us with 7 further
participants within his parenting network. The participants
were thus recruited through a combination of opportunistic
and snowball sampling.

Procedure

Data collection

Our data collection took place between March 2018 and
January 2019 using semi-structured interviews. This
method allowed some freedom for participants to answer
questions spontaneously while permitting the research team
to ask follow-up questions. The interview guides (Appendix 1)
were organised by the following 4 themes: 1. Family
structure and childcare arrangements; 2. Times or events
when participants felt anxious as parents; 3. Any of their
past parenting behaviour that made them think about the
difference betweenしつけ shi-tsu-ke ‘discipline’ and 虐待

gyakutai ‘maltreatment’; 4. Their understanding and attitude
to しつけ shi-tsu-ke ‘discipline’. Interviews varied in
length between 34 and 72 min (M: 52 min). As a qualitative
study, our data depended on the trust and rapport between
the researcher (Yasuko Hososaka) and the participant.
Therefore, much care was taken to ensure that sessions were
arranged to suit participants’ convenience and that they felt
at ease to share their experiences. The interviews took place
in public locations which allowed for some privacy, for
example a rear table at a café or an available room at a
clinic. Interviews were recorded with participants’ consent
using a digital voice recorder. All interviews were con-
ducted by the first author (Yasuko Hososaka), who also
noted down observations and reflections after each
interview.

Data analysis method

The analysis employed a qualitative content analysis
method, as described in Graneheim and Lundman (2004),

Table 1 Demographic
characteristics of the sample

No. Father’s
age

Mother’s
age

Children’s
age

Children’s
gender

Wife
work

Living together Paternity leave

A 34 35 1 Boy Yes Wife and child Yes (6
months)

B 44 38 1 Boy Yes Wife and child No

C 30 30 1 Boy Yes Wife and child No

D 40 39 3·1 Boy and girl Yes Wife and 2
children

No

E 37 40 1 Boy Yes Wife and child No

F 38 38 8·4 Boy and girl Yes Wife and 2
children

No

G 38 37 1 Boy Yes Wife and child No

H 33 36 2 Girl Yes Wife and child No

I 44 37 1 Girl No Wife and child Yes (13
months)

J 37 41 1 Boy No Wife and child No

K 42 36 1 Girl No Wife and child No
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following a procedure of condensing, coding, and categor-
ising while retaining contact with raw data. The method was
deemed the most suitable for the current purpose, of cap-
turing and describing a range of responses from partici-
pants, such as aspirations, experiences, emotions or
cognitions related to fatherhood. We sought to gather
complex, and deep mental constructs from participants, for
which we anticipated a wide variety of responses. Because
of this, we aimed to systematically identify and describe the
participants’ responses, rather than developing a theoretical
construct as in grounded theory analysis. The analysis
subsequently served the overall goal of identifying how
fathers describe their stance in parenting, and provided
descriptions about their awareness of when and in what
ways they feel they may be at risk for problematic parenting
behaviours, including maltreatment.

All 11 interviews in the sample were transcribed verba-
tim from the recordings. The texts were studied by the first
and second authors, in conjunction with the notes taken by
the first author after each interview. After familiarising
themselves with each participant’s transcribed responses
(i.e. the unit of analysis, Graneheim & Lundman, 2004), the
first and second authors each divided and condensed the
responses into units of meaning (‘codes’). Relevant remarks
were thus grouped and assigned codes while the remaining
data were excluded from further analysis. The two authors
compared their codes at this point, and any significant dif-
ferences were resolved by discussion, arriving at a set of
revised codes. At the end of the analysis process, these were
sorted into sub-categories, and further threaded into cate-
gories. The process up to producing this preliminary set of
categories was led by the first author; the categories at this
point were discussed with the second author, who served as
a reviewer to raise questions, or to seek further clarification.
The revision process between the two authors concerned: a)
phrasing of codes, sub-categories and categories; b) ver-
ifying the path between raw data and units of meaning; and
c) consulting any part of the text where the first author felt
in need for a second opinion. Finally, the underlying
meaning, that is, the latent content, of the categories
(Graneheim & Lundman, 2004), were organised into
a theme.

The above analysis process progressed in parallel with
recruitment and interview transcription, in order to collect
data and to discern a saturation point in sampling. Eight
participants were first recruited, interviewed, and their
responses analysed; at this point, the two authors engaged in
the discussion as described above, to review the analysis
content and its structure. Thereafter, data collection and
analysis were repeated with a new participant, a process
which was repeated until the process for the 11th participant
was complete, where data was deemed to have reached a
saturation point. Subsequently, the first author shared the

entire raw data and analysis with the second author, and the
entire analysis was discussed until it was approved by both
authors. As the analysis progressed, emerging hypotheses
were tested in interviews with additional participants; this
was implemented while adhering to the interview guide
(Appendix 1). However, follow-up questions were asked
during the interview, so that the interviewer could confirm
she had understood participants correctly. The cycle after
the first 8 participants was repeated until saturation, i.e. until
interviews no longer yielded new information which
prompted addition or revision of the codes or subcategories.
Our analysis reached a saturation point when 11 fathers had
been interviewed, forming the final sample for our study.

Data trustworthiness and credibility

Audit trails were developed to ensure a transparent coding
process which can be independently confirmed (Carcary,
2009). Based on initial codes which were developed, led by
the first author, the first and second authors discussed and
confirmed the categories and subcategories. The two
authors consulted each other throughout the process to
check for any inferential leaps or biases. In order to verify
the results of the analysis, 9 out of 11 of our participants
checked and approved the codes derived from their inter-
views and the titles of the codes. The 4th author, who is a
bilingual speaker, led the translation of the analysis struc-
ture from codes up to categories. The 3rd and 4th authors
were given access to the analysis to verify the process from
subcategories and categories, with all authors taking part in
a discussion to approve the theme presented in this paper.
The 3rd author also contributed to refining the English-
language expressions and concepts in cooperation with the
4th author. The resulting key categories, subcategories and
codes are summarised in Table 2.

Results

Five categories emerged from analysis, supported by 23
sub-categories and a total of 337 codes across sub-cate-
gories, as summarised in Table 2. The categories were: 1.
Parenting perspective as fathers; 2. Parenting attitudes
grounded in own childhood experiences and marital rela-
tionship; 3. Unexplainable anxiety of bringing up a child; 4.
Practical, professional and social barriers in parenting as
fathers; and 5. Potential risk moments for maltreatment
during parenting. The first two categories summarise
remarks from the participants that describe a positive stance
as fathers: an understanding of fatherhood as active invol-
vement in children’s lives according to progressive values
and ideals (Category 1); and the endeavour by fathers to
pursue their ideals described in Category 1, while managing
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negative experiences with their own parents, anxieties as
fathers, or resolving different views with their spouses
(Category 2). The subsequent two categories describe
challenges that participants perceive as fathers: perception
of themselves as lacking in confidence and expertise as
parents, leading them to feel anxious about their own
parenting skills and about impact their parenting may
have on their child’s future (Category 3); social, practical
and professional barriers which they feel hinder active
involvement as parents (Category 4). The final category
described their awareness of an inclination to resort to
physical punishment or being impatient with their chil-
dren, when a level of anxiety or frustration was heigh-
tened (Category 5). We have summarised the categories
into an overall theme as: Fathers aspire to be an active
parent, while respecting and supporting their spouses, but
anxiety and stress trigger impatience and frustration dur-
ing parenting.

(A) Categories 1 and 2: Fathers striving to do their best as
parents.

Several participants mentioned their willingness, even
eagerness, to play an active part in their children’s
upbringing. Fathers’ emotional connection with their chil-
dren and respect for their offspring were considered positive
and important elements of parenting. For instance:

Well, it may be just a bit of idealism, but when I think
about which area of parenting is most valuable and is
worth making an effort on, it is how to talk to my child
to make a connection with her. Hm, yes, if I could pick
one thing I really think about, it’s that, how can I
communicate with my child? (B42, Category 1,
Subcategory 2).

In this remark, B indicates active paternal involvement in
parenting both in his theoretical ideals (‘worth making an
effort on’) and in practice (‘one thing I really think about’).
The emphasis he places on father-child communication as a
parental ideal, stands in stark contrast to the traditional
model of a hierarchical familial relationship, typical within
traditional Japanese culture.

According to this view, corporal punishment was gen-
erally regarded unfavourably, as illustrated in the following
statement by participant C:

No, I don’t think I’d ever resort to physical force. Hm,
I wonder why I feel this way, though… I think I am
influenced by today’s society and its values. At work,
even little things can develop into a case of
harassment, one could be sued over such things
(C28, Category 2, Subcategory 2).

Reflecting on the reasons for his views (‘I wonder why I
feel this way’), participant C links his rejection of physical
punishment to modern social values. He perceives his views
of physical punishment as a direct consequence of social
influences such as the unacceptability of violence in the
workplace. Implicit in this statement is a contrast between
‘today’s society’ and traditional parental ideals.

Other participants described how they came to hold the
same position of relegating a harsh parenting style through
their early experience of receiving such a treatment as a
child from their own parents:

My own parents used to raise their voices. It wasn’t
violent, but their way was emblematic of the pre-war
[World War II] generation…maybe prototypical of
the [father as] ‘head of the house’ type approach, or
maybe the sort of thing that may have happened in a
town’s factory, in that old-fashioned way… It may
have been accepted in the Showa era [1926–1989],
but I feel rather against such a mentality, and even
feel quite decisively resistant to it, in that I won’t
allow it to be passed onto my child, something like
that (B52, Category 2, Subcategory 1).

In this remark, B describes his experience of being raised
within a traditional Japanese family. His own father, who
likely served as B’s earliest example of fatherhood, was the
head of a hierarchical family and employed a harsh par-
enting style. However, B clearly relegates this model of
fatherhood to bygone times and does not plan to conform to
this role traditionally ascribed to fathers.

While the fathers quoted above articulated their visions
to pursue an active role in parenting, participants also
described how they nevertheless, found themselves in an
auxiliary position, in order to support their spouses:

If I were on my own [as a parent], I would have
thought more about how to raise my child. For
example, I want to do this, that or I want to bring up
my child in such and such ways. This is the problem
for me; if I were really involved in my child’s life, I
would have my own stance and goals as a parent. But
the boss here is my wife and we are a bit like a
company director and an employee. I may have ideas
and make suggestions to her but then if she says “No,
it should be like this instead.”, then I am inclined to
say “All right.”. At least, there is no conflict this way.
(J22, Category 1, Subcategory 6).
While participant J had the desire to get more involved in

his child’s life as a father, he perceived that the primary carer
was his spouse, the child’s mother. Further, J valued agree-
ment as a couple over conflicts or discussions, which acted as
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his own internal force to supress his desire to take initiative
as a parent. This left him in the position of secondary care-
giver with little direct influence over his child’s upbringing.
The above quotation makes it apparent that he is mildly
frustrated to be trapped in a vicious cycle of being and
staying in a subordinate parenting role. However, he is also
accepting of the role; by putting his wife’s opinions first, he
believes that he contributes to a harmonious relationship with
his wife. Also implicit in this quotation, is the benefit of this
harmonious relationship for their child and for them as a unit.

(B) Categories 3 and 4: Challenges and barriers perceived
by participants as parents.

While participants themselves criticised the traditional
role of the less involved and authoritarian father, they
described societal expectations which still conform to this
stereotype. Both workplace and community expectations
were seen as direct barriers to parenting in accordance with
the fathers’ own progressive values. Participant E explains
as follows:

Upon becoming a parent, I looked up my company’s
policies, but it’s disadvantageous taking paternity
leave. For example, my company allows unpaid leave
when paid leave has been used up but the rule states
taking extra leave works against assessment for
bonuses and promotions (E17, Category 4,
Subcategory 2).

In this remark, participant E describes a situation in
which paternity leave is disincentivised by his employer. As
a result, E felt that it would not be worthwhile making the
extra effort to be involved as a father. Such policies prevent
the participant from getting more involved in his child’s life
and, more generally, perpetuate the gap between mothers’
and fathers’ caregiving opportunities.

However, hindrances to paternal involvement extend
beyond employment and financial disincentives to social
barriers. Participant A reports an example:

The majority in the community [of parents] are
mothers and my constant challenge was in getting into
the group. If I take my child to a community centre,
it’s mothers that approach you (A24, Category 4,
Subcategory 1).

Here, A comments on his experience of parenting as a
domain occupied primarily by women and he conveys his
unease about his minority status in the parenting commu-
nity. The absence of other men in the parenting community
is experienced as a further barrier to parenting involvement
and access to parenting support.

Participants also described their perception that fathers
fundamentally lacked the knowledge in parenting in com-
parison to mothers:

I just don’t think fathers have constructive knowledge
as parents, particularly when the child is first-born. I
mean, knowledge about bringing up a baby, its
method or expertise are not that well known in
general (amongst fathers). (I115, Category 3,
Subcategory 2).

In the above quotation, participant I seems to be
assuming that the skills necessary for raising a child are
difficult to gain; he also seems to be alluding to the view
that while fathers struggle to know what to do with their
child, particularly their first-born, this is not true of
mothers. Similarly, other participants cited tasks which
can only be performed by mothers, such as breastfeed-
ing, as reasons for their hesitancy to parent more
actively.

(C) Category 5: Fathers’ awareness of risk factors for
maltreatment.

Ten out of 11 participants mentioned potential risk fac-
tors for child maltreatment. Participants described resorting
to physical punishment when they were stressed and fru-
strated. For example:

I am anxious about troubling neighbours as we live in
a flat. I feel I must do something when my child cries,
and the overwhelming sense contributes to my stress
levels. It is the same when my child cries on a train. I
feel panicked if my child suddenly makes a fuss or
cries. I am most worried about causing trouble when
out in public places. I feel responsible and flustered.
It’s possible that others just think ‘Ah, the child is
crying.’ as in the case of the train or our neighbours
don’t really hear us much. I find that I am often
overwhelmed by stress and panic when my child cries.
I have in fact felt that I wanted to quieten my child no
matter how, just cover her mouth or hit her. (G80,
Category 5, subcategory 3).

Participant G describes feelings of stress and panic when
his child cries, to the point that he feels compelled to use
physical force to quieten her. This is exacerbated when G
believes that others may be inconvenienced by the child’s
crying, for example when in public.

In addition to stress, frustration with the child’s beha-
viour was cited as another important risk factor for physical
punishment and described by ten out of eleven interviewees.
Participant F relates:
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I try and tell my child calmly twice, maybe thrice, but
when I don’t get a response, the most obvious next
step that comes to my mind, is to raise my voice. I
raise my voice, whether consciously or unconsciously.
(F24).

Participant F describes raising his voice as a method to
bring about the child’s compliance with instructions.
However, as F himself suggests, he is aware that raising his
voice is not an optimal or appropriate action, and he only
uses the approach when the child’s repeated non-
compliance has resulted in feelings of frustration.

In addition to situational risk factors, participants also
reported that the children’s gender and birth order influ-
enced their choice of whether or not to resort to physical
force (Category 5, Subcategory 1):

I seem to hold a belief that one does not hit girls
(D23).

I was playing with my two nephews; […] they were
getting carried away, and not showing me any
respect, so… I hit them. Then I realized that I am
distinguishing boys and girls. While I may not have
done this to my daughter, I may be capable of
resorting to physical means for boys (H32).

Participants D and H described an unconscious (‘I seem
to’; ‘Then I realized’) resistance to physical punishment
when disciplining a girl over boys.

Participant F also gave an account on treating children
differently according to birth order:

I don’t think it goes as far as maltreatment, and I
don’t want to compare my children, but I wonder if I
say things like “you are the big brother” or “you can
do it, you are older” and setting unreasonable
expectations for my eldest to be particularly mature
and independent (F22)

Notably, participant F does not believe this differential
treatment extends to maltreatment. However, he notes that
he expresses significantly higher expectations towards his
older child while not putting similar pressure on the
younger sibling.

In sum, participants had an understanding of fatherhood
and parenting based on modern social ideals. This includes
an active involvement in their children’s lives and nurturing
parenting. Participants also described that the pursuit of
their parenting goal involved some grit, such as protecting
their child from negative childhood experiences which they
suffered as children. Others also explained about a value in

accepting a non-primary parenting role, in order to honour
their spouses, thereby providing a harmonious relationship
in their family. Societal pressures push fathers further into a
non-primary parenting role, which is more consistent with
the traditional paternal role, and against their aspirations as
parents. As a result, the participants felt that parenting was
unevenly shared between them and their spouses. The
participants also felt that as parents, they were less com-
petent and important than their wives. Participants reported
the urge to use physical punishment when they feel stressed
and frustrated with their children’s behaviour. Fathers
reported a greater willingness to use physical force against
boys than against girls and put greater pressure on older
siblings.

Discussion

The present study set out to examine Japanese fathers’
understanding of their own parental role, and to investigate
whether there is a link between their conception of par-
enthood and child maltreatment. We applied a qualitative
content analysis method to data gathered through interviews
with eleven fathers from typical middle-class households in
Japan. Analysis allowed us to identify an aspiration of
fatherhood for active parenting, as well as barriers against
its pursuit as two competing concepts of fatherhood in
Japan, and point out a possible connection with maltreat-
ment. We found that physical punishment does not form
part of our interviewees’ understanding of ideal parenting.
However, in instances in which they are stressed or fru-
strated, fathers may resort to physical punishment based on
a traditional conception of fatherhood.

As previously reported (Xue et al., 2018), the partici-
pants in the sample desired to be involved in their children’s
lives and to raise their offspring in a nurturing manner. This
might be expected to forestall, rather than contribute to,
child maltreatment. Indeed, both quality and quantity of
paternal input (Lamb & Lewis, 2004), such as affective and
warm parenting (Chung et al., 2020; Li et al., 2020), have
been shown to contribute positively to child development.
For example, the quality of father-child relationships has
been shown to serve a protective function against substance
use among at-risk adolescents (Yoon et al., 2018).

However, the participants were aware that their pursuit of
involved fatherhood was inhibited by societal, domestic and
professional barriers. As a result, they tended to view
themselves as the less available, subordinate parent. This is
indirectly reflected in an anecdotal observation during the
interviews: some of the participants commented that they
had not previously thought about their stance as a parent.
Some of these comments were followed by some sponta-
neous reflections that it was because they were not involved
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(as much as they wish to) in parenting. The fathers’
assumption that they were not in a leading role appeared to
be linked to their sense of inadequacy and incompetence as
parents, further reinforcing the caregiving hierarchy. This
finding is consistent with previous research which has
suggested that fathers face distinct and possibly additional
barriers to parenting. A systematic review of peri-natal
support programmes found that few interventions were
available to fathers (Lee et al., 2018). Further, paternal
involvement has been found to be positively correlated with
higher levels of education or income, and lower levels of
inter-parental conflict (Wong et al., 2013). Despite the
importance of paternal input, these findings suggest that
while support for fathers exist, these tend to be available
only to more affluent families.

Despite their wish to parent actively, the fathers in our
sample doubted whether they were qualified to do so, and
displayed fear of any long-term negative impact their par-
enting may have on their children. Given that participants
frequently drew comparison between parenting and their
working lives, we tentatively suggest that some of the
fathers in our sample may have drawn strong parallels
between parenting and employment, thus professionalising
parenthood. For example, the participants assumed that
systematic understanding and skills were needed for suc-
cessful parenting, similar to requirements in the professional
world. Given the myriad barriers facing paternal involve-
ment, fathers are more prone to feeling undervalued and
excluded from the parenting scene (Panter-Brick et al.,
2014). This may partly explain the participants’ concern for
their competence as parents in the present study. It is
unclear from the current study whether fathers exclude
themselves deliberately, perhaps to legitimatise their sub-
ordinate status, or whether this is in reflection of the long
working hours which are considered a norm in Japanese
society. The current study suggests that in the least, such a
subordinate role is not what fathers desire as parents.
Rather, fathers face a myriad of barriers and their own
unsureness as an additional barrier, as to whether they are
able to make a worthy contribution over and above that of
their spouses.

Research shows that family well-being as a whole suffers
when an excessive parenting demand is placed on mothers.
A European study with UK and U.S. full-time working
mothers found that maternal gatekeeping behaviours which
prevent co-parenting were associated with maternal pre-
occupation with perfection, with maternal burnout, and with
poorer reported work-family balance for mothers (Meeus-
sen & Van Laar, 2018). Similarly, paternal involvement has
been found to correlate negatively with mothers’ proactive
attitudes, suggesting that couples adjust their parenting
contributions in a complementary way (Gaertner et al.,
2007). These findings resonate with the current study,

where fathers explained that they would settle for a sub-
ordinate role in order to honour their wives and to bring a
greater family harmony. However, these findings suggest
that, where such an adjustment becomes a default arrange-
ment, it may not in reality, provide a long-term benefit for
the family.

Furthermore, fathers’ acceptance of a secondary role may
itself impact negatively on the quality of father-child rela-
tionships. Such suboptimal quality of relationships could in
turn act as a risk factor for paternal maltreatment of their
children. Qualitative research into the experiences of public
health nurses in Japan found that fathers with a history of
child maltreatment were often unable or unmotivated to
seek an emotional connection in the family, and were afraid
of communicating with the child’s mother (Ueda et al.,
2014). Although the study does not establish the direction
of any causal relationship between the two factors, the
finding reiterates that the quality of father-child relation-
ships is a factor in child maltreatment.

Indirectly, fathers’ lack of confidence in their parenting
expertise, and their perceived inability to deal with a child’s
unwelcome behaviour may induce intense feelings of stress
and frustration in fathers. These may prompt fathers to
deviate from their ideal parenting behaviour. Anger and
frustration have been linked to negative (Pidgeon & Sanders,
2009) or inconsistent parenting (Lengua, 2008). Likewise,
the frustration-aggression theory, which states that aggression
develops as a reaction to frustration (Dollard et al., 1939), has
been supported by evidence from the domain of child mal-
treatment. For example, previous studies have linked low
frustration tolerance and emotion dysregulation with a greater
risk for child abuse in both mothers and fathers (Rodriguez
et al., 2015, 2017). Further, problematic behaviour in chil-
dren has been associated with paternal psychological distress
and the use of harsh disciplinary measures (Gulenc et al.,
2018). Children prone to anxiety or frustration are, in turn, at
increased risk of being subjected to negative parenting
behaviour (Kiff et al., 2011), which suggests a vicious cycle
of mutually reinforcing negative feelings and behaviour. In
our sample, remarks offered by participants suggested that
they were able to meet their own parenting goals while they
felt calm and frustration levels were low. However, as stress,
anxiety or frustration levels rose, their conscious effort was
threatened by aggressive urges and impulsive actions. The
process was articulated by father F who reported that he tries
speaking calmly to his children, but when he is repeatedly
met with non-compliance, he becomes more short-tempered
and impulsive (F24).

Previous research has reported that parental early
experience of physical punishment is more likely to be
transmitted to children when it is mediated by a favourable
attitude towards such punishment (Wang et al., 2018). The
finding contrasts with our analysis, which portrays a much
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more complex relationship between the role of early
experience and current parental beliefs and actions. A recent
meta-analysis of 51 studies found that cognitive bias
towards physical abuse had a small- to medium-sized effect
on child maltreatment (Camilo et al., 2020). This is more
consistent with our present research, which suggests an
interplay between attitude towards physical punishment and
cognitive control: we found that participants were critical of
resorting to physical punishment, and yet reported a greater
inclination to lash out at their children in situations in which
they felt stressed and frustrated. Based on the findings by
Camilo and colleagues, we might speculate that in the
current study, cognitive control mediated the likelihood of
fathers to resort to physical punishment. It is also a possi-
bility that the low-risk sample in the current research was
more capable of greater cognitive control than at-risk
groups who likely carry additional risk factors such as life
stress.

Nonetheless, early experience of maltreatment has been
recognised as a risk factor in the intergenerational trans-
mission of maltreatment (Yehuda et al., 2001; Lünnemann
et al., 2019). Being subjected to maltreatment as a child is a
devastating trauma, but it is also a significant risk factor for
domestic violence later in life, as either a victim or a per-
petrator of violence, abuse or neglect (Van Wert et al.,
2019). The literature suggests that fathers may be at an
additional risk for such a transmission given they, as boys,
were more likely to be physically disciplined (Wang et al.,
2018). The remarks analysed in the present study show that
the fathers in the sample were aware of their ‘ghosts in the
nursery’ (Fraiberg et al., 1975), and were determined to stop
their negative experiences from tainting their children.
Caution is required in further interpreting our data, since
they consist only of retrospective self-report and we do not
hold any other information on participants’ childhood
experiences.

In our study, fathers were aware that child attributes such
as gender are a factor in their use of physical force, con-
sistent with results from previous studies. Fathers have been
reported to play in a more physically involved manner with
their sons compared to their daughters (McMunn et al.,
2017) and they are more likely to apply physical means of
discipline to their sons (Scott & Pinderhughes, 2019), who
are also more likely to misbehave than girls (Gulenc et al.,
2018). This was reflected in our interview data. For exam-
ple, father H reported that he had previously hit his nephews
when he was frustrated but that he would not resort to
physical punishment when disciplining a girl, including his
daughter. However, the present findings should not be
inappropriately generalised since the literature suggests that
a parent’s pattern of discipline may undergo changes during
the child’s development. For instance, a U.S. study with a
non-abusive, representative sample of parents found that a

tendency for physical discipline gave way to more verbal
forms of disciplining as children grew older (Jackson et al.,
1999).

The current research set out with a position that child
maltreatment should include all forms of abuse and
neglect which pose risks to children’s well-being; this was
clearly communicated in interviews with the fathers in the
study. Nevertheless, relevant experiences or incidents that
were shared by the fathers in the sample clearly pivoted
towards physical punishment as a distinct problematic
behaviour during parenting. This may have been a char-
acteristic of the current sample, yet the evidence above
linking fathers and boys with physical punishment, sug-
gests this might relate more broadly to a particular issue
for parenting in fathers. Further research to pursue the link
is warranted, as it may also lead to exploring tailored
support for fathers.

Our earlier work with mothers found that mothers’ par-
enting behaviour was also affected by stress and frustration
(Hososaka & Kayashima, 2017). However, the mothers in
the study were determined to avoid the use of authoritarian
parenting, instead acting in accordance with their parenting
ideals. Their aversion to physical punishment was rein-
forced by a) their belief that rash and reactive behaviour
would damage their children’s contentment and respect for
their mother; and b) fear that such behaviour would be
judged by others as poor parenting (Hososaka &
Kayashima, 2017). Such resistance in the face of stress and
frustration was not identified in the current analysis with
fathers. Instead, the participants recognised their spouses’
greater parental authority, and waived (perhaps reluctantly)
their own authority and autonomy to apply their ideals and
beliefs as parents. We argue that a sense of incompetence
and acceptance of a secondary caregiving role are the
pivotal concerns for fathers. The men’s acknowledgment of
their subordinate role and their focus on their own (in)
competence may lessen their resilience towards maladaptive
parenting behaviour, or at least make them more vulnerable
at stressful moments of parenting. While further research
into parents’ coping mechanisms to manage stress is war-
ranted, the potential qualitative gender difference may hold
a key to understanding why the vast majority of maltreat-
ment cases in Japan are perpetrated by fathers or male
family members (Japan Police Agency, 2020).

Our analysis identified that fathers felt distressed when
their children cried. Excessive crying is a known cause for
much stress to parents globally, with studies showing child
crying may be an indication of poor parent-child relation-
ship, developmental problems in the child, parental
depression or child maltreatment (Korja et al., 2014; Long
et al., 2018). In our data, fathers remarked that they felt
acute and high levels of stress in response to their children
crying, and that their desperation to quieten the child could
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prompt them to give in to impulsive behaviour, including
actions which constitute maltreatment. Fathers’ sensitivity
to their crying children seemed to be heightened by their
fear of disturbing and receiving complaints from their
neighbours and of being seen as an inadequate parent in
public. These anxieties echo findings from our earlier
research into Japanese mothers (Hososaka & Kayashima,
2017). We would describe such fear as one of social per-
secution and shame or embarrassment, which have long
been described as occupying a central role in Japanese
culture. While fear of public shame is shared universally
across cultures (Lewis, 1995), it has been suggested that it
could be experienced more intensely by Japanese persons
when compared to people from Western countries (Fur-
ukawa et al., 2012; Thomas et al., 2019). This may partially
explain why the fathers in our sample felt particularly
stressed when their child cried in public. The participants
felt ill-equipped to handle day-to-day parenting, and were
likely pessimistic about their ability to soothe their children
when necessary. Since they feared being exposed as
incompetent parents, such challenging moments of parent-
ing were particularly stressful to them.

Limitations and Future Directions

Four main limitations relating to interview structure, recruit-
ment, data gathering and data analysis, respectively, should be
pointed out. First, the current research was designed as a
comparison study of a previous investigation with middle-
class mothers in Japan. As a result, the interviews were
somewhat restricted in their structure, particularly around the
key aim of studying what fathers considered risks for mal-
treatment based on their parenting experiences and reflections.
In particular, a relatively direct question asked about fathers’
anxiety in the interview. It is possible that the question played
a role in informing Category, “3. Unexplainable anxiety of
bringing up a child in the analysis”. The question was
intended to help fathers feel reassured about speaking of their
parenting experiences, including those that may be more
difficult to raise without a prompt. However, it is possible that
this prompt made an impact on participants’ choice of
remarks in the interview. Given the scarcity of previous
research with fathers, it is possible that a more broadly con-
structed interview guide would have been effective in gaining
a more comprehensive understanding of fathers’ experiences.
Second, the snowballing recruitment may have introduced a
sampling bias in recruiting like-minded fathers, specifically
those who were receptive to connecting with other fathers and
open to accepting the support offered at a midwifery clinic.
Since some of the participants were mutually acquainted, it is
possible that they may have communicated about the study,
which might have led to cross contamination of data. Poten-
tially, this may have also been a factor in reaching data

saturation at 11 participants, a relatively small sample size,
even for a qualitative study. Third, while the author who
conducted the interviews (Y.H.) is an experienced quali-
tative researcher, it is possible that her presence motivated
participants to consider social acceptability as a factor in
their responses. Given that many participants regarded
their wives as their children’s primary caregivers, the
interviewer’s gender may have coloured how participants
presented their own role. Social acceptability may also
partially account for the difference between the parenting
ideal participants espoused and the instances of maltreat-
ment they reported. The potential influence of social
desirability could also be relevant for verification of par-
ticipation eligibility, since this relied on self-reports by
participants. We as the research team did our best to
provide a safe space for our participants, in which to
disclose and confirm their eligibility, and to speak openly
about their experiences in the study; we trust our partici-
pants and are grateful to their contribution to our research.
However, there is the possibility that some of the parti-
cipants in the study felt unable to disclose relevant
information regarding the eligibility criteria—such as
information regarding their own health, or that of their
child’s or their development, or experience relating to
maltreatment—due to social desirability factors. Due to
the snowballing recruitment, some participants may have
felt concerned that their network was known to the
research team; combined with pressures from social
desirability factors, this may have introduced additional
barrier in disclosing relevant information. Given the reli-
ance on self-report for verification of eligibility, it is also
possible that some participants were simply unaware of
some of their information concerning eligibility criteria.
Fourth, researcher subjectivity (Braun & Clarke, 2019)
may have influenced the analysis. The two authors who
conducted the preliminary analysis (Y.H. & K.K.) and the
fourth author, who contributed to the analysis (M.R.),
were mothers. It is possible that their personal experiences
of parenting influenced how participants’ remarks were
interpreted.

Future research may involve disentangling fathers’ sense
of incompetence as described in the present paper from a
more objective assessment of their competence as parents.
Doing so would allow researchers to identify fathers’ spe-
cific needs, and to find effective means of support. Such
support may include providing fathers with a safe platform
to discuss and understand their parental anxieties, thus
boosting their self-efficacy appropriately. In our recent
work, we have created a series of leaflets featuring short
comics based on our research findings on maternal anxieties
(Hososaka & Kayashima, 2019). Interviews with a com-
munity sample of mothers, fathers and grandparents sug-
gested that such a format could reassure caregivers that they

Journal of Child and Family Studies (2024) 33:1120–1135 1131



are not alone in feeling anxious. The interviewees also
commented that the leaflets prompted a realisation in them
that raising children required mutual support among family
members (Hososaka & Kayashima, 2019). We anticipate
that similar leaflets specifically addressing paternal experi-
ences may help to empower fathers. Given the complexities
in fathers’ parenting experiences which were extracted from
the current analysis, there is a need for further research
exploring whether such an approach would be acceptable to
fathers.

Future work could also explore therapeutic applications
of the present findings. Parental awareness and reflections
are highly relevant and actively employed in evidence-
based intervention programmes such as Trust-Based Rela-
tional Intervention (Purvis et al., 2013), video interaction
guidance (VIG) therapy (Kennedy et al., 2010), circle of
security (Hoffman et al., 2006) or psychotherapeutic
approaches (Whitefield & Midgley, 2015). The present
findings signal a need for fathers to be more actively
included in such programmes. An effective starting point
may involve creating a safe environment for fathers to
voice their views and to share and reflect on their experi-
ences in co-creating programmes with fellow fathers. This
may also lead to insights into the inclusiveness of currently
available programmes. As a result, these could be adapted
to better suit parents on a spectrum of gender identification
or on other dimensions such as culture or race to improve
uptake as well as programme efficacy.

Conclusion

Child maltreatment remains a significant issue in Japan
and globally. The phenomenon does not occur in isola-
tion but as part of a complex interplay between the
actions and mental states of children and their caregivers.
The present study highlights the role which fathers
attribute to their own anxieties, social and cultural
influences, and child characteristics. Their perspectives
suggest that perceived parenting incompetence paired
with stressful situations such as public embarrassment
over a crying child, may form a fertile backdrop for
maltreatment. Targeted support aimed at bolstering par-
enting confidence and increasing paternal caregiving
involvement may help fathers to put into practice their
ideal of engaged, nurturing parenting.
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