JCH R Journal of Community Health Research 2023; 12(1): 126-133.

Male Involvement in Childcare: A Qualitative -
Exploration of Men’s Opinion in Nigeria

Olubukola Omobowale @, Ayodeji Adebayo @, Temiloluwa lyanda @

Department of Community Medicine, College of Medicine, University of Ibadan, Ibadan, Nigeria

ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT
L. . Background: Traditionally, women assume the sole responsibility of
Original Article improving child health. The patriarchal nature of the African society gives men

more socioeconomic power and control at home, making the importance of
investigating male involvement in child-care practices a priority. This study
explored the opinions of community dwelling fathers on male involvement in
child-care practices.

Methods: A community-based study was carried out among fifty-nine married
OPEN 8ACCESS men aged 21-49 years in Sepeteri, Saki East LGA, Oyo State. Eight focus group
discussions (FGDs) were conducted using a FGD guide. We explored the
knowledge of childcare practices, men’s roles in childcare and readiness to
partake in childcare practices among the participants. The resulting data were
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while men have to provide money and shelter for the family. Willingness to
participate in childcare practices was low due to some societal perceptions
around male involvement in such activities. However, a few respondents agreed
to secretly helping out with household chores.

Conclusion: Male involvement in childcare practices was observed to be poor
among the study group. To optimize child health and welfare in our society,
there is a need for health education and health promoting-interventions that will
enable men participate in childcare practices.
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Introduction

Childcare refers to the provision of time,
attention, and support to meet the physical, mental,
and social needs of a growing child in the
household and community (1). Care practices
necessary for good growth and development in
children under the age of 5 years include care for
women; young child feeding, food preparation,
personal hygiene practices, and home childcare
practices (2). These activities require human,
economic, and organizational resources and
support from the family and community (2, 3).
Although it is usually the mothers who are largely
concerned and involved in household chores and
child-care activities (4, 5), it is equally important to
engage men in these activities.

Men play very important roles at home,
including making decisions about family size (6,
7), utilization of available health care services (8),
and involvement in childcare practices (9), which
varies from one society to another (10), as well as
exercising control over household resources and
determining if and how much money women
receive to cater for their health and other needs
(11, 12). Factors discovered to be linked with the
involvement of men in childcare and related
matters include younger child age, maternal and
paternal employment, paternal education, and
being in control of the decision on family size
(13, 14).

In Nigeria and Africa, the patriarchal nature of
the society (5), has resulted in men having greater
socioeconomic power than women, leading to
autonomy of decision-making among the male
gender in many cases (6). A man's role in many
African homes is limited to the provision of
money, discipline, and general oversight (8, 9, 15).
Different studies have shown that higher male
involvement in childcare is associated with
improved receptive language skills, higher
cognitive skills, higher infant weight gain for
preterm infants, improved social and adaptive
behavior, higher academic achievement, fewer
behavioral problems, reduction of childhood
illnesses, and a lower likelihood of neglect (16-23).

Given that there is limited research assessing the
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involvement of fathers in childcare practices and
accompanying influential factors within the
African setting, as well as lack of studies that have
utilized fathers’ self-report of these factors, this
study sought to explore the opinions of community
dwelling fathers on male involvement in childcare
practices. This study used a qualitative method of
data collection, which is focus group discussion
(FGD).

Methods

Study Design

The study was a community-based qualitative
study, using FGD.

Study Instrument

A semi structured interview guide comprising
open-ended questions and suitable probes was
designed and utilized for all the discussions.
Relevant information on: respondent’s perception
towards male involvement in childcare practices,
willingness to participate in childcare practices, the
roles men play in childcare and factors associated
with their participation were collected. For ease of
communication, the guide was translated to the
local language- Yoruba and subsequently back
translated to English. This was to make sure that
the original meanings were not lost before
administration.

Study Area

The study was conducted in Sepeteri; a Yoruba-
speaking town in Saki East Local Government
Area of Oyo State, South-Western Nigeria. Saki
East LGA has a total population of 144,025 (24),
and the majority of the inhabitants are farmers
while a small fraction are traders and civil
servants.

Study population

The study population was made up of married
men living in Sepeteri.

Eligibility criteria

All married men who gave consent and had
given birth to a live child in the last two years

preceding the study were considered eligible for
the study. Men who did not live with their wives or
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were single were excluded from the study.

Sampling technique and data collection

A purposive sampling technique was used to
recruit a total of 56 community dwelling married
men. This sampling method was utilized for ease
of data collection particularly because not all the
men had a definite location, utilizing the random
sampling method in this situation could only be
theoretically possible. Before data collection, the
research team underwent a two-day training to
develop and pilot test the study instrument (FGD
guide), and also to improve the interviewing skills
of the interviewers. The results of the pilot
interview were used for content and face validation
of the FGD guide. An initial visit to trade union
leaders had also been made to seek and obtain their
permission. Existing social groups and associations
in the areas e.g., Okada Drivers Association, and
Sepeteri Butchers’ Association were used to
facilitate the recruitment of married men to the
study. Participants were divided into eight focus
groups consisting of 6-8 men, a moderator, a
recorder and an observer. The FGD guide explored
respondent’s perception towards male involvement
in childcare practices, willingness to participate in
childcare practices, the roles men play in childcare
and factors associated with their participation were
collected. The discussions were facilitated by the
moderator who ensured that every member of the
group participated equally, the recorder was
responsible for recording the discussion with a
digital voice recorder in addition to writing down
notes on paper. The observer took note of the non-
verbal expressions of the discussants. The
discussions were conducted in Yoruba language.

Data analysis

The FGDs were transcribed verbatim from the
audio recordings and translated to English by the
facilitator. Transcripts were quality checked and
back translated to English to ensure that the
original thoughts and contents were maintained
and to ensure fidelity. Coding was an iterative
process following a thematic framework approach
to qualitative data analysis. We initially read
through all the transcripts to familiarize ourselves
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with the data and independently coded two of the
transcripts inductively, using the manual method.
We then came together to reconcile the codes and
developed a code book for the remaining
transcripts. This code book was used to
independently code the remaining transcripts.

Result

Socio-demographic
participants

A total of 56 men were recruited into the study.
All were married and majority had some form of
formal education, but only five had post-secondary
education. Most of the respondents were self-
employed with a few of them having semi-skilled
occupations at the local government.

characteristics of the

Table 1. Socio-demographic characteristics of the
participants

Characteristics n (%)
Education
Primary 6 10.7
Secondary 45 80.3
Tertiary 5 8.9
Occupation
Self-employed 45 80.3
Semi-skilled 11 19.6
Age
20- 49 30 55
50 and above 26 45
Total 56 100

The resulting discussions were grouped into
six main themes as follows: respondents’
understanding of male involvement in childcare
practices, perception towards male involvement in
childcare practices, willingness to participate in
childcare practices, roles men play in childcare
practices, factors affecting roles of fathers in
childcare practices, and ways of improving male
involvement in childcare practices.

1.Respondents’  understanding
involvement in childcare practices

Most fathers had poor understanding of male
involvement in childcare practices. They largely
saw it as the financial responsibility of men.

“As the father of the child, 1 make sure that
there is money in the house, so that she can buy all
she needs whenever she is taking the child to the

of male
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hospital”.

“It is their (women’s) God given role; our own
duty is to be there to discipline the child and to
provide shelter, food and money to run the house .

Furthermore, our respondents were of the
opinion that male involvement in childcare
practices signifies reversal of roles in which the
husbands take over the roles of their wives and
then the women become the husbands.

“It is when a husband takes over the work of his
wife in taking care of the children.”

“I also feel it is when a man stops fulfilling his
role as a breadwinner and then helps his wife in
doing difficult duties at home and takes care of the
children”.

2.Perception towards male involvement in
childcare practices

As a result of the notion of women’s God given
role to take care of children, our respondents saw it
as culturally unacceptable or weakness on the part
of the man involved in childcare.

“Any man, who backs a child for his wife, is not
aman’.

“How can I do something that will make me
become a laughing stock in the community?”

“It is not our culture to become nannies who will
feed the babies, clean up for babies, change
diapers and bathe babies... it is against our
culture”

Nonetheless, a few others were of the opinion
that it is not out of place to be involved in
childcare.

“If my wife is ill, I don’t think it is too much to
take over childcare activities, after all, the father
owns the baby anyway”.

3.Willingness to participate in childcare
practices

Many of our respondents were unwilling to
participate in household chores, feeding, or
strapping the baby to the back. Vigorously shaking
his head, one particular man said,

“May God not let me back a baby (i.e., to strap
a baby to the back), | cannot back a baby, any man
doing such a thing is captured by terrestrial
powers!”
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“God forbid, I will never back a child!”

Nonetheless, some were of the opinion that
these often-neglected activities by men have
potential benefits on child and family health, and
as such they do not mind being involved.

“I am willing to help her with the housework.
She will not be able to do everything by herself.”

“If it will make my wife feel better and live long,
then | am willing to support her so that I can enjoy
our union better ”.

4.Men’s roles in childcare practices

A very prominent issue is the fact that men do
not expect their wives to demand help with
childcare activities.

“If she demands for it, then she will not get the
help, but if 1 want to help in taking care of my
child, then the offer has to come from me”.

Hospital visits, and staying back at home with
the kids when the woman is away was considered
unnecessary by some and acceptable by others.

“Providing money for my wife is my duty, when
a man sits at home to watch over the children,
then, there is a problem”.

“A woman should be supported when she is
pregnant by taking care of the older child and
providing all the money she needs”.

“One should also be willing to participate by
staying at home with her and the children and not
travelling unnecessarily.”

5.Factors associated with participation in
childcare practices

Some factors associated with participation in
childcare practices were directed at particular roles
e.g., accompanying a woman to the hospital.

“A man will feel ashamed to follow his wife to
the hospital. This is because he may be the only
man there. He will be ashamed.”

“There is no time to follow a woman to the
clinic. The man has to go to his workplace”.

Other reasons were seen as generally
influencing the roles men play in childcare
practices e.g.,, societal  perceptions and
expectations.

“People consider it a woman’s matter, for the
wife and mothers-in-law. The man is expected to
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Jjust make money available.’

“It is unheard of a man to be doing the
housework. Even if the baby is sick, he can only
help her do the heavy works like fetching water
from a well. Even so, they must be seen doing it

>

together and not him alone.’

6.Recommendations to  improve  male
involvement in childcare practices

Our respondents were very emphatic in speaking
about what can be done to improve their
involvement in  childcare practices. They
specifically touched on how community-level
interventions will go a long way in improving
expected outcomes.

“Community leaders and heads should be role
models for others. If they do so, especially in the
villages and towns, other men will start to get more
involved in assisting their wives with childcare
practices.”

“Discussing the issue during the town meetings
is also a good opportunity to enlighten men on the
need to be involved more in taking care of their
children and helping their wives at home.”

“Role plays and enlightenment programs can
also be staged for men in the communities, so that
they will know there is no harm in participating in
childcare practices.”

Discussion

In this study, we explored the opinions of
community dwelling fathers on male involvement
in childcare practices.

Poor knowledge and understanding of
childcare practices
Our results reflect poor knowledge and

understanding of childcare practices among study
participants. As has been reported in other similar
cultural setting (24-26), and according to most
respondents, a man’s role at home does not extend
beyond financial provision for upkeep of the child
and family and he does not get involved in
household chores, babysitting, feeding and other
related childcare practices. This is, however, in
contrast to what is obtainable in western societies,
where fathers are seen to be increasingly involved
in childcare activities beyond finances (14, 27, 28).
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Willingness to participate in childcare practices

The negative perceptions observed in the study
affected the willingness of the fathers to participate
in childcare activities, and this can be because of
the societal stigma or cultural misconceptions
attached to other helpful acts that men can be
engaged in. The respondents were strongly
opposed to participating in activities like changing
diapers, bathing, or strapping a baby to the back,
since it will make them feel less superior to their
spouses. In this part of the world, unfounded
beliefs that as head of family, fathers are not
supposed to participate in some of these childcare
activities are commonplace (24, 29). It could be
due to the disparity between the preconceived roles
that males and females can play respectively,
which is usually clearly defined from childhood.
For instance, boys are less likely allowed to be
involved in household chores like cooking, caring
for younger children and the elderly, or cleaning
(30, 31). Therefore, fathers in such societies
consider it demeaning to be closely involved in
childcare.

Men’s roles in childcare practices

Generally, our respondents were supportive of
the need for men to play active roles in childcare
after all; “omo o kii nile baba ko maa nile iya” i.e.,
it takes the cooperation of both mother and father
to take care of the children. However, a huge gap
has been reported between this knowledge and
their actual practice. Interestingly, our respondents
agree to engage in some childcare activities on the
condition that their wives did not initiate a request
for their involvement, or in the absence of
outsiders or relatives.

Women whose spouses are involved in childcare
practices have been shown to enjoy many social
and health benefits. For instance, the confidence
conferred on nursing mothers, which is known to
maintain breastfeeding, is reported to be improved
when there is active support from their male
spouses (23, 32, 33). Apart from meeting the
financial requirement for the welfare of their
children, men can actively be involved in childcare
by: rendering assistance at home, looking after the
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children when the woman is in the kitchen,
employing a housemaid, providing a means of
transport for the woman and children, etc.

Limitation: A convenience sampling of men
residing in a rural community was done; this may
limit the generalisation of findings to other men of
different backgrounds.
Weakness: our small sample size may be a
weakness of the study and findings may not be
significantly representative, we recommend that
more studies using a large data set should be
encouraged. Strength: we used a qualitative
method of data collection (Focus Group
Discussions) which helped us to unravel in-depth
information from the participants.

Conclusion

Contrary to the western world, male
involvement in childcare practices is a strange
concept in this part of the world. One effective way
to change this narrative is to engage men in a series
of public enlightenment programs, especially at the
community level because of the influence of
societal perceptions and expectations on men.

To the best of the authors” knowledge, this is the
first study to evaluate and report the opinions and
influential factors on the involvement of men in
childcare practices in this environment. We used a
convenience sample of rural dwelling fathers in
this survey, and this is a limiting factor to the
generalization of study outcomes to men from
other backgrounds. However, the identified factors
that have important implications for inciting
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