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Abstract
This study investigated relations between father involvement in caregiving and play and
coparenting behavior using self-report and observational data from 80 two-parent families of
preschool-aged children, and examined parents’ nontraditional beliefs about fathers’ roles and
family earner status as moderators of these relations. Results indicated that greater father
involvement in caregiving and play was associated with less observed undermining coparenting
behavior in dual-earner families. Conversely, greater father involvement in caregiving was
associated with less perceived supportive and greater perceived undermining coparenting behavior
in single-earner families. Father involvement in play was not related to coparenting behavior
among single-earner families. This study highlights the importance of considering parental
employment patterns and the multidimensional nature of fathering behavior when studying
fathering and coparenting.

It is increasingly understood that children’s social development in the family context is best
conceptualized as a process in which all family members -- including mothers, fathers,
siblings, and extended kin -- are considered to play important roles. Although there is a long
research tradition focused on studying family influences on children’s development, only
relatively recently have researchers broadened this effort beyond the study of mother-child
or marital relationships to include a focus on other important aspects of the family system
such as father involvement, or the degree to which fathers are involved in childrearing, and
coparenting behavior, or the extent to which adults in the family support versus undermine
each other’s parenting. Both father involvement and coparenting behavior have been linked
empirically to children’s socioemotional functioning (Lamb, 1997; McHale et al., 2002).

However, investigations of father involvement and coparenting behavior have largely been
pursued independently of each other. Thus, we know that parents who frequently support
each other’s parenting and refrain from undermining each other’s parenting efforts foster
healthy development in their children (e.g., Schoppe, Mangelsdorf, & Frosch, 2001), and
that greater father involvement is associated with a variety of positive outcomes for children
(e.g., Parke et al., 2002), but we have a more limited understanding of the interplay between
these two important aspects of family life. The current study was designed to examine the
potential impact of father involvement in caregiving and play, two important types of direct
involvement that are aligned with more nontraditional and more traditional perspectives on
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paternal roles, respectively, on coparenting behavior in two-parent families. Given that
relations between father involvement and coparenting behavior may depend upon other
aspects of the family ecology (Doherty, Kouneski, & Erickson, 1998), particularly parents’
beliefs about fathers’ roles and family earner status (Lee & Doherty, 2007), we further
examined these variables as moderators of the effects of father involvement on coparenting
behavior.

Father Involvement
One aspect of the family system that has received increasing attention from researchers is
fathers’ involvement in raising their children (Marsiglio, Amato, Day, & Lamb, 2000). This
interest in fathers has emerged for several reasons, including changes that have taken place
in the expected roles of fathers across many societies. Today’s fathers are increasingly
expected to sharing parenting responsibilities more equally with mothers (Pleck & Pleck,
1997). However, although father involvement has shown modest increases over the last
several decades, fathers continue to spend significantly less time than mothers caring for
children (Hofferth, Pleck, Stueve, Bianchi, & Sayer, 2002; Pleck & Masciadrelli, 2004).

Such discrepancies between ideals and reality have fueled fathering research, especially as
research evidence continues to support the benefits for children of involved fathering (Pleck
& Masciadrelli, 2004). Children of highly involved fathers show greater cognitive
competence and academic achievement (Flouri & Buchanan, 2004; McBride, Schoppe-
Sullivan, & Ho, 2005), have higher self-esteem (Amato, 1994; Deutsch, Servis, & Payne,
2001), fewer behavior problems (Flouri & Buchanan, 2003; Mosley & Thomson, 1995), and
greater social competence with peers and siblings (Parke et al., 2002; Volling & Belsky,
1992). Recent research suggests that the benefits of involved fathering typically persist even
when controlling for maternal involvement (Marsiglio et al., 2000).

As research on fathering has proliferated, a perpetual concern is how father involvement
should be defined. An influential model of father involvement was outlined by Lamb, Pleck,
Charnov, and Levine (1987), who conceptualized three types of involvement: (a)
accessibility (parent is physically and psychologically available to child), (b) interaction/
engagement (parent participates with child in one-on-one activity), and (c) responsibility
(parent assumes responsibility for care of child). Subsequent research supports the notion
that father involvement is a multidimensional construct, likely encompassing both indirect
forms of involvement such as financial providing and cognitive monitoring as well as direct
forms that include caregiving and play (Hawkins & Palkovitz, 1999; Schoppe-Sullivan,
McBride, & Ho, 2004). Not surprisingly, developmentally appropriate positive interaction/
engagement (i.e., quality of father involvement) confers greater benefits to children than
simple accessibility or responsibility (i.e., quantity of father involvement; Marsiglio et al.,
2000; Pleck & Masciadrelli, 2004); however, multiple forms of involvement may lay the
groundwork for the establishment of enduring father-child relationships (Lewis & Lamb,
2003).

Coparenting Behavior
In families characterized by multiple parents, one aspect of the family context within which
father-child and other important relationships are nested is the coparenting relationship, or
the relationship between adults in the family as parents. According to family systems theory
(e.g., Minuchin, 1974), the coparenting relationship is a central element of family life,
influencing parental adjustment, parenting, and child outcomes (Feinberg, 2003).
Coparenting can be defined as joint parenting within a family context and reflects the extent
to which parents do (or do not) cooperate as a team in raising their children (Feinberg).
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Coparenting behavior is exemplified by undermining (hostility, competition) and supportive
(warmth, cooperation) elements of interaction (Belsky, Putnam, & Crnic, 1996).

Empirical research on coparenting in two-parent families is a relatively recent phenomenon,
but the weight of the evidence already indicates the importance of coparenting behavior for
children’s socioemotional functioning (McHale et al., 2002). Consistent links between
undermining (hostile, competitive) coparenting behavior and children’s emotional and
behavioral problems have been obtained (McHale & Rasmussen, 1998; Schoppe et al.,
2001). In contrast, supportive coparenting relationships characterized by cohesion,
cooperation and warmth show strong links to children’s prosocial behavior and social
competence (McHale, Johnson, & Sinclair, 1999; Stright & Neitzel, 2003). Furthermore,
several investigations have established that coparenting behavior exerts a unique influence
on children’s adjustment, over and above the influence of both marital relationship quality
(e.g., McHale & Rasmussen, 1998) and dyadic parenting quality (e.g., Belsky et al., 1996).
These findings highlight that coparenting is not simply part of marital or parent-child dyadic
relationships, but rather plays a distinct role in the family system (Margolin, Gordis, & John,
2001; Schoppe-Sullivan, Mangelsdorf, Frosch, & McHale, 2004).

Father Involvement and Coparenting Behavior: Does Equality Imply Harmony?
As research on coparenting has grown, questions have arisen about the connections between
the father’s role in the family and the quality of the coparenting relationship. A central issue
is whether parents need to share parenting tasks and responsibilities equally in order to
achieve a successful coparenting relationship. Researchers who emphasize “equally shared
parenting” (e.g., Deutsch, 2001) describe coparents as those couples who have made a
commitment to parenting equality and have rejected more traditional gender roles dictating
that mothers are better suited for caretaking than fathers. However, most coparenting
researchers believe that couples do not need to share parenting equally in order to have a
high-quality coparenting relationship. Instead, there are numerous ways that a couple can
create family cohesion, consistency, predictability, rules, standards, and a safe and secure
home environment (McHale et al., 2002), which do not necessarily involve parents sharing
the same parenting styles or spending an equal amount of time with their children.

And yet, as mentioned above, our society has been increasingly calling upon its men to
assume a more active role in raising their young children (Pleck & Pleck, 1997), and to
some extent fathers’ involvement has increased accordingly (Pleck & Mascidrelli, 2004).
One might wonder: What is the impact of having two (rather than one) involved parents on
the coparenting relationship? However, the lack of empirical data focusing on the
connections between father involvement and coparenting has left this question unanswered.
On the one hand, it seems obvious that greater father involvement may foster more
supportive coparenting behavior (e.g., father steps in to help and support mother and she is
pleased). Although little research has addressed this issue directly, a number of studies have
demonstrated relations between greater father involvement and higher marital relationship
quality (e.g., Blair, Wenk, & Hardesty, 1994; Lee & Doherty, 2007).

However, it is also important to consider the converse: that greater father involvement may
lead to more disagreements between parents surrounding parenting issues. Such
disagreements (e.g., father finally asserts his opinion about a particular parenting practice
and disagrees with mother) could potentially increase the amount of undermining
coparenting behavior. Providing support for this possibility, negative associations between
father involvement and marital quality have also been found (e.g., Crouter, Perry-Jenkins,
Huston, & McHale, 1987; Nangle, Kelley, Fals-Stewart, & Levant, 2003). In addition, the
limited literature on “maternal gatekeeping” suggests that not all mothers may desire or
facilitate father involvement (e.g., Allen & Hawkins, 1999; Schoppe-Sullivan, Brown,
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Cannon, Mangelsdorf, & Sokolowski, 2008). Thus, at least in some cases, successful
coparenting may result from low levels of father involvement. Given these divergent
possibilities, a particularly fruitful direction for research may be to explore factors that
moderate relations between father involvement and coparenting behavior.

The “parental beliefs” model—One factor that may be particularly important to
consider when examining associations between father involvement and coparenting behavior
is parents’ beliefs about appropriate parent and gender roles. Empirical evidence supports
the notion that both mothers’ and fathers’ beliefs about fathers’ roles are key correlates of
paternal involvement (e.g., Beitel & Parke, 1998; Nangle et al., 2003), such that fathers tend
to be more involved in childrearing when they and their partners hold more nontraditional
beliefs. Clearly, though, not all parents hold such beliefs. Hackel and Ruble (1992) found
that women who endorsed more egalitarian gender roles were most dissatisfied when men
participated less in childcare than they had expected, whereas women who endorsed more
traditional gender roles were most dissatisfied when their partners participated more in
childcare then they had expected. Thus, depending on parents’ beliefs and expectations,
adaptive coparenting behavior may be facilitated by higher or lower levels of father
involvement. Consistent with this notion, Lee and Doherty (2007) found that fathers’
attitudes toward father involvement moderated the relation between father involvement and
marital satisfaction, such that a positive association between involvement and marital
satisfaction was observed only for fathers with positive attitudes toward father involvement.

The “family earner status” model—Another aspect of the family ecology that may
affect relations between father involvement and coparenting is parental employment
patterns, which figure significantly in Doherty et al.’s (1998) theoretical model of
responsible fathering. In fact, research suggests that family earner status (dual- vs. single-
earner) may moderate the relation between father involvement and marital satisfaction. In
their recent study, Lee and Doherty (2007) found that the relation between father
involvement and marital satisfaction was positive in dual-earner families, but negative in
single-earner families. In contrast, three older studies found a negative association between
father involvement and marital satisfaction for dual-earner, but not single-earner families
(Crouter et al., 1987; Grych & Clark, 1999; Volling & Belsky, 1991), and two of those
studies found a positive association between father involvement and marital satisfaction for
single-earner families (Grych & Clark; Volling & Belsky).

Type of father involvement—In attempting to understand and test the parents’ beliefs
and family earner status models, it is critically important to take the type of father
involvement into account. In the present study, we measured two important aspects of father
involvement – involvement in caregiving activities and involvement in play activities. Direct
father involvement in caregiving involves the father’s participation in more typically
“maternal” activities such as preparing meals for the child and getting up with the child
when s/he wakes up at night. This type of involvement is more consistent with the modern
ideal of father as “co-parent” (Pleck & Pleck, 1997) and may be desirable for more
nontraditional parents, whose views about fathers are more consistent with this type of
involvement, or those in dual-earner families, whose schedules frankly demand greater
sharing of child care labor. In contrast, father involvement in caregiving may not be
desirable for parents with less nontraditional beliefs about fathers’ roles, or those in single-
earner families in which mothers are at home with their children and expected to take on the
bulk of the child care activities. In fact, in these families, greater father involvement in
caregiving may result in friction between parents, consistent with the maternal gatekeeping
hypothesis (e.g., Allen & Hawkins, 1999; Schoppe-Sullivan et al., 2008).
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Father involvement in play includes activities encompassing physical play and play with
toys (e.g., building sets, balls). This type of father involvement is consistent with the more
traditional ideal of the father as a “Dad” - a father who engages in fun leisure-time activities
with his children (Pleck & Pleck, 1997). The role of the father as a playmate continues to
receive emphasis in recent research (Paquette, 2004; Roggman, Boyce, Cook, Christiansen,
& Jones, 2004). According to the parents’ beliefs model, because father involvement in play
may be consistent with more traditional views of fathers’ roles, greater father involvement in
play should be associated with more adaptive coparenting behavior in families with parents
who espouse less nontraditional beliefs. For parents with more nontraditional beliefs, father
involvement in play should have neither positive nor negative implications for coparenting,
because for these parents, father involvement in caregiving activities has augmented – but
not supplanted – father involvement in play activities.

The implications of the family earner status model with respect to relations between father
involvement in play and coparenting behavior are somewhat different. From this
perspective, greater father involvement in play as well as caregiving should be beneficial for
coparenting in dual-earner families, because the division of all aspects of parenting needs to
be shared, just as the role of economic provider is also shared. For single-earner families,
though, according to the family earner status model, greater father involvement in play
activities should not have positive or negative implications for coparenting, because it is
neither necessary for effective coparenting nor does it encroach upon the mother’s role as
primary caregiver.

The Present Study
Given the demonstrated importance of both father involvement and coparenting behavior for
children’s development, and the potential for quite disparate patterns linking father
involvement and coparenting behavior, it is surprising that little research has examined the
connections between these aspects of the family system. The resulting gaps in knowledge
underscore the importance of the current investigation, which was guided by two questions:
(1) What are the relations between father involvement in caregiving and play and
coparenting behavior? (2) Do parents’ nontraditional beliefs about the roles of fathers and
family earner status moderate associations between father involvement and coparenting
behavior? Rather than anticipating straightforward links between father involvement and
coparenting behavior, we expected that the associations would differ based on parents’
nontraditional beliefs and family earner status, and that the type of father involvement
(caregiving versus play) would matter as well.

Specifically, with respect to question two, we tested the appropriateness of the parental
beliefs model versus the family earner status model. Recall that the hypotheses generated by
the parental beliefs model include the following: (a) greater father involvement in caregiving
should predict greater supportive and less undermining coparenting behavior for parents
with more nontraditional beliefs about fathers, but the opposite should be true for parents
with less nontraditional beliefs; and (b) greater father involvement in play should only
matter for coparenting in families where parents have less nontraditional beliefs about
fathers, and in those families greater play by fathers should predict higher levels of
supportive and lower levels of undermining coparenting behavior. In contrast, the
hypotheses stemming from the family earner status model are: (a) greater father involvement
in caregiving and play will be associated with greater supportive and less undermining
coparenting behavior in dual-earner families; and (b) greater father involvement in
caregiving should be related to lower levels of supportive and higher levels of undermining
coparenting in single-earner families, but greater father involvement in play should not
matter for such families.
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Method
Participants

Eighty families participated in this study as part of a larger research project focusing on
family relationships and children’s development. Participating families included a mother,
father, and a preschool-aged child. Families with multiple children were allowed to
participate in the study. However, only one preschool-aged child per family was included in
the study. Families were recruited through local preschools, churches, a newspaper ad, and
by word-of-mouth. At the time of participation, children were approximately 4.1 years old
(SD = .5 years; 41 boys, 39 girls). Mothers’ ages ranged from 22.2 to 56.2 years with a mean
age of 36.1 years (SD = 5.4 years). Fathers’ ages ranged from 25.1 to 56.7 years with a mean
age of 38.1 years (SD = 6.0 years).1 Annual family income ranged from less than $10,000 to
over $100,000 (Mdn = $71,000 to 80,000). Sixty-six mothers and 64 fathers had obtained at
least a college degree (range: high school degree to Ph.D.). Sixty-one children who
participated were European American, seven were African American, one was Asian, 10
were of mixed race/ethnicity, and race/ethnicity for one child was not reported. Sixty-seven
of the participating mothers were European American, eight were African American, two
were Asian, two were of mixed race/ethnicity, and race/ethnicity for one mother was not
reported. Sixty-five of the participating fathers were European American, seven were
African American, three were Hispanic, one was Asian, one was of mixed race/ethnicity,
and three fathers did not indicate their race/ethnicity. All couples were married or cohabiting
for an average of 9.2 years (SD = 4.5 years). Thirteen of the participating families had only
one child, 46 families had two children, 14 families had three children, three families had
four children, three families had 5 children, and only one family had six or more children.
Fifty of the participating children were first-born children, 17 were second-born children, 10
were third-born children, one was fourth-born, one was fifth-born, and one was sixth or
later-born.

Data Collection
First, mothers and fathers were mailed identical packets of questionnaires to complete at
home. The questionnaires assessed parents’ demographic information and tapped their
perceptions of father involvement and coparenting relationships in their families. Parents
were instructed to complete their questionnaires independently and to bring them to the
laboratory visit. Two weeks after receiving the questionnaire packets, the families visited the
laboratory for 1.5 hours. At the visit, both parents and their child completed two 10-minute
videotaped tasks together. The first task required the mother, father and child to draw a
picture of their whole family together, and after completing the picture, to label the family
members that had been drawn. The second task required families to build a house together
out of a toy building set. For participating in this study, families received a $30 gift card to a
local store. This study was approved by and conducted under the oversight of the
University’s Institutional Review Board.

Measures
Father involvement in caregiving and play—Fathers reported on the frequency of
their involvement in developmentally appropriate activities with their children using items
derived from measures of father involvement used in large national surveys (e.g., the PSID-
CDS, see Schoppe-Sullivan, McBride, et al., 2004; the DADS initiative, see Cabrera et al.,
2004). Seven items each assessed paternal involvement in caregiving activities (e.g., prepare
meals for your child) and play activities (e.g., play together with toys for building things).

1The wide age range of the participating parents is because of one set of older parents in our sample (ages 56.2 and 56.7 years).
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Each item was rated on a 6-point scale (1 = not at all to 6 = more than once a day). Items
reflecting father involvement in caregiving and play were averaged to create summary
scores (αs = .72 and .76, respectively).

Observations of coparenting behavior—Coparenting behavior was coded from the
videotaped family interaction episodes by a team of two trained researchers. The coders
used scales developed by Cowan and Cowan (1996) to rate the overall quality of
coparenting incidents within the taped interactions. These scales have been used and
validated in previous investigations (Schoppe et al., 2001; Schoppe-Sullivan, Mangelsdorf,
et al., 2004). The seven dimensions that the interactions were rated for, which tap important
aspects of supportive and undermining coparenting behavior, are: pleasure (degree to which
parents seem to enjoy coparenting), warmth (how affectionate and emotionally supportive
the partners are of each other), cooperation (extent to which partners help and support one
another instrumentally in coparenting), interactiveness (the extent to which parents engage
with each other verbally and nonverbally), displeasure (degree to which parents do not
enjoy working together or coparenting), anger (extent to which partners show hostility or
irritation with each other), and competition (degree to which parents try to “outdo” each
other in their efforts to work successfully with the child). These qualities were rated using
the following scale: 1 = very low (the behavior is infrequent) to 5 = very high (the behavior
happens numerous times). It is important to note that these coparenting behaviors only
reflect how the parents interact together regarding parenting-related issues (i.e., the
behaviors coded do not include behaviors directed from one parent to the child). Each family
received two sets of ratings – one set for the drawing task and one for the building task.
These ratings were averaged to create one score for each family on each scale across the 20
minutes of interaction.

Each of the trained raters was randomly assigned half of the drawing episodes and half of
the building episodes, and the same rater did not code a family in both episodes with the
exception of randomly selected episodes that the coders both rated to ensure consistency.
For the 29% of episodes that the coders both rated, gamma coefficients were used to assess
interrater reliability, because they are statistics that control for chance agreement like kappa
but are more appropriate for ordinal data (Hays, 1981; Liebetrau, 1983). Gammas for the
coparenting coding were appropriate, ranging from .78 – .94 (M = .88). The coding data
were reduced based on the principal components analysis conducted for a previous report
(for details see Schoppe-Sullivan, Weldon, Cook, Davis, & Buckley, 2009). This analysis
yielded two components. Component 1, which was named Observed Supportive
Coparenting, was characterized by high loadings for pleasure, warmth, cooperation, and
interactiveness. Component 2, which was named Observed Undermining Coparenting, was
characterized by high loadings for displeasure, anger, and competition. On the basis of these
results, two composite variables representing observed supportive and undermining
coparenting, respectively, were created by averaging scores for pleasure, warmth,
cooperation, and interactiveness, and by averaging scores for displeasure, anger, and
competition.

Perceptions of coparenting behavior—Mothers and fathers each responded to
fourteen items designed to assess their perceptions of their partner’s coparenting behavior
using the Perceptions of Coparenting Partners questionnaire (PCPQ; Stright & Bales, 2003).
Half of the items reflect supportive coparenting behaviors (e.g., “My spouse backs me up
when I discipline my child”), and the other half reflect undermining coparenting behaviors
(e.g., “My partner competes with me for my child’s attention”). Each parent rated the
frequency of their partner’s behaviors on a scale from 1 = never to 5 = always. Although
mothers’ and fathers’ perceptions of supportive (r = .22, p = .06) and undermining (r = .21,
p = .07) coparenting behavior were only modestly correlated, summary scores for perceived
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supportive coparenting and perceived undermining coparenting were created by averaging
mothers’ and fathers’ responses to the support items and the undermining items (separately).
This decision allowed the creation of variables parallel to those derived from the
observations of coparenting behavior, and is supported by the acceptable Cronbach’s alphas
for perceived supportive coparenting (.77) and perceived undermining coparenting (.70).

Nontraditional beliefs about fathers’ roles—To assess mothers’ and fathers’ attitudes
about the roles of fathers in the family, each parent completed the What is a Father?
Questionnaire (WIAF; Schoppe, 2001). The WIAF questionnaire is a 15-item measure
adapted from Palkovitz’s (1984) Role of the Father Questionnaire. Items on the WIAF ask
respondents to rate statements concerning fathers and fathering from 1 = strongly disagree
to 5 = strongly agree. The WIAF includes items that tap both more nontraditional and more
traditional beliefs about fathers’ roles (e.g., “fathers and mothers should spend an equal
amount of time with their children”; “fathers should be the disciplinarians in the family”).
For the purposes of this study we focused on parents’ ratings of four nontraditional attitudes
statements which represent the modern ideal of the father as an equally capable and involved
coparent. For example, one item on the nontraditional attitudes scale is: “Fathers are just as
sensitive in caring for children as mothers are.” Parents’ ratings on these four items were
averaged to yield a summary score, with higher scores indicating more nontraditional beliefs
about fathers’ roles. Cronbach’s alphas for this scale were .69 for mothers and .75 for
fathers. Parents’ nontraditional beliefs about the roles of fathers were significantly
correlated, r = .25, p < .05, and were averaged together to create a family-level beliefs
variable for use in subsequent analyses.

Family earner status—Half of the study families (n = 40) were single-earner families in
which the father worked outside the home (> 20 hours per week) but the mother did not. The
other half of the participating families were dual-earner families (n = 40). In these families,
both parents worked outside the home for greater than 20 hours per week.

Analysis Procedure
First, preliminary analyses were conducted to examine relations among the independent
variables (fathers’ caregiving, fathers’ play, parents’ nontraditional beliefs about fathers,
family earner status) as well as relations between the independent and dependent (observed
and perceived supportive and undermining coparenting behavior) variables.

Subsequently, hierarchical regression analyses were used to examine the individual and
interactive contributions of fathers’ caregiving and play, parents’ nontraditional beliefs
about fathers’ roles, and family earner status to observers’ and parents’ perceptions of
coparenting behavior. Two series of equations were computed, one considering the
contributions of fathers’ caregiving to coparenting behavior, and one considering the
contributions of fathers’ play. Further, each series consisted of four hierarchical regressions,
each predicting one of the dependent variables (observed supportive coparenting, observed
undermining coparenting, perceived supportive coparenting, perceived undermining
coparenting). Thus, a total of eight hierarchical regressions were conducted.

On the first step, family income was entered as a control variable.2 On the second step the
following variables were entered as a block: fathers’ caregiving (or play), parents’
nontraditional beliefs about fathers’ roles, and family earner status. On the third step, we
entered the two-way interaction between fathers’ caregiving (or play) and parents’

2To simplify its use in the regression analyses, the family income variable was dichotomized and dummy coded. Families with an
income at or below the median (n = 35) were assigned “0”, and families with an income above the median (n = 43) were assigned “1”.
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nontraditional beliefs, and on the fourth and final step we entered the two-way interaction
between fathers’ caregiving (or play) and family earner status. We entered the two-way
interaction effects on separate steps in order to gauge their unique contributions to
coparenting behavior, and entered the interactions with parents’ nontraditional beliefs first
given the somewhat stronger theoretical and empirical basis for expecting parents’ beliefs to
play a consistent moderating role.

Given that each equation already included six predictors for a sample size of N = 80 (at the
limit of most “rules of thumb” regarding subjects-to-variables ratios; see Green, 1991), the
contributions of fathers’ caregiving and play were considered in separate sets of regression
analyses. Before the regressions were conducted, all key independent variables were mean-
centered, except for family earner status, which was dummy coded (0 = single-earner; 1 =
dual-earner). If a significant interaction was obtained, a graph of the interaction was created
by substituting particular values into the regression equation (i.e., plus and minus one
standard deviation from the mean for the father involvement and parents’ beliefs variables
and 0 or 1 for the earner status variable). Interpretation of significant interaction effects was
further enhanced through simple slopes analysis (Aiken & West, 1991; Preacher, Curran, &
Bauer, 2006).

Results
Preliminary Analyses

Descriptive statistics and intercorrelations for all study variables are presented in Table 1.
When parents had more nontraditional beliefs about fathers, fathers were more involved in
caregiving, r = .29, p < .05, but not in play, even as fathers’ involvement in caregiving and
play was significantly correlated, r = .28, p < .05. Parents’ and observers’ perceptions of
supportive and undermining coparenting behavior showed modest convergence (r = .24, p
< .05 for both associations). There were no significant correlations between father
involvement in caregiving and play and any of the measures of coparenting behavior.

One significant difference between single and dual-earner families emerged with respect to
the central variables considered in this study: parents from dual-earner families were found
to have more nontraditional beliefs about the roles of fathers than parents from single-earner
families, t(77) = −4.05, p < .01. We also tested for significant differences between dual-
earner and single-earner families with respect to family income, given that two sources of
income are likely to yield higher earnings than a single source. Indeed, in the current
sample, dual-earner families had higher family incomes (Mdn = 91,000–100,000) than
single-earner families (Mdn = 71,000–80,000; Somers’ d = .38, p < .01).

Equations considering fathers’ involvement in caregiving—When considering
fathers’ involvement in caregiving as a predictor of observed supportive coparenting, none
of the sets of variables entered on the four steps resulted in significant F-change. However,
when predicting observed undermining coparenting, the addition of the two-way interaction
between fathers’ caregiving and family earner status on the fourth step resulted in significant
model improvement, β = −.41, p < .05, ΔR2

adj = .04, F-change = 4.13 (see Table 2). As
shown in Figure 1, a simple slopes analysis revealed that there was no significant relation
between fathers’ involvement in caregiving and observed undermining coparenting behavior
in single-earner families, simple slope = .12, p = .45. However, the slope for the line
representing dual-earner parents was significantly different from zero, simple slope = −.34,
p < .05. Thus, greater caregiving by fathers in dual-earner families, but not single-earner
families, was associated with lower levels of observed undermining coparenting.
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When predicting perceived supportive coparenting from fathers’ caregiving, parents’
nontraditional beliefs, family earner status, and their interactions, the addition of the Fathers’
Caregiving X Family Earner Status interaction on Step 4 resulted in significant model
improvement, β = .45, p < .05, ΔR2

adj = .05, F-change = 4.97 (see Table 2). The significant
interaction is depicted in Figure 2. A simple slopes analysis showed that the association
between fathers’ caregiving and perceived supportive coparenting behavior was significant
for single-earner families, simple slope = −.29, p < .05, but not for dual-earner families,
simple slope = .06, p = .59. In other words, greater caregiving by fathers was associated with
lower perceived support by parents – but only in single-earner families. An analogous
interaction effect was found in the equation predicting perceived undermining coparenting
behavior. The Fathers’ Caregiving X Family Earner Status interaction again resulted in
significant model improvement, β = −.43, p < .05, ΔR2

adj = .05, F-change = 4.44 (see Table
2). As depicted in Figure 3, the slope of the line for single-earner families approached
significance, simple slope = .19, p = .08, whereas the slope of the line for dual-earner
families did not, simple slope = −.13, p = .24. Thus, higher involvement in caregiving by
fathers was related to higher levels of undermining coparenting behavior from the parents’
perspective – but only for single-earner families.

Equations considering fathers’ involvement in play—When considering fathers’
involvement in play instead of caregiving in the second series of regression analyses, a quite
different pattern emerged. None of the sets of variables entered on any of the steps
accounted for significant variance in observed supportive coparenting behavior. However,
when regressing observed undermining coparenting on the set of predictor variables, the
Fathers’ Play X Family Earner Status interaction entered on Step 4 resulted in significant
improvement to the model, β = −.42, p < .05, ΔR2

adj = .06, F-change = 5.36 (see Table 3). A
graph representing this interaction effect is shown in Figure 4. For single-earner families, the
relation between fathers’ involvement in play and observed undermining coparenting was
not significant, simple slope = .06, p = .61. In contrast, for dual-earner families, greater
father involvement in play was associated with less observed undermining coparenting
behavior, simple slope = −.32, p < .01.

Finally, when predicting parents’ perceptions of supportive and undermining coparenting
behavior from fathers’ play, parents’ nontraditional beliefs about fathers, family earner
status, and their interactions, none of the steps resulted in significant improvement to the
models, nor did any of the variables entered on Steps 1–4 explain significant variance.

Discussion
Our findings highlight the intricate nature of relations between father involvement and
coparenting behavior, which depended upon parental employment patterns, the type of
father involvement examined, and whether coparenting behavior was measured from the
perspectives of observers or parents. The complex picture that emerged from our findings
accentuates the need for researchers to consider aspects of the family ecology, as well as the
multidimensional nature of fathering behavior, when studying fathering and coparenting and
when making recommendations to fathers and families regarding the best ways to foster the
high-functioning family relationships that play a critical role in children’s positive
development.

Our findings were most consistent with the family earner status model, which posits that
relations between father involvement and coparenting behavior depend primarily upon
patterns of employment within the family. Recall that the family earner status model
specified two hypotheses. First, greater father involvement in caregiving and play was
anticipated to relate to greater supportive and less undermining coparenting behavior in
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dual-earner families. Indeed, we found that when fathers in dual-earner families were more
involved in caregiving and play activities with their children, their coparenting behavior was
rated as more adaptive; in particular, lower levels of undermining coparenting behavior were
observed. Second, according to the family earner status model, greater father involvement in
caregiving was expected to relate to lower levels of supportive and higher levels of
undermining coparenting in single-earner families, but greater father involvement in play
was not expected to matter for such families. This hypothesis was also supported by our
findings. As predicted, we found that coparenting behavior suffered when fathers in single-
earner families were more involved in caregiving. More specifically, parents reported less
supportive and more undermining coparenting behavior when fathers in single-earner
families were more involved in caregiving. In contrast, fathers’ involvement in play was not
related to observed or perceived coparenting behavior among single-earner families.

That the links we found between father involvement and coparenting behavior depended
upon parental employment patterns is consistent with Lee and Doherty’s (2007) finding that
the relation between father involvement and marital satisfaction was dependent upon family
earner status. Specifically, they found that father involvement and marital satisfaction were
positively associated in dual-earner families, but negatively associated in single-earner
families. However, our findings and those of Lee and Doherty reflect the opposite pattern of
those reported in several older studies (i.e., Crouter et al., 1987; Grych & Clark, 1999;
Volling & Belsky, 1991). We suspect that this divergence is rooted in the fact that several
decades have passed since the data from the earlier studies were collected. In the time that
has passed, dual-earner families have become much more normative and single-earner
families less so (U. S. Census Bureau, 2006). Clearly an important consideration for
research on parenting and family relationships is the broader social and historical context in
which families are embedded. However, it also seems prudent to re-emphasize that although
we have highlighted parallels between the coparenting and marital literatures, coparenting
relationship quality is not synonymous with marital quality, dyadic adjustment, or
relationship satisfaction (Schoppe-Sullivan, Mangelsdorf, et al., 2004). Thus, future research
would do well to consider relations between multiple aspects of interparental relationship
quality and diverse types and levels of father involvement.

It is interesting to note that the relations between father involvement and coparenting
behavior, and the moderating role of family earner status, differed when considering
observed coparenting behavior versus parents’ perceptions of coparenting behavior. In other
words, even though dual-earner parents showed more adaptive coparenting behavior when
fathers were more involved in caregiving and play, they did not necessarily view their
coparenting relationship more positively. In turn, when fathers in single-earner families were
more involved in caregiving, parents perceived their coparenting behavior as less adaptive,
but the same pattern was not apparent in the observations of coparenting behavior. There are
several possible reasons for this discrepancy. One possibility involves the fact that these data
were all obtained concurrently, and thus, the passage of time may be necessary before
effects of father involvement and coparenting behavior are reflected in parents’ perceptions.
Alternatively, the types of coparenting behaviors coded by observers may inherently
advantage families in which both parents are highly involved in the day-to-day work of
childrearing. This interesting pattern of findings underscores the need to assess coparenting
behavior using multiple measures, as others have emphasized (McHale & Rotman, 2007).

It is also important to examine the somewhat surprising fact that – in contrast to previous
relevant studies (e.g., Hackel & Ruble, 1992; Lee & Doherty, 2007) - we did not find much
support for the parental beliefs model. There are several potential explanations. First, it is
possible that our measure of parents’ nontraditional beliefs about fathers was not sensitive
enough to tap the kinds of attitude differences that may affect relations between father
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involvement and coparenting behavior. It may also be fruitful for future research to consider
disagreement between parents regarding beliefs about fathers’ roles, as it is easy to imagine
that parents with different beliefs may be more likely to experience coparenting struggles.
However, recall that our family-level measure of parents’ nontraditional beliefs was related
to family earner status. Perhaps family earner status is in some sense a “better” measure of
parents’ beliefs because it captures how parents put their more general or ideal beliefs into
practice in family life. In future work, more nuanced measures of parental beliefs, including
both ideal and more pragmatic dimensions, may help disentangle these possibilities. It is
also probable that parents’ beliefs affect their employment patterns, which in turn affect
relations between fathering and coparenting. However, even though family earner status and
parents’ nontraditional beliefs were related, they did not behave the same way in our study,
and the pattern of our results was, in fact, inconsistent with the parental beliefs model.
According to the beliefs model, greater father involvement in play should only benefit
coparenting in families in which parents hold less nontraditional beliefs about fathers. In
fact, we found that father involvement in play only had a positive impact on coparenting in
dual-earner families (which tended to consist of parents with more - not less - nontraditional
beliefs about fathers’ roles).

Limitations
Even as this study had a number of strengths, including the measurement of two important
aspects of father involvement - caregiving and play - and the use of both observations and
self-reports of coparenting behavior, some limitations must also be acknowledged. Although
considering fathers’ perceptions of their involvement with their children and not relying on
mothers’ reports of fathers’ behavior (which likely underestimate father involvement and
may have less predictive validity; see Hernandez & Coley, 2007) represents an improvement
upon much previous research, including mothers’ as well as fathers’ perceptions of father
involvement may be an even better approach. In addition, we measured the frequency of
fathers’ involvement in developmentally appropriate caregiving and play activities, but did
not directly assess the observed quality of father-child interactions or relationships. Future
research on links between father involvement and coparenting should also include more
qualitative measures of fathering behavior. Moreover, when questioned, most fathers do not
think that face-to-face interactions are the only way that they contribute to their children’s
development, and researchers concur (Hawkins & Palkovitz, 1999). Thus, future work could
benefit from the inclusion of broader measures of fathers’ commitment to their children and
families as well (e.g., cognitive monitoring, McBride, Schoppe-Sullivan, et al., 2005).

It is also imperative to emphasize that these data were collected at one point in time.
Therefore, it is unclear whether father involvement affects coparenting behavior, as we have
argued, or whether coparenting relationships provide a context that can either foster or
inhibit different types of fathering behavior (dependent, as demonstrated in this study, on
family earner status). We postulate that a reciprocal relationship likely exists. However,
future research is needed in order to determine whether the patterns existing in the present
study are maintained across time. It is also important to consider that family systems
experience periods of homeostasis and change (Minuchin, 1974), and these changes are
often sparked by changes in children’s development. Thus, the nature of the associations
between father involvement and coparenting behavior may be different when measured
concurrently versus across time, and may also differ for families with children of different
ages.

Additionally, our sample was moderate in size and limited in terms of its racial/ethnic and
socioeconomic diversity. More specifically, our sample was highly educated and relatively
wealthy. The single-earner families were largely single-earner families by choice, and the
dual-earner families held jobs that afforded parents advantages such as flexible schedules.
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Dual-earner families with such advantages and families with one parent who has the earning
power to serve as the sole provider may differ in important ways from the larger population
of dual- and single-earner families. Thus, the characteristics of our sample limit the
generalizability of our findings. We also limited the sample to community families headed
by two married or cohabitating parents. Therefore, we are unable to generalize the results of
our study to families in which parents or children are experiencing significant mental health,
relationship, or behavior problems, to divorced families, or to families with non-residential
fathers. The relations among father involvement and coparenting behavior are likely
different in these families. Future research is needed to address these issues and broaden the
scope of our knowledge.

Conclusion
Although previous investigations of father involvement and coparenting behavior have
largely been conducted independently, results of this study confirm the importance of
examining both of these aspects of the family system together when trying to understand the
intricate system of relationships that serves as a primary context for children’s development.
In particular, the present study demonstrated that the extent to which high levels of father
involvement are related to adaptive coparenting behavior may differ by type of involvement
and for families with different employment patterns. As Lamb (1997) speculated, “the
benefits obtained by children with highly involved fathers are largely attributable to the fact
that high levels of paternal involvement created family contexts in which parents felt good
about their marriages and the child care arrangements they had been able to work out.” (p.
12). As such, it is imperative that researchers continue to consider the larger family context,
including the quality of coparental and other family relationships, when studying fathering
behavior and when drawing conclusions about the implications of father involvement for
children’s development and functioning.
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Figure 1.
Family earner status moderates relations between fathers’ caregiving and observed
undermining coparenting behavior.
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Figure 2.
Family earner status moderates relations between fathers’ caregiving and perceived
supportive coparenting behavior.
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Figure 3.
Family earner status moderates relations between fathers’ caregiving and perceived
undermining coparenting behavior.
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Figure 4.
Family earner status moderates relations between fathers’ play and observed undermining
coparenting behavior.
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