
A Research Note on Time With Children in Different- and Same-
Sex Two-Parent Families

Kate C. Prickett,
The Population Research Center and Department of Sociology, University of Texas at Austin, 304 
E. 23rd Street, Stop G1800, Austin, TX 78712-1699, USA

Alexa Martin-Storey, and
Département de psychoéducation, Université de Sherbrooke

Robert Crosnoe
The Population Research Center and Department of Sociology, University of Texas at Austin

Kate C. Prickett: kate.prickett@utexas.edu

Abstract

Public debate on same-sex marriage often focuses on the disadvantages that children raised by 

same-sex couples may face. On one hand, little evidence suggests any difference in the outcomes 

of children raised by same-sex parents and different-sex parents. On the other hand, most studies 

are limited by problems of sample selection and size, and few directly measure the parenting 

practices thought to influence child development. This research note demonstrates how the 2003–

2013 American Time Use Survey (n = 44,188) may help to address these limitations. Two-tier 

Cragg’s Tobit alternative models estimated the amount of time that parents in different-sex and 

same-sex couples engaged in child-focused time. Women in same-sex couples were more likely 

than either women or men in different-sex couples to spend such time with children. Overall, 

women (regardless of the gender of their partners) and men coupled with other men spent 

significantly more time with children than men coupled with women, conditional on spending any 

child-focused time. These results support prior research that different-sex couples do not invest in 

children at appreciably different levels than same-sex couples. We highlight the potential for 

existing nationally representative data sets to provide preliminary insights into the developmental 

experiences of children in nontraditional families.
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Introduction and Background

The public debate on same-sex marriage has frequently focused on the potential impact of 

these unions on children (Cole et al. 2012; Joslin 2011). Simply put, opponents of same-sex 

marriage argue that heterosexual unions provide inherently better contexts for positive child 

development than same-sex unions (Garrett and Lantos 2013). Little research exists, 

however, to support this argument, with the majority of studies finding little to no effects for 
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children living in same-sex families (Biblarz and Stacey 2010; Crouch et al. 2014; Gartrell 

and Bos 2010; Rivers et al. 2008; Wainright et al. 2004).

Several limitations have diluted the power of this “no difference” evidence base, and those 

limitations need to be better addressed moving forward. First, because many studies of 

same-sex families rely on convenience samples, their findings are not generalizable and may 

overrepresent families with characteristics that are confounded with other factors related to 

better child outcomes (Biblarz and Stacey 2010; Gartrell and Bos 2010). Second, same-sex 

families may be more selective than other families because their children are more likely to 

come from adoption (often from foster care), from artificial insemination, or through divorce 

from an opposite-sex partner and subsequent partnership with a new stepparent (Lavner et 

al. 2012; Potter 2012; Rosenfeld 2010). Third, quantitative research on child outcomes in 

same-sex families makes assumptions about the types of parenting investments made in 

different- and same-sex families without directly testing these assumptions, often because 

the data do not allow for the study of parenting (Biblarz and Stacey 2010; Gartrell and Bos 

2010; Rivers et al. 2008; Wainright et al. 2004).

This parenting angle deserves further consideration, especially with data that can address 

many of the other limitations we noted earlier. Research has documented the benefits for 

children (above and beyond selection effects) of living with two parents rather than in a 

single-parent home, with parental time investment being an important mechanism of 

influence (Crosnoe and Cavanagh 2010; McLanahan 2004; Sandberg and Hofferth 2001). 

What we do not know is whether this pattern extends to same-sex couples relative to 

different-sex couples. The former have two parents, but are two parents of the same sex 

different from two parents of the opposite sex? Past research with convenience or otherwise 

nonrepresentative samples has not found many differences in parenting associated with the 

gender composition of two-parent families (Biblarz and Stacey 2010; Farr et al. 2010). 

Investigating whether this pattern extends to parental time investment in a representative 

sample can inform this general conclusion.

Exploring time engaged in child-focused activities with household children across same- and 

different-sex partnerships is an important step in understanding whether and how the gender 

composition of two-parent families matters. This research note provides a preliminary 

description of data relevant to this issue from the American Time Use Survey (ATUS), 

which, we argue, is a valuable source for demographers interested in studying family 

structure in a time of rapid change in how families are defined. The ATUS captures how and 

with whom people spend their time in a given day, with a long line of social science 

research underscoring time spent with children as a developmentally important marker of 

parenting investments (e.g., Bianchi 2011; Kalil et al. 2012). Nevertheless, one major 

weakness is the relatively small sample of parents in same-sex partnerships. In this sample, 

55 parents were identified as having same-sex partners; hence, the findings should be 

interpreted with some caution.
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Method

The ATUS is a nationally representative time-diary survey conducted by the U.S. Census 

Bureau. One member of each household sampled was asked to fill out a time diary, reporting 

detailed information on the activities they participated in, and with whom, over a 24-hour 

period. In addition, sociodemographic information on the respondent and other household 

members was collected. We pooled 11 years of data (2003–2013) and then limited this 

sample to respondents who had a spouse or partner living with them, and household children 

aged 18 years or younger (n = 44,188). Although the legislation concerning same-sex 

marriage in many states underwent major changes during this period, we use every ATUS 

year available to maximize the sample size in order to allow for comparisons across gender. 

We also controlled for year of study participation in the multivariate analyses.

Measures

Time Use—Total time engaged with children was a continuous measure of minutes 

respondents reported spending doing child-focused activities with household children (e.g., 

physical care, playing, teaching) or on activities directly related to parenting investment 

(e.g., attending children’s events, participating in parent-teacher conferences, organizing or 

planning activities). Table 3 in the appendix provides a list of these activities. Total time 

engaged with children was then used to create another measure of time: the percentage of 

nonwork time engaged with children (i.e., the proportion of time engaged with children as a 

proportion of all time not spent at or commuting to paid employment). Using this metric, the 

proportion of nonwork time engaged with children could be seen as a measure of the free 

time potentially available for parents to make decisions about investing that time in their 

children.

Family Structure—Respondents identified the sex of and their relationship to each 

household member. From this information, we identified different- and same-sex couples 

based on whether the respondent identified either a spouse or unmarried partner and the sex 

of that partner. Four dummy variables indicated respondents’ and their partners’ sex: (1) 

women with different-sex partners (n = 23,507), (2) women with same-sex partners (n = 38), 

(3) men with different-sex partners (n = 20,626), and (4) men with same-sex partners (n = 

17). Although these data provided a unique opportunity to explore time use among same-sex 

families, a limitation of this survey—and with most other nationally representative data sets 

in the United States—is that respondents were not explicitly asked whether their partner is 

of the same or different sex or about their sexual identity.

Covariates—We created controls for other factors that could have influenced the time 

parents engaged with children (employment, partner’s employment, educational attainment, 

partner’s education, family income, number of children in the household, age of children, 

gender of children, respondent race/ethnicity, nativity, age, whether they were a student, 

geographic region, and whether they lived in a metropolitan area) and time-diary 

information (whether the diary was recorded on a weekend or a summer month, the year, 

and whether it was a holiday). Table 4 in the appendix presents a description of some of 

these key covariates by family structure. Overall, those in same-sex partnerships were more 
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socioeconomically and demographically advantaged (e.g., income, education) than those in 

different-sex partnerships, highlighting the importance of these controls for the multivariate 

analyses.

Analytical Plan—After estimating bivariate associations between family structure and 

time engaged with children, we turned to a multivariate framework that controlled for other 

variables potentially confounded with parenting and family structure. We fit the data using a 

two-tier Cragg’s Tobit alternative (Cragg 1971). This technique, which allows for the joint 

estimation of two separate processes, is often used to analyze time-diary data because they 

usually contain many 0 values for certain activities. This “double hurdle” approach is a 

particularly appropriate estimation technique given the proportion of parents who report not 

spending child-focused time with their children in a 24-hour period (a little more than one-

third of the sample) and given that this may not be a true reflection of parents’ long-run time 

engaged in child-focused activities (i.e., 0 values are likely anomalies resulting from the 

small window of time recorded, with most parents helping bathe or play with their children, 

for example, during a given week) (Stewart 2009).

For this study, the first estimate was the probability that parents spent any time engaged with 

children, and the second was the amount of time engaged with children based on that 

condition. These two tiers provided insight into not only family structure differences in time 

engaged with children but also the potential selection factors influencing that time. In Stata, 

the craggit procedure estimated these models (Burke 2009), with the suite of mi commands 

used to impute for three covariates with missing values—family income (7.8 % of all 

values), partner’s education (2.3 %), and metropolitan area (0.6 %)—by estimating and 

averaging 100 imputations. Weighting accounted for the complex survey design.

Results

Table 1 presents the bivariate associations between family structure and time engaged with 

children. Overall, women in same-sex partnerships spent the most time engaged with 

children (an average of 111 minutes per day), but this amount did not differ significantly 

from those for women in different-sex partnerships (99 minutes per day) and men in same-

sex partnerships (103 minutes). Men with different-sex partners spent the least amount of 

time engaged with children than all other groups, averaging 51 minutes per day. Examining 

the proportion of time parents engaged with children as a proportion of time not committed 

to work revealed similar findings.

Table 2 displays the results of the two-tier Cragg’s Tobit alternative models, which 

controlled for the large set of covariates. The first and third columns show the estimated 

probability that parents spent any time engaged with children. The second column shows the 

amount of time engaged with children, and the fourth column shows the proportion of free 

time engaged with children, based on the condition that time is spent engaged in child-

focused activities. Panel A shows estimates in relation to women with different-sex partners, 

whereas panel B presents estimates with men in different-sex partnerships as the reference 

group. Overall, women with same-sex partners were significantly more likely to spend any 

time engaged with children than women or men with different-sex partners. When 
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examining number of minutes or proportion of time spent with children, conditional on 

spending any time with children (columns 2 and 4), the only statistically significant 

differences were between women and men with different-sex partners, with the former 

spending 3.6 % more of their nonwork time engaged with children than the latter.

Key covariates, such as educational attainment and income, that tend to strongly predict time 

engaged with children in past research, and that predicted such time in our analyses, were 

more prevalent in the sample of respondents in same-sex partnerships. They did not, 

however, completely mediate the bivariate findings (full model results presented in Table 5 

in the appendix).

Figure 1 shows the unconditional and conditional predicted minutes engaged with children 

by family structure using the estimates from the Cragg models. In sum, women (regardless 

of their partners’ sex) and men in same-sex partnerships engaged in a similar amount of 

child-focused time with children—approximately 100 minutes overall, rising to about two 

hours among just those who engaged in any time with children. Again, however, the 

distinction among parents appears to be that men in different-sex partnerships engaged in 

significantly less time with children (although this apparent difference with the small 

subsample of men in same-sex partnerships was not statistically significant).

Finally, we conducted sensitivity analyses to assess whether the differences in time engaged 

with children across family structures were driven by either the use of a child-focused 

assessment of time or the clear link between socioeconomic status differences and family 

structure in the sample. For the first analysis, we created a measure of total time spent where 

household children were present. For the second analysis, we created a matched sample on 

key sociodemographic indicators (i.e., sex, education, race/ethnicity, and income) of parents 

with different-sex partners to parents with same-sex partners. This created a control group of 

parents with different-sex partners that were not statistically different (at p < .10) on these 

key sociodemographic indicators from the more socioeconomically advantaged sample of 

parents in same-sex partnerships. These analyses (available on request from the authors) 

suggest that the findings persisted across a broader definition of time with children (e.g., 

time in any type of activity where household children were present) as well as when a 

subsample of sociodemographically similar respondents in different-sex partnerships were 

used as the comparison group.

Discussion

This study employed a potentially valuable representative data source to study same-sex 

families that has not been heretofore leveraged in this increasingly important field of 

research. Consistent with other studies on associations between same-sex family structures 

and child outcomes (and between such structures and parenting), we found few differences 

between same- and different-sex couples in child-focused time use, a family process 

previously implicated as an important mechanism of family structure effects on children. 

Although we came into this study with a focus on same-sex parents, one of the most 

compelling findings was about men in different-sex partnerships, who spent less time 

engaged in child-focused activities than men and women in all other types of partnerships. 
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This finding is in line with prior research on differences in mothers’ and fathers’ time with 

children (Bianchi 2010, 2011) but goes beyond previous research by suggesting that this 

gender difference does not extend to fathers in same-sex partnerships.

Although the ATUS sample of respondents in same-sex partnerships was small, two findings 

are particularly interesting and, we argue, should spur future demographic research. First, 

women with same-sex partners were significantly more likely to report spending any time 

engaged with children than either women or men with different-sex partners. This finding is 

important considering that women with male partners might have been more likely to spend 

time with children because their male partners were typically less likely to also report doing 

so. These findings align with research suggesting less specialization in the household 

division of labor in same-sex partnerships (Giddings et al. 2014). Second, these findings 

suggest that children with parents in same-sex partnerships may experience more time 

investment, overall, than children of parents in different-sex relationships. By pairing the 

average unconditional predicted minutes of heterosexual men and women and doubling the 

minutes of women and men in same-sex partnerships, we extrapolated the findings to create 

a total amount of parental time investment within a household. Doing so revealed that 

children with same-sex parents experience, on average, approximately 3.5 hours of time 

investment per day versus just more than 2.5 hours for children with a mother and father in 

the household.

Of course, these results supporting the “no difference” paradigm could have resulted from 

low statistical power and/or unobserved confounds. These limitations are inherent to 

observational data, which need to be addressed in future research, and highlight the 

preliminary nature of this study. Indeed, the very small numbers of respondents identifying 

as being in same-sex partnerships in ATUS compared with a few other nationally 

representative data sets not focused on families with children (see Black et al. 2000 for a 

comparison) suggest that many respondents in same-sex partnerships are likely misclassified 

as being in different-sex partnerships (or single) (Gates 2009).

Future data collection needs to address these two issues by considering oversampling same-

sex family structures and incorporating research questions that explicitly ask respondents to 

confirm partner gender and sexual identity. Fortunately, precedents exist for both, with 

oversampling of minority and hard-to-reach populations being common in large nationally 

representative data sets. For example, ATUS already oversamples households with Hispanic 

or non-Hispanic black householders to improve time-diary estimates for these demographic 

groups (Bureau of Labor Statistics 2014). Similarly, in preparation for the 2020 decennial 

census, the U.S. Census Bureau has begun testing new response categories that explicitly 

ask respondents to classify themselves in “opposite-sex” or “same-sex” relationships (U.S. 

Census Bureau 2014). More immediately, however, we argue that this research note 

highlights the importance of exploring data sets that already exist, potentially informing 

future research directions in family demography.
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Appendix

Table 3

List of ATUS activity codes indicating time engaged with children

Major Category Second-Tier Category Third-Tier Category

03. Caring for and helping 
household members

01. Caring for and helping household 
children

01. Physical care for household 
children

02. Reading to/with household 
children

03. Playing with household children, 
not sports

04. Arts and crafts with household 
children

05. Playing sports with household 
children

06. Talking with/listening to 
household children

08. Organization and planning for 
household children

09. Looking after household children 
(as a primary activity)

10. Attending household children’s 
events

11. Waiting for/with household 
children

12. Picking up/dropping off 
household children

99. Caring for and helping household 
children, n.e.c.

02. Activities related to household 
children’s education

01. Homework (household children)

02. Meetings and school conferences 
(household children)

03. Home schooling of household 
children

04. Waiting associated with 
household children’s education
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Major Category Second-Tier Category Third-Tier Category

03. Activities related to household 
children’s health

01. Providing medical care to 
household children

02. Obtaining medical care for 
household children

03. Waiting associated household 
children’s health

99. Activities related to household 
children’s health, n.e.c.

Source: American Time Use Survey Lexicon, 2013. Retrieved from http://www.bls.gov/tus/lexiconwex2013.pdf

Table 4

Sample description

Total Sample, %/Mean

Women With 
Different-Sex 
Partners, %/

Mean

Women 
With Same-

Sex 
Partners, 
%/Mean

Men With 
Different-

Sex 
Partners, 
%/Mean

Men With 
Same-Sex 
Partners, 
%/Mean

Employment Status

 Full-time employed 65.3 44.7c 57.5c 86.0a,b,d 43.6c

 Part-time employed 13.3 21.5c 17.0c 5.0a,b,d 21.6c

 Unemployed 4.4 4.8c,d 10.1 4.0a,d 16.4a,c

 Not working 17.1 29.1c 15.4c 5.0a,b 18.4

Partner Employment Status

 Full-time employed 63.1 81.7c,d 72.9c 44.4a,b 63.1a

 Part-time employed 14.9 8.6c 11.1c 21.2a,b 10.8

 Unemployed 6.6 5.8c 8.2 7.5a 0.0

 Not working 15.4 3.9c,d 7.9 26.9a 26.1a

Respondent Has 
College Degree

35.9 36.9b,d 49.6a,c 34.8b,d 66.8a,c

Partner Has College 
Degree

37.2 36.5b,c,d 60.1a,c 37.7b,d 66.0a,c

Family Income $50–59,999 $50–59,999b,c,d $60–74,999a $50–59,999a $75–99,999a

Household Children Characteristics

 Number of children 
in household

1.9 1.9 1.7 1.9 2.0

 Child aged between 
0–2 years

28.5 28.8 26.4 28.3 30.6

 Child aged between 
3–5 years

28.7 28.7 22.9 28.7 18.0

 Child aged between 
6–18 years

74.7 74.2 69.3 75.1 73.5

 Female child in 
household

68.2 67.8 75.4 68.7 69.5

 Male child in 
household

70.0 70.2b 43.8ac 69.9b 65.4

N 44,188 23,507 38 20,626 17

Notes: Unweighted ns, weighted %/means. Standard deviations are shown in parentheses. Chi-squared and t tests:
a
Different from female with male partner at p < .05.

b
Different from female with female partner at p <. 05.
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c
Different from male with female partner at p < .05.

d
Different from male with male partner at p < .05.

Table 5

Cragg Tobit alternative (two-tier) models: Time engaged with children in two-parent 

families

Minutes With Children % Nonwork Time With Children

Probability of 
Time With 
Children

Minutes 
Conditional on Any 

Time

Probability of 
Time With 
Children

% of Time With 
Children 

Conditional on 
Any Time

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Respondent Partnership 
Type (ref. = women with 
different-sex partners)

  Women with same-sex 
partners

0.65* (0.27) 55.68 (101.87) 0.65* (0.27) 4.05 (5.23)

  Men with same-sex 
partners

0.08 (0.45) −28.37 (143.98) 0.08 (0.45) −3.36 (7.43)

  Men with different-sex 
partners

−0.48*** (0.02) −77.47*** (13.13) −0.48*** (0.02) −3.62*** (0.67)

Respondent Characteristics

 College degree 0.30*** (0.02) 45.09*** (10.96) 0.30*** (0.02) 2.37*** (0.58)

 Employment status (ref. = full-time)

  Part-time 0.19*** (0.03) 167.80*** (16.06) 0.19*** (0.03) 4.67*** (0.76)

  Unemployed 0.37*** (0.04) 275.68*** (25.25) 0.37*** (0.04) 7.39*** (1.27)

  Not in the labor force 0.42*** (0.03) 305.41*** (17.30) 0.42*** (0.03) 8.98*** (0.68)

 Age −0.02*** (0.00) −5.37*** (0.97) −0.02*** (0.00) −0.28*** (0.05)

 Race/ethnicity (ref. = non-Hispanic white)

  Non-Hispanic black −0.19*** (0.04) −126.08*** (24.09) −0.19*** (0.04) −7.50*** (1.31)

  Hispanic white −0.17*** (0.03) −80.50*** (16.83) −0.17*** (0.03) −4.75*** (0.93)

  Asian −0.05 (0.05) 14.83 (21.83) −0.05 (0.05) 0.81 (1.19)

  Other race/ethnicity −0.19*** (0.05) −9.94 (27.52) −0.19*** (0.05) −0.19 (1.55)

 Foreign-born −0.13*** (0.03) −1.23 (14.94) −0.13*** (0.03) 0.05 (0.82)

 Student −0.06 (0.04) −117.58*** (19.57) −0.06 (0.04) −6.78*** (1.06)

Partner Characteristics

  College degree 0.19*** (0.02) 33.41** (11.22) 0.19*** (0.02) 1.85** (0.60)

 Employment status (ref. = full-time)

  Part-time −0.01 (0.02) −19.65 (14.25) −0.01 (0.02) −1.01 (0.76)

  Unemployed −0.17*** (0.04) −19.81 (22.10) −0.17*** (0.04) −1.74 (1.21)

  Not in the labor force −0.21*** (0.03) −42.36* (19.17) −0.21*** (0.03) −2.56** (0.95)

Children Characteristics

 Number of household 
children

0.19*** (0.01) 42.76*** (6.39) 0.19*** (0.01) 2.36*** (0.34)

 Child aged 0–2 years 0.44*** (0.03) 253.72*** (17.34) 0.44*** (0.03) 14.09*** (0.84)

 Child aged 3–5 years 0.36*** (0.02) 66.96*** (10.57) 0.36*** (0.02) 4.16*** (0.57)

 Child aged 6–18 years −0.30*** (0.03) −125.40*** (15.38) −0.30*** (0.03) −6.82*** (0.81)

 Female child 0.12*** (0.02) 8.89 (10.79) 0.12*** (0.02) 0.56 (0.59)
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Minutes With Children % Nonwork Time With Children

Probability of 
Time With 
Children

Minutes 
Conditional on Any 

Time

Probability of 
Time With 
Children

% of Time With 
Children 

Conditional on 
Any Time

(1) (2) (3) (4)

 Male child 0.14*** (0.02) 41.42*** (12.03) 0.14*** (0.02) 2.37*** (0.65)

Household and Geographic Characteristics

 Family income (scale 1–
16)

0.01*** (0.00) 4.68** (1.81) 0.01*** (0.00) 0.28** (0.10)

  Lives in a metropolitan 
area

0.13*** (0.02) 41.32** (13.02) 0.13*** (0.02) 2.27** (0.70)

 Region (ref. = Northeast)

  Midwest −0.10*** (0.03) −26.32* (13.06) −0.10*** (0.03) −1.15+ (0.70)

  South −0.12*** (0.02) −41.77** (12.69) −0.12*** (0.02) −1.95** (0.67)

  West −0.11*** (0.03) −68.33*** (14.35) −0.11*** (0.03) −3.89*** (0.76)

Time-Diary Information

 Weekend day −0.39*** (0.02) 33.42*** (7.86) −0.39*** (0.02) −3.76*** (0.47)

 Summer month −0.29*** (0.02) −35.01*** (10.24) − 0.29*** (0.02) −2.19*** (0.56)

 Year (ref. = 2003)

  2004 0.02 (0.04) 3.35 (17.52) 0.02 (0.04) 0.12 (0.97)

  2005 0.05 (0.03) −15.31 (17.95) 0.05 (0.03) −1.07 (0.99)

  2006 −0.00 (0.04) −19.94 (17.04) −0.00 (0.04) −1.09 (0.94)

  2007 0.05 (0.04) −7.20 (17.48) 0.05 (0.04) −0.56 (0.95)

  2008 0.10** (0.04) 5.40 (20.13) 0.10** (0.04) 0.10 (1.06)

  2009 0.07 (0.04) 29.72 (19.16) 0.07 (0.04) 1.33 (1.03)

  2010 0.06 (0.04) −7.56 (17.15) 0.06 (0.04) −0.75 (0.94)

  2011 0.02 (0.04) 7.05 (18.36) 0.02 (0.04) 0.11 (0.99)

  2012 0.07* (0.04) 27.89 (19.31) 0.07* (0.04) 1.31 (1.03)

  2013 0.08* (0.04) 15.29 (18.49) 0.08* (0.04) 0.77 (1.02)

 Holiday −0.36*** (0.06) −43.56 (34.21) −0.36*** (0.06) −7.36*** (2.06)

Constant 0.90*** (0.08) −460.44*** (51.36) 0.90*** (0.08) −14.45*** (2.46)

Sigma Constant 243.84*** (8.12) 15.67*** (0.42)

Observations 44,188 44,188 44,188 44,188

Note: Robust standard errors are shown in parentheses.
*
p < .05;

**
p < .01;

***
p < .001
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Fig. 1. 
Unconditional and conditional predicted minutes spent engaged with children by family 

structure
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