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Supporting a caring fatherhood in cyberspace – an

analysis of communication about caring within an

online forum for fathers

Background: Today’s parents seek out social support on the

Internet. A key motivation behind the choice to go online

is the need for more experience based information. In re-

cent years, new fathers have increasingly taken on an ac-

tive parental role. Men’s support for their caring activities

for infants on the Internet needs attention.

Aim: The aim was to describe communication about caring

activities for infants among men who visited an Internet-

based forum for fathers and elaborate on the dimensions of

support available in the forum.

Method: An archival and cross-sectional observational for-

um study was undertaken using principles for conducting

ethnographic research online: ‘‘nethnography’’. A total of

1203 pages of data from an Internet forum for fathers were

gathered and analysed.

Result: Support for a caring fatherhood in cyberspace can

be understood as fathers’ communicating encouragement,

confirmation and advice. The findings show that important

ways of providing support through the forum included a

reciprocal sharing of concerns – how to be a better father –

in relation to caring for an infant. Concerns for their child’s

well-being and shared feelings of joy and distress in

everyday life were recurrent supportive themes in the

communication. Information gained from contacting oth-

ers in similar situations is one important reason for the

fathers’ use of the Internet.

Discussion: Support offered in this kind of forum can be

considered as a complement to formal support. Profes-

sionals can use it to provide choices for fathers who are

developing themselves as caregivers without downplaying

the parental support offered by formal health care regimes.

Further research: Online support will probably be one of the

main supporting strategies for fathers in Scandinavia.

Caring and nursing researchers need to closely monitor

support activities that develop, and over time, as these ill

likely become an important source of support for people.

Keywords: parental support, fathers, caring, netnography,

Internet.

Submitted 28 October 2011, Accepted 15 March 2012

Introduction

Parental education and support directed at new parents

have become important activities for health care services

over recent decades. Health care professionals formally

support the transition into parenthood through group

sessions and educational materials such as books and

leaflets (cf. 1). Over the last decade Internet-based par-

enting support has become an important tool for providing

support to parents (2). Daily support and educational

activities delivered via the Internet represent a new

dimension in health care systems for both those individ-

uals requiring support and for the institutions that provide

information to those who are seeking it (cf. 3–5).

According to Plantin and Daneback (6) the majority of

today’s parents seek both information and social support

on the Internet. The primary motive for parents’ online

activities is the need for more experience based informa-

tion. To use the Internet as a source of information is

therefore to reach out and establish contact with others in

a like situation. As previously shown by Ziebland (7), in

relation to serious diseases the Internet is not only used for

gathering information, but also more importantly, it is

used to make sense of experiences. The imperative to

gather information is to become an expert and locate
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effective advice for oneself. Salzmann-Erikson and Eriks-

son (8) show that the patterns of using the Internet that

Ziebland addressed can relate to lifestyle health choices

such as parenthood.

New fathers in Scandinavia increasingly want to assume

an active parental role (9). A growing body of research on

fathering underscores a general interest in the role that

men can play in modern family life and in a family-ori-

ented society (10–12).

Scandinavia has long been lauded for its commitment to

gender and parental equality (13). In many respects, the

Nordic interest in sharing responsibilities and parenthood

has set a standard for gender and parenthood equality is-

sues globally. Scandinavian countries present a progressive

approach to this question, and major commitments have

been made to support a transition from traditional parental

roles to contemporary roles. Under these conditions, it is

important to research and address questions of how con-

temporary parenthood is shaped and in particular to study

how fatherhood is perceived and supported. The present

study addresses the latter question.

The ongoing trend towards an increasingly active

parental role for fathers has contributed to fathers taking

more responsibility for their infants and in turn questions

about fathering have mushroomed (14). Fathering is an

activity that takes place over the life course and involves

different activities in relation to different periods in time

(cf. 15). Online support groups for fathers are quickly

becoming a frequently accessed recourse on the Internet,

making them an important tool for fathers who want to

discuss their experiences (3, 6).

For example, a recent study by Fletcher and StGeroge

(16) shows that men participated in virtual communities

because they wanted to hear stories of fatherhood from

others who had faced similar situations. The possibility of

gaining social support during the transition to fatherhood

while remaining in one’s own comfort zone was the

primary reason for participating in virtual communities

supporting fathers. Fägerskiöld (17) concludes that

fathers who participate in formal health care activities

feel ‘‘slighted’’ as the fathers’ most common experience is

that the health care workers turn to someone else

(usually the mother) when supporting the parents.

Similar findings of feelings of being ‘‘left out’’ were noted

by Fletcher and StGeroge (16) as an additional reason for

men’s participation in online support forums for fathers.

Men¢s encounters with parental health care support

systems during pregnancy can contribute to their

becoming aware, for the first time, that they are a part of

a gendered order where parenting is regarded as pri-

marily a ‘‘women’s domain’’. This new awareness may

evoke feelings of alienation in relation to their new life

situation. As such, the questions addressed by Fägerskiöld

(17) and Fletcher and StGeroge (16) warrant further

research.

Although fatherhood has been explored (cf. 18, 19),

relatively few discussions have been centred on men

seeking and offering support through caring activities

among men. At the same time it is important to note that

the concept of caring is predominantly associated with

social arrangements relating to female family members,

not only when entering parenthood but also throughout

the life span (20). This pattern is also visible on the In-

ternet because online support generally targets women/

mothers, and the predominant users of parental sites are

women (21). Sarkadi and Bremberg (22) have critiqued

this gap in descriptions of parenting support, pointing out

men’s support in caring activities for infants on the Inter-

net and call for empirical studies that explore the oppor-

tunities that the Internet provides for fathers.

Following the anthropological movement to bring

studies ‘back home’ and investigate cultures within the

researcher’s own context, ethnography has become a well-

established research method in several widespread nursing

contexts (23–25). Further, Leininger and McFarland (26)

developed the ethnonursing research method to study

transcultural care within the nursing discipline. A second

wave began several years ago when ethnographic research

methods began to be applied in virtual cultures, and

shortly after in nursing disciplines (8). In light of this, a

focused analysis of communication about caring activities

for infants can provide insight into men’s support activities

in relation to caring and fatherhood in cyberspace.

Research aim

The aim of this study is to describe communication about

caring activities for infants among men who visited an

Internet-based forum for fathers, and elaborate on the

dimensions of support available in the forum.

Method

We took notion of Spradley’s (27) ethnographic method as

it is highly structured which was suitable for our study. In

combination, we were also inspired by Kozinetz (28)

netnographic method. In an initial step, we searched the

literature and identified that there is a lack of studies

concerning fathers’ communication about caring. From

this conclusion we posed the research question: What

communication exists among men related to caring activi-

ties for infants in cyberspace. Next, we located an online

arena that would be suitable to answer the research ques-

tion. We adopted four inclusion criteria for selecting forums:

written in a Scandinavian language that was understood by

both of the researchers, highly relevant to the research

question, be a public site that does not require registration to

access the posts and an active forum (>10 daily postings,

>1.000 postings total, and >100 members). We located the

online forum via the search engine Google by using the
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strings in combinations of ‘‘fathering’’, ‘‘fathers’’, ‘‘father-

hood’’, ‘‘support’’ and ‘‘online’’, ‘‘forum’’ and ‘‘community’’.

Data collection

The posters, forum participants, are nevertheless a heter-

ogeneous group. It is not possible to attain a detailed

description of the posters’ personal data, such as age,

marital, socioeconomic status and so on. As there were

more than 1000 postings on this topic, we found that

consensus data collection would be cumbersome. Instead,

posts were gathered ‘‘sequentially top-down’’. This meant

that data were gathered from the top thread and down,

working backwards through the sequence of discussions

(1, 2, 3, 4 … 10). Data were gathered simultaneously by

both the researchers. Throughout this step, analytic

memos were written. The dumping procedure was made

cross-sectional from the forums’ most recent posting and

backwards. We estimated that 10 pages of threads would

provide an appropriate amount of data for an in-depth

analysis. The data amounted to a total of 200 threads,

equal to 1203 pages. Links and pictures were excluded.

During the gathering and dumping of posts, analytical

memos were made. In the analysis phase, the data were

first removed, reducing the data from 1203 to 1049 pages

by removing redundant information, such as quotes,

graphics, etc.

Data analysis

Following this, we skimmed the data and obtained

knowledge of the language used by the posters. For

example, we detected how fathers started topics using the

phrase ‘‘I need to unload a bit...’’, following this self-ini-

tiated action, other fathers answered by posting their own

experiences of a similar situation or in other cases they just

agreed or provided confirmation. As we became familiar

with the data and how language was used in the forum, we

asked ‘‘what types of caring activities can be identified as

being communicated among fathers in the forum?’’. Fur-

ther, each of the types of caring activities identified was

operationalised and thereafter categorised according to

their diversity. Finally, the findings were reviewed and

discussed at a higher level of abstraction in relation to the

underlying meanings.

Ethical considerations

The data collection and presentation of the findings are

subsequent to the principles of international ethical stan-

dards (29–31). Although the study data are publicly

available, guidelines from the Nordic Research Councils

have been considered, including respecting the anonymity

of the posters. The researchers judge the knowledge gained

to be important for providing further guidance in relation

to questions of parental support that are valuable to health

care professionals and fathers (cf. 32).

Findings

The findings in this study present a description of com-

munication about caring activities for infants among men

who visited an Internet-based forum for fathers. The most

profound element of the forum culture was the provision

of support to other fathers. By sharing and commenting on

a wide range of parent-related questions, the forum serves

as a window into fatherhood experiences. The findings are

presented according to three categories; communicated

support as encouragement, confirmation and advice.

Fathers communicated encouragement

One of the frequent topics was ‘‘I need to unload a bit’’,

which was then followed by an outline of a major concern

about everyday care-giving experiences with the poster’s

infant. Encouragement expressed in the forum was related

to handling care-giving in everyday life and for some fa-

thers one way of ‘‘letting off steam’’ when frustrated was

to share their concerns in the forum:

What should I do? It feels a bit like whatever I do and

whenever I do it - it just turns out wrong, wrong,

wrong. The only positive thing to come of this is that I

have a wonderful son who I love more than life. He is

so wonderful, so happy, so spirited and mischievous!

‘‘Erik_the_DAD’’

Reply:

You are a great partner and father who gives everything

for his family!

‘‘Hyde’’

As shown above, when major concerns about caring abil-

ities suddenly struck fathers, the possibility to get some-

thing ‘‘off your chest’’ by sharing your thoughts with a

social support network of other fathers also engaged in

caring practices seemed to work as a twofold form of

support. On one hand the writing itself seems to be an

important tool for easing concerns. On the other hand the

encouragement the men received from others – in the

same situation – seems to be a vital source of support in

developing their care-giving practices. This kind of intro-

spection and self-examination that the sharing in the for-

um offered, allowing participants to address, visualize and

recapture their shortcomings in relation to their ideals, was

interpreted and understood as upholding the father’s care-

giving role in everyday life without having the ambition of

being therapeutic. One interesting line of demarcation in

the online culture was that while questions about care-

giving activities and the care-giving role of the father were

frequently addressed, major life crises such as thoughts of

divorce from the mother, or problems with alcohol abuse

were rarely commented upon. A second dimension of
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encouragement involved emotional reflections about the

personal growth the men experienced as a result of

engaging in care-giving. They often presented themselves

as fathers who were ‘‘present’’ for their infants:

Passed out on the bed with Ella beside me when we

got home and woke up around six thirty [p.m.] Nice to

have the little one lying or snoozing near me. PRE-

CIOUS TIMES!

‘‘Martin’’

As shown, encouragement also included promoting an

awareness of the gift that being a caring father was, and an

appreciation for the allotted parental leave they could take

advantage of.

Fathers provided confirmation

The fathers’ possibility to network with other fathers

through the forum seemed to be a valuable resource for

sharing their experiences about their care-giving roles and

practices to confirm their caring ability with each other.

Sharing some of the activities seemed to be important for

being able to express experiences and feelings related to

care-giving. It is clear that the fathers praise the network

for the opportunity to connect with others who share the

same experience and situation via cyberspace because it

creates a social arena for personal manoeuvring and offers

a crucial link to the world ‘‘outside home’’ and a confir-

mation of their caring practices. One example:

Today was the first time she pooped in the middle of a

diaper change. I stood there and was pretty pleased

with myself for noticing that she probably was not

quite finished when I put her on the changing table,

so I waited a minute to remove her bodysuit for while

she laid there and pushed. When I thought she was

finished, I dressed her and washed up. Just when I put

a new diaper on her, I heard her starting to grunt

again and ‘‘ohyeahlikethanksalot’’ a bit more puree

came out: roll eyes: Well, rinse and repeat. ‘‘Mogens’’

Reply:

Welcome to the poop squirt Association.;)

Had to change a little morning routine due to a major

‘‘brown shirt incident’’ earlier this year, now I change once

I have changed the baby’s diapers :)

‘‘Urban_Cowboy’’

As shown above, the fathers frequently confirmed caring

activities and experiences in the forum. Humour was also

characteristic as fathers confirmed each other’s experi-

ences. One dimension of confirming experiences is the

nurturing of the fathers’ caring skills and another dimen-

sion is the incorporation of the caring into a repertoire of

masculine activities. In the latter dimension, humour

played a vital part as the playful undertone in the com-

munication was a signal that they were just ‘‘ordinary

blokes’’ with ordinary interests. The humour itself implied

a confirmation of the gender identity that seemed to be

important in their communication. Another aspect of

confirming experiences was acknowledging the changes

parenthood implied for one’s life and adopting the new

rhythm and routine as a result of the new situation:

Reply:

Think you have a point there, but who the h–l, has time

to clean every day when you have a little toddler to take

care of,

Personally, I stopped to using wet snuff after the little

one came since children have a tendency to check out

everything they come across with their mouths. And if

they get hold of your finger it goes right in there.

Myself, I grew up on the countryside as they say, and

we’ve had all sorts of animals (cats, dogs, horses) so it has

been impossible to remain completely clean.

And if you have dirty fingers you shouldn’t be handling

children, which has to be good common sense; of course

you should always wash up if you have been in a dirty

environment. Now working at a garage and of course I

wouldn’t touch the little one until I have washed my

hands after a hard day at work.

So my point is as long as your hands are so clean that

you would chew on them yourself or eat a meal with

them, it’s probably not a danger to the child either.

‘‘Zacke’’

As shown, the posters offer confirmation of the urge to use

‘‘common sense’’ in care-giving. They further confirmed

that the mixed messages about caring that are often found

in books and given by health care professionals could be

implemented as new routines and a life balance could be

achieved by using ‘‘common sense’’.

Fathers communicated advising

One frequent way of providing support in the forum was

by offering father-to-father advice. Advice usually took the

form of guiding fellow fathers towards other fathers who

had earlier addressed the topic as a source of expertise.

Sometimes pasting excerpts from pamphlets and books

were used to emphasise advice given. References to re-

search, literature, child health nurses or midwives’ state-

ments were made when giving support to others. Practical

advice about sleep, food, weight, social and physical

development and activities was the most frequent topic.

Likewise advice about stomach aches, colds and other

common illnesses was given. A common form of offering

advice was by way of summarising one’s own practical

experience and views:

Reply: Infants learn from each other!

For small children it’s probably a combination of motor

development and some inspiration from other children,

but IMHO (In My Humble Opinion, author’s comm.) it feels

like social relationships are perhaps a little too advanced. :)

As Mats said, very small children have few exchanges with

each other, it is more the security and comfort they get
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from parents that is central. With this said, it is clear that

children need to be stimulated in different ways to devel-

op, but to keep turning over a baby several times (which I

did) in order to catch them rolling over (from back to

stomach position, author¢s comm.) on film looks pretty

lousy on the film a few years later. : eek: Apparently, to

play and read a book for the child (not for content but for

the interaction with parents) is a much better method. :)

‘‘Jonte’’

As shown above, the father used a mix of personal expe-

riences and information and knowledge gained about

caring for the infant to underscore his father-to-father

advice. This type of advice, particularly when considered

from the father’s perspective, means that the parties pro-

vide a virtual resource on the caring role of fathers that

they would not receive from other social contacts. In the

role of advising other fathers they suggest caring strategies

and activities over the net that probably would be con-

sidered controversial by midwives, Health Care Nurses and

other professionals:

In short: I do not believe that you could achieve more

than perhaps a barely measurable reduction in the risk

of dying of SIDS by placing a child in their own bed. I

think there are other factors at stake in most cases

where children die in their parents’ beds. In the books

it is stated that in principle ‘‘and to be on the safe side

you should not let the child sleep in your own bed’’. I

think its bullshit until proven otherwise.

‘‘North Face’’

As shown, the participating fathers shared their opinions

when giving advice, and this was not always congruent

with research or advice given by health care providers.

With this said, giving advice was a way of linking one’s

own experience of caring strategies to a wider body of

knowledge. The fathers used different bits of information

to construct their own opinions based on the advice given

in the forum. Sharing anecdotes, methods and professional

advice about caring and caring situations meant that they,

among other things, learned to develop the courage to

argue for their own expertise in the matter of caring and

therewith also develop their role as an advisor to other

fathers in the forum.

Discussion

How can communication about caring activities for infants

among men who visited an Internet-based forum for fathers

be understood? Even though the sampling of communica-

tion used in this study precludes any claims to traditional

forms of generalisability, insights can be gained into the

crucial contribution the support given makes in relation to

other forms of support for fathers developing their care-

giving role. The foregoing analysis suggests an image of

care-giving in fatherhood that is reflected in support

activities that can be abstracted into four dimensions.

As shown in Fig. 1, support as reciprocal sharing, of

experience based advice, sharing of information and the

promotion of good examples are the basis of supporting a

caring fatherhood in cyberspace.

The findings show that one important way of providing

support in the forum was the reciprocal sharing of con-

cerns – how to be a better father – in relation to caring for

an infant. A concern for one’s child’s well-being and

shared feelings of joy and distress in everyday life was

recurrent in the supportive communication. Moreover,

information gained from contacting others in the forum in

similar situations is one crucial and important possibility

for the fathers, which is similar to earlier findings on mo-

tives for Internet support (3–5). To toss around concerns

and questions related to caring tasks and receive a prompt

response from other posters constitutes an opportunity for

personal manoeuvring and offers a crucial link to confir-

mation deriving from ‘‘outside the home’’. Another aspect

of communication was the possibility of guiding other fa-

thers in manoeuvring through the available research, lit-

erature and publicly known methods of childcare and care-

giving. This was manifested as posters supported others by

sharing excerpts from pamphlets and books to support

their own expertise in the matter of caring. In this way

they developed the role as an advisor to other fathers in

the forum and become an ‘‘expert’’ (cf. 7). By using their

own fatherhood as a model for others and sharing gained

knowledge over a longer period, fathers pay their experi-

ences forward, as a pay it forward principle (33). This means

of support works twofold, through sharing the fathers can

connect with others who can benefit from their experience

but they also derived benefits from paying forwards. This

Figure 1 The trenchant layout of supporting caring fatherhood in

cyberspace.
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helped the fathers to preserve their caring experience as

something valuable and positioned them as a skilled father

within the forum. In agreement with previous research

(6–8) this study suggests that this kind of social support on

the Internet can be regarded as an imperative tool in

gathering information and making sense of new fathers’

care-giving experience. Moreover, we suggest that this

probably will be one of the primary support strategies

Scandinavian fathers adopt as long as the educational

programmes for parents are perceived as biased towards

mothers by some of them. Therefore as earlier addressed

by Salzmann-Erikson and Eriksson (8) we argue that

caring and nursing researchers need to closely monitor and

elaborate on this support activity as it develops and as it

may become an important source of support.

To conclude, as earlier stressed by Fägerskiöld (17) and

Fletcher and StGeroge (16), fathers might feel ‘‘slighted’’

by traditional health care support forums. We stress that

the support offered in this kind of forum can be considered

as a complement to formal support. We argue that it can be

used as an important tool for professionals when providing

fathers with choices for developing themselves as care-

givers without downplaying the parental support provided

by formal health care regimes. Caring fatherhood in

cyberspace is therefore to be understood as fathers com-

municating encouragement, confirmation and advice. This

way of communicating about caring can be abstracted and

further visualised through mapping out the manifest

interplay of themes, namely information, experience,

skillfulness and reciprocity.

Clinical implications

As a result of our study, we have identified clinically rel-

evant issues and clinical implications that should be em-

phasised. As shown, alternative support arenas exist in

parallel with formal health care. Whether such alternatives

are to be treated as competitors or complements might not

be the most critical question. Rather, we would argue that

it is important to identify the existence of such alternative

support systems and to clarify what they accommodate.

The findings underscore the importance of formal health

care providers critically monitoring the field and updating

themselves on support activities taking place in these kinds

of forums, which are an important source of support for

some fathers. In order to supplement what is offered

through informal and experience-based Internet forums

including opportunities for self-reflection and to under-

stand fatherhood in a gendered and generational context

might be offered.

Trustworthiness and implications for theoretical development

Four elements support the trustworthiness of our study.

First, the volume of data, over 1000 pages, is more

extensive than what is usually considered in other quali-

tative studies (cf. 34). Second, questions of trustworthiness

are also linked with the use of data that were not intended

for research (cf. 35–37).Third, the trustworthiness of the

study is supported by the way in which the data were

presented in the findings – that is, as a thick descriptive

and analytic text with variations in levels of abstraction (cf.

38). Finally, serendipity – what surprised us in the online

culture was the shared underlying agreement to ‘‘not go

therapeutic’’ in the forum. Another surprise was the fa-

ther’s motivation and ambition to ‘‘pay their experiences

forward’’. A methodological limitation of this study, as well

as other nethnographic studies, is that it is impossible to

fully describe or give a sociodemographic overview of the

posters. However, our perception is that posters were

represented from a wide range of social roles, although

native Scandinavians appear to be the most represented in

the forum. Some posters were newbie’s whereas others

were insiders. The forum used in this study has likely

adopted a large number of unrecorded lurkers, based on

their electronic shadows as readers-only (cf. 28). It is also

important to stress that even if this observational forum

study adheres to the international ethical standards, ethical

concerns still have to be acknowledged. We have carefully

estimated and considered the possibility of inflicting harm

on forum members while conducting this research and

concluded that the potential risk was low and the knowl-

edge to be gained could be valuable for both health care

professionals and fathers. With this said, the findings and

interpretations of this study show that caring and nursing

researchers can play a vital and important part in analysing

the postmodern shifts that caring sciences currently face.

By focusing on developing methods and approaches caring

research will be well equipped to elaborate upon new

practices. We suggest that caring and nursing researchers

closely monitor and elaborate on the new practice dis-

cussed here as it develops, and over time becomes impor-

tant for people. Caring and nursing researchers need to

both methodologically and conceptually grasp new chal-

lenges and at the same time prevail with an ontological

coherence to values in the caring and nursing paradigm.

Understanding support activities through the lens of net-

nography is one way to meet these challenges.
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