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Abstract

Objectives—This article examines how the levels of nonresidential father involvement (over
child ages 1 to 9) differ by race/ethnicity (comparing White, Black and Hispanic fathers), and then
considers how individual and couple characteristics may ‘account for” any observed differences.

Method—Data from the Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study (N = 2,447) and random
effects models were used to examine how nonresidential father involvement (with respect to time,
engagement, shared responsibility, and coparenting with mothers) is differentiated by race and
ethnicity.

Results—Overall, Black nonresident fathers were significantly more likely to spend time and
engage in activities with their children as compared to Hispanic fathers—but not White fathers.
Black fathers also shared responsibilities more frequently and displayed more effective
coparenting than Hispanic and White fathers.

Conclusions—~Fathers’ involvement with children is shown to differ across major race/ethnic
groups, with implications for children as well as for future research and public policy.
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Father Involvement; nonresident fathers; unmarried parents; race/ethnicity; Fragile Families and
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Since the 1960s, the proportion of U.S. births that occur outside of marriage has risen
dramatically. In 2015, fully 40% of all births in the U.S. were nonmarital, with much higher
fractions among major race/ethnic minority groups—72% for Blacks and 54% for Hispanics
(Hamilton, Martin and Osterman 2016). Although many nonmarital births occur within a
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committed relationship, unmarried couples are likely to break up soon after a baby’s birth;
by age 5, nearly two-thirds of children born to unmarried parents will be living away from
their biological father (McLanahan 2011). The term “fragile families” is often used to
describe unmarried parents and their children to highlight the greater risk of relationship
dissolution and living in poverty than is generally found among married parents and their
children. Given the deleterious outcomes associated with father absence (McLanahan and
Sandefur 1994, McLanahan, Tach and Schneider 2013), researchers have become
increasingly interested in studying factors that will encourage father involvement among
these vulnerable populations.

There are important race/ethnic differences in family patterns. In addition to being more
likely to have births outside of marriage, Blacks are less likely to maintain stable cohabiting
unions, especially compared to Whites (Cooper et al. 2015). At the same time, there is some
evidence that once nonresident, Black fathers are actually more likely to remain involved
with their children (Edin, Tach and Mincy 2009). Much less is known about other minority
groups, especially Hispanics (Landale and Oropesa 2001). This topic is also relevant for
public policy, as policy efforts over many decades have endeavored to keep families together
and encourage paternal involvement by nonresident fathers. One recent program was the
Building Strong Families (BSF) project launched in 2002, which focused on providing
relationship skills training to improve relationship quality, enhance union stability, and
encourage marriage among unmarried parents with children. Unfortunately, the BSF project
was found to be largely unsuccessful (Wood et al. 2014), and more recent policy efforts have
focused on increasing ‘responsible fatherhood’ (HHS 2015).

Given the much higher likelihood that children of minority fathers will be born outside of
marriage and live away from their fathers by a young age, it is useful to understand key
factors that may differentiate paternal involvement across race/ethnic groups and might be
targets of intervention. This paper explores how the levels of nonresidential father
involvement (over child ages 1 to 9) differ by race/ethnicity (comparing White, Black and
Hispanic fathers) and then considers how individual and couple characteristics may ‘account
for’ any observed differences. We extend previous research by using a national longitudinal
sample of unmarried fathers, by focusing on a recent birth cohort of children in large U.S.
cities, and by examining multiple dimensions of father involvement.

Background

Studies about father involvement have often focused on three main aspects of involvement
including accessibility (time), engagement, and responsibility (Lamb 2004). Accessibility
reflects the father’s availability to see or talk to the child, often measured by the frequency
of time spent with the child. Engagement focuses on the interactions fathers have with
children in particular activities such as playing, reading, and providing instruction.
Responsibility relates to how often fathers coordinate (with mothers) arrangements
necessary for the child’s care, such as taking the child to doctors’ appointments or daycare.
Also, when biological parents live apart, how well mothers and fathers relate to one another
regarding parenting—often called ‘coparenting’—is important, since such cooperation
facilitates nonresident fathers’ seeing the child (who typically lives with the mother)
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(McHale and Lindahl 2011). Especially for nonresident fathers (who by definition are not
sharing a household—and hence the household division of labor—with mothers), shared
responsibility may be closer in concept to coparenting than for resident fathers; we thus
focus on shared responsibility and coparenting as two aspects of mother-father interaction
vis-a-vis their common child.

With respect to race/ethnic differences in nonresident fathers’ involvement with children, we
highlight both economic and cultural factors:

Economic factors

Employment and economic stability have been identified as key predictors of father
involvement, because ‘breadwinning’ remains an important aspect of the father role
(Christiansen and Palkovitz 2001). Black men face a particularly hostile job market and
diminished economic opportunities, compared to other groups (Mincy 2006). This is
because of low levels of education (Sum, Khatiwada and Palma 2010), a lack of access to
jobs (Wilson 2003), a high prevalence of incarceration (Sum et al. 2009), and discrimination
due to both race and incarceration history (Pager 2003). Hispanics are also less educated and
more likely to be unemployed than non-Hispanic Whites (Therrien and Ramirez 2001). The
lower socioeconomic status of minority groups reduces the ‘opportunity cost’ of nonmarital
childbearing (Willis 1999), contributing to its higher prevalence, and among unmarried
parents, Whites tend to be socioeconomically slightly better off (Hummer and Hamilton
2010).

Cultural factors

Racial variation in paternal involvement may also arise from differences in attitudes, values,
and social mores that affect how fathers relate to children and coparent with mothers.
Although Blacks and Whites tend to share generally similar views of marriage (Harknett and
McLanahan 2004), Blacks are much more accepting of out-of-wedlock childbearing than
Whites (Cherlin et al. 2008). More generally, the family roles of Black men may be less
circumscribed by the ‘package deal’ that typically links the partner and paternal roles of
White (and especially higher-SES) men (Tach, Mincy and Edin 2010). Blacks often view
childrearing as a responsibility that should be shared with extended kin (grandmothers,
aunts, etc.) (Gerstel 2011). Even at the same level of economic resources, Black fathers may
view financial provision as a less important aspect of fathering as compared to spending
time with children or providing emotional support (Mincy and Nepomnyaschy 2005).
Hispanic families also have a longstanding tradition of strong family ties that emphasize
familism and interdependence over individualism (Baca Zinn and Pok 2002). Resident
Hispanic fathers have been found to be highly involved with their children and to share
childrearing responsibilities with their partners at least as often as White fathers (Coltrane,
Parke and Adams 2004). Much less is known about nonresident Hispanic fathers especially
in comparison to other racial groups, further demonstrating the need for the present work.
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Empirical Evidence

Data

Earlier studies of nonresident fathers focused on divorced fathers (who had been resident at
one time) or a mixture of both divorced and never-married fathers (Mott 1990; Seltzer and
Bianchi 1988). Some studies found nonresident minority fathers to be /essengaged or
similarly engaged in childrearing as White fathers (King, Harris and Heard 2004, Seltzer and
Bianchi 1988), while others found that nonresident Black and Hispanic fathers are more
involved with their children than White fathers (Cabrera et al. 2008, Mott 1990, Swisher and
Waller 2008). More recent studies focused specifically on unmarried fathers demonstrated
that many Black fathers remain involved after a nonmarital birth (Cabrera et al. 2008, Edin,
Tach and Mincy 2009, Mincy and Pouncy 2007). Although father involvement after a
nonmarital birth declines steeply for all race/ethnic groups, Black fathers experience the
least drastic decline as compared to White and Hispanic fathers (Edin, Tach and Mincy
2009, Tach, Mincy and Edin 2010). Even in the case of incarceration which diminishes
involvement overall (Geller 2013), minority fathers maintained contact with their children
more often than White fathers (Swisher and Waller 2008). Although there is limited research
on racial differences in coparenting, there is some evidence that Black (Cooper et al. 2015)
and Hispanic (Carlson and Hoégnas 2011) mothers reported more positive coparenting with
nonresident fathers than White mothers.

Drawing on the extant literature, we expect to find race/ethnic differences in nonresident
father involvement, with Black fathers demonstrating more involvement than both White and
Hispanic fathers on both father-child involvement and coparenting measures. We also expect
that some of the individual and couple characteristics that reflect economic and cultural
factors will help ‘explain’ any race/ethnic differences observed.

We use data from the Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study, a nationally-
representative birth-cohort study of 4,896 children born in large (population 200,000+) U.S.
cities between 1998 and 2000. The study is based on a stratified, multi-stage probability
sample, with an oversample of children born to unmarried parents (3,709 unmarried, 1,187
married) (Reichman et al. 2001). Baseline in-person interviews with mothers and fathers
were conducted shortly after the child’s birth—mothers in the hospital, fathers in the
hospital or elsewhere. Follow-up interviews with both parents were conducted when the
child was about 1, 3, 5, and 9 years old. Response rates among eligible parents at baseline
were 87% for unmarried mothers and 75% for unmarried fathers. The 1-, 3- and 5-year
follow-up interviews were completed by 90%, 88%, and 87%, of eligible mothers,
respectively and 71%, 69%, and 67%, of eligible fathers (where eligibility is a completed
baseline mother interview). At the 9-year survey, overall (i.e., regardless of marital status at
birth), 76% of eligible mothers and 59% of eligible fathers completed interviews. Our
analyses use information from all survey waves to focus on fathering behaviors among ever-
nonresident fathers after a nonmarital birth from the early to middle childhood years.
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To maximize the number of observations (since fathers were less likely to be interviewed),
we used mothers’ reports of father involvement. Also, we conduct a robustness check using
father-reported measures where available, and our results are substantively similar (results
not shown but summarized in the Results section). We limited our sample to unmarried
births (7= 3,709). Observations were excluded when the mother reported that the father was
unknown (77= 26) or the father lived with the child over all of the 1-, 3-, 5-, and 9-year
survey waves (17 =836). We used only cases where the child lived with his or her mother,
and we had valid information about the fathers’ residence (268 additional cases dropped).
We also excluded respondents not identifying as White, Black, or Hispanic because of
inadequate sample size of “‘other’ race (7= 129).

Our final analytic sample included 2,447 ever-nonresident fathers contributing 6,736 person-
year observations across survey years 1, 3, 5 and 9. We used multiple imputation to impute
missing covariates. The imputation model included race/ethnicity, variables related to our
independent and dependent variables of interest, and the likelihood of being missing. Our
final analyses included only complete cases on race/ethnicity and the dependent variables.

Fathers’ Involvement

We used five measures of father involvement from the 1-, 3-, 5-, and 9-year surveys that
reflect four aspects of father involvement (accessibility [time], engagement, shared
responsibility, and coparenting). As noted above, we used mothers’ reports of fathers’
involvement. Our first measure is the number of days the nonresident father saw the focal
child in the past month, ranging from 0 to 30. Our second measure is how often fathers spent
one or more hours with the child in the past month, ranging from 1 = neverto 5 = every day.
The third measure (reported if the father saw the child more than once in the past month)
reflects how often the father engaged in activities with the child in the past week, reflecting
the mean number of days in the past week (0 to 7) that the father engaged in activities with
the child (e.g., singing, reading stories, playing with toys—see Table 1 for full list of items)
(o =.92-.93 over years 1-5). We assigned to 0 days the cases where the father had not seen
the child more than once in the past month (and hence had no report on engagement). The
engagement items were updated at each interview wave, so we included all available items at
each interview. At the 9-year interview, the response scale changed to reflect activities in the
past month (ranging from 1 = neverto 5 = every day); we assigned the 1-5 scores to 0-7
days to yield a range of variation similar to those at prior waves (a =.92). We then
standardized the average scores at each wave to mean 0 and standard deviation 1, similar to
prior research with these data (McClain and DeMaris 2013). The fourth measure is how
often fathers shared responsibilities with mothers as identified by three items—Ilooking after
the child, running errands for mother, and taking the child to places such as to daycare or the
doctor (o =.90-.91 over years 1-9); responses ranged from 1 = neverto 4 = often. The fifth
measure, coparenting, was constructed from mothers’ responses to six items: 1) “when
father is with child he acts like the father you want for the child,” 2) “you can trust the father
to take good care of the child,” 3) “father respects the rules you make for the child,” 4)
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“father supports the way you raise the child,” 5) “you and father can talk about the problems
that come up with raising the child,” and 6) “and you can count on father for help when you
need someone to look after child for a few hours;” responses ranged from 1 = neverto 3 =
always (e = .86 — .89 over years 1-9).

We included a range of control variables in order to “account for’ differences in father
involvement potentially observed across race/ethnic groups. These variables measured
demographic and social/psychological characteristics about fathers (and mothers), as well as
child gender. We included a dummy variable for whether or not the parents were a mixed-
race couple, an indicator of whether the father was born outside the U.S., fathers’ and
mothers’ age at the birth of the child (in years), and variables for whether the father or
mother each reported living with both parents at age 15. Socioeconomic characteristics
included fathers’ education (less than high school, high school degree, some college, and
college degree or more) and a dummy variable for whether the father had more education
than the mother.

Social/psychological characteristics (measured at baseline unless otherwise indicated)
included a measure of fathers’ self-reported attitudes toward fathering based on three items,
with responses ranging from 1 = strongly disagree to 4 = strongly agree: 1) “Being a father
and raising children is one of the most fulfilling experiences a man can have,” 2) “I want
people to know that | have a new child,” and 3) “Not being a part of my child’s life would be
one of the worst things that could happen to me” (a = .73). Fathers’ and mothers’ gender
role attitudes were assessed with two items (using the same 1-4 scale as above): 1) “The
important decisions in the family should be made by the man of the house,” and 2) “It is
much better for everyone if the man earns the main living and the woman take cares of the
home and family” (a = .48 for fathers and 56 for mothers). How often fathers attended
religious services was reported from 1 = neverto 5 = once a week or more. Fathers’
impulsivity was measured at year 1 using the Dickman scale of dysfunctional impulsivity
(Dickman 1990) with five items (reverse-coded as necessary) with response choices from 1
= strongly disagree to 4 = strongly agree. 1) “Often, | don’t spend enough time thinking over
a situation before I act,” 2) “I often say and do things without considering the
consequences,” 3) “I often get into trouble because | don’t think before | act,” 4) “Many
times, the plans | make don’t work out because I haven’t gone over them carefully enough in
advance,” and 5) “I often make up my mind without taking the time to consider the situation
from all angles” (a=.80). We also control for whether the father has a substance abuse
problem based on mothers’ response to: “Does (baby’s father) have problems such as
keeping a job or getting along with family and friends because of alcohol or drug use.”
Mothers also report on their own substance problems (“In the past year, has drinking or
using drugs ever interfered with your work on a job or with your personal relationships?”).
Physical partner violence toward the mother reflects whether the mother reported at the 1-
year survey that she was ever “seriously hurt” by the father at some point before the baby’s
birth.
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The parents’ relationship status characteristics included mothers’ report of fathers’
supportiveness at the baseline interview measured by four items assessing how often the
father was 1) “Fair and willing to compromise when you had a disagreement,” 2)
“Expressed affection or love for you,” 3) “Insulted or criticized you or your ideas (coding
reversed),” and 4) “Encouraged or helped you to do things that were important to you.”
Responses ranged from 1 = neverto 3 = often (a = .67). A series of dummy variables denote
mothers’ and fathers’ relationship status at baseline (mothers’ report) — friends or no
relationship (reference), visiting (romantically involved but living apart), or cohabiting. We
control for overall relationship quality based on mothers’ report about the relationship with
the father at baseline, ranging from 1 = excellentto 5 = poor. We also control for whether
the child is a boy.

Finally, in order to adjust for changes in circumstances over time (which may partially
explain variation in paternal involvement), we included several time-varying variables:
fathers’ hours worked in the previous week, fathers’ annual earnings (2008 dollars), whether
the father provided any financial support to the child (informally or via the formal child
support enforcement system), whether the father was currently in prison or jail (fathers” and
mothers’ reports), fathers’ and mothers’ self-reported health (1 = poorto 5 = excelleni),
whether the father or mother was depressed (via the Composite International Diagnostic
Interview Short Form) (Kessler et al. 1998), the number of biological children the focal
parents have together, whether the father has children with another partner, whether the
grandmother lived with the focal child, whether the father has a new partner or the mother
has a new partner (social father to the child), and number of months since the relationship
with the mother ended.

We first summarize means on the father involvement measures by race/ethnicity across the
survey waves. Then, we use random effects models to examine how nonresidential father
involvement with respect to time, engagement, shared responsibility, and coparenting with
mothers is differentiated by race and ethnicity. We pool data from the 1-, 3-, 5-, and 9-year
surveys. The primary assumption in random effects models is that unobserved differences
between individuals are random, and as a result, the error term is uncorrelated with the
independent variables. Random effects estimates essentially reflect an average of between-
individual and within-individual variation. In Model 1, we assess bivariate differences in
paternal involvement by race/ethnicity; in Model 2, we include all covariates to evaluate
whether any race/ethnic differences persist.

Table 2 provides descriptive information about our primary analytic sample of nonresident
fathers after a nonmarital birth, by race and ethnicity (V= 2,447). The average unmarried
father was in his mid-20s when his baby was born and is of minority race/ethnicity (63%
non-Hispanic Black, and 31% Hispanic). White and Hispanic fathers were more likely than
Black fathers to report living with both parents at age 15. Fathers overall reported working
about 33 hours in the previous week and earning nearly $18,213 (2008 dollars) from all jobs
in the past year; White and Hispanic fathers reported working significantly more hours than
Black fathers, and White fathers’ annual earnings exceeded those of both Black and
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Hispanic fathers. The majority of fathers also reported providing financial support to their
child. Most fathers held positive attitudes toward being a father but attended church
infrequently. Most fathers were in good health, and only a small fraction of mothers reported
that the father had a substance problem or was physically violent. Yet, 10% of fathers were
currently incarcerated. Fully 81% of parents were romantically involved at the time of the
birth. On average, fathers had about 1.50 children with the biological mother (including the
focal child), and about 51% had at least one child by another mother (much lower for
Whites). Finally, 51% of the focal children were boys.

Descriptive Results

Table 3 shows the levels of nonresident father involvement 1, 3, 5 and 9 years after a
nonmarital birth by race/ethnicity. There are notable differences at the 1-year interview,
especially between Black and other racial/ethnic groups for whom statistically significant
differences were observed on all five involvement measures: Black nonresident fathers saw
their children more days per month, spent 1+ hours with the child more frequently, engaged
more frequently in father-child activities, showed higher shared responsibility, and
demonstrated better coparenting with mothers than their White and Hispanic counterparts.
Additionally, Hispanic nonresident fathers were significantly different from Whites (higher)
with regard to shared responsibility and coparenting.

Over time, however, the difference in father involvement between Black and White fathers
diminished as it relates to measures of father-child interaction, but significant differences
persist with regards to shared responsibilities and coparenting. On the other hand, the
difference between Black and Hispanic fathers grew, largely due to a greater drop-off in
involvement levels among Hispanics. At the 9-year interview, Black and White fathers each
saw their children about six days in the past month, while Hispanic fathers saw their children
about three days in the past month; also Hispanic fathers spent 1+ hours in the past month
less frequently than either Black or White fathers. Hispanic fathers also had significantly
lower coparenting than Black fathers (but not White fathers) at 9 years.

The changes in mean involvement levels over time may reflect real changes in the frequency
of parenting behaviors by race or changes in the sample composition, as an increasing
number of couples broke up and new (previously-resident) fathers became nonresident. By
child age 1, approximately 50%, 34%, and 39% of Black, White, and Hispanic fathers,
respectively, lived away from the focal child. By child age 9, these figures increased to 78%,
57% and 54% for Black, White, and Hispanic fathers, respectively. In results not shown,
among fathers who were nonresident across a//waves (i.e., holding constant the sample
composition), there were similar initial differences between Blacks and other racial/ethnic
groups and significant differences persist with respect to engagement in father-child
activities and coparenting.
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Multivariate Results

We begin by discussing our results by racial and ethnicity in our three measures pertaining
to father-child interaction (Table 4) and next in our two measures that reflect mother-father
interaction vis-a-vis their common child (Table 5).

Our bivariate results (Model 1) suggest that across all survey waves, Hispanic fathers spent
significantly fewer (-1.80) days with their child in a month than Black fathers; this translates
to about 22 fewer days with their child in a year. The significant difference between
Hispanic and Black fathers persists (and decreases slightly) when we include the full array
of covariates (Model 2); Hispanic fathers see their children about (-1.71) fewer days in the
past month (or roughly 20 fewer days over the year) in comparison to Black fathers. White
fathers spend significantly fewer (=1.06) days per month than Black fathers. The effect size
(i.e., regression coefficient divided by the sample standard deviation across all waves [Cohen
1977]) for Hispanics (.16) is moderate and small for Whites (.10).

The results for spending one or more hours in the past month follow the same general
pattern. In our baseline estimate (Model 1), Hispanic nonresident fathers are significantly
less likely (-.23) to spend one or more hours with the child in the last month as compared to
Black fathers. This difference persists and becomes slightly smaller (-.21) in the full model
(Model 2) after all covariates have been included. The effect size for Hispanics (.14) is
moderate. There are no significant differences between Black and White fathers in their
frequency of spending one or more hours with the child in the past week.

With respect to engagement in father-child activities, Hispanic nonresident fathers are
significantly less likely to participate in activities with their children than Black fathers. In
our bivariate estimate (Model 1), being a Hispanic father is associated with a —.10 standard
deviation decrease in engagement in activities with their children in comparison to Black
fathers. The association persists with the inclusion of controls (Model 2). We find no
significant differences in engagement were observed between Black and White fathers.

Next, we examine racial and ethnic differences in the mother-father interaction vis-a-vis
their common child. Shared responsibility with mothers is significantly lower for both White
and Hispanic fathers as compared to Black fathers. The magnitude of the association is
moderate (ranging from 18% to 20% of a mean standard deviation). The difference becomes
slightly smaller for Whites and Hispanics when all covariates are included (Model 2). A
similar pattern of racial variation holds for the measure of coparenting. In the baseline
estimate, both White and Hispanic fathers are shown to engage in significantly lower
coparenting than Black fathers, —.20 and —.11 units (31% and 17% of a mean standard
deviation), respectively (Model 1). These significant differences between the racial/groups
persist after accounting for all associated covariates (and the gap grows between Hispanic
and Black fathers). Overall, net of various confounding factors, nonresident Black fathers
appear to coordinate parenting activities more effectively with mothers than do White or
Hispanic fathers (based on mothers’ reports).

It is important to note that mothers’ reports of fathers’ involvement may provide only limited
knowledge of the frequency and nature of paternal involvement with children, especially if
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fathers are nonresident (Coley and Morris 2002, Seltzer and Brandreth 1995). Fathers would
have better information about their own involvement with children, but many fathers were
not interviewed; by the child’s ninth birthday, only 59% of fathers completed an interview
(note that attrition rates do not vary substantially by race/ethnicity). We conducted
supplemental analyses to examine whether our results were similar using fathers’ reports of
involvement (where available), and we were reassured by the general similarity of the
results. Time and engagement were the only variables available which could be similarly
coded; the bivariate results show that Hispanic fathers spent significantly fewer (-1.45) days
with their child in the past month than Blacks. After associated characteristics are included,
Hispanic fathers spent even fewer (-1.64) days with their child in the past month. In
examining the engagement aspect of father involvement, after controlling for our full set of
associated characteristics, we find no race/ethnic differences. Taken together, our results
provide some (but not consistent) evidence that Hispanic fathers are significantly less
involved with their children in comparison to Black fathers.

In results not shown, we separated mixed-race and same-race parents to assess whether our
main results differed by whether the father shared the same racial/ethnic background as the
child’s mother. Overall, these results were largely similar to our main results with one
exception — White fathers who had a child with a woman of a different racial/ethnic
background did not significantly differ from Black fathers who had a child with a Black
mother on any of the five outcomes (whereas significant differences—consistent with our
main results—were found comparing White same-race partnerships to Black same-race
partnerships for number of days, shared responsibility and coparenting); this suggests that
the observed overall Black-White differences in fathers’ involvement are driven by fathers
who had same-race partners.

Discussion

In this research, we examined race/ethnic differences in paternal involvement among
nonresident fathers following a nonmarital birth in large U.S. cities. We evaluated four
aspects of fathers’ involvement—accessibility (time) with children, engagement in
developmental activities, shared responsibility, and coparenting with mothers—using data
from the Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study across four survey waves over years 1,
3, 5, and 9 after a child’s birth. Because of the rapid increase in nonmarital childbearing in
recent decades (Hamilton et al. 2016), along with the positive link between paternal
involvement and children’s wellbeing (Adamsons and Johnson 2013), it is important to
understand the nature of fathers’ involvement with children following relationship
dissolution. Given the notable differences by race/ethnicity in the prevalence of nonmarital
births—as well as in socioeconomic and cultural characteristics, we might also expect
differences in fathers” involvement across race/ethnic groups.

Results for Hispanic fathers were particularly notable. Across our four domains (and five
measures) of paternal involvement, after adjusting for a host of covariates, Hispanic fathers
were less likely to spend time with children, engage in developmental activities, share
responsibility for the child, and effectively coparent with mothers in comparison to Black
fathers. These results both confirm and contradict comparable studies which suggest that
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Hispanics displayed the lowest levels of contact with children, but were no different in the
frequency of activities they engaged in with children as compared to other groups (King et
al. 2004). Given that nonmarital childbearing is most prevalent among Blacks, we might
expect that nonresidential parenting behaviors are better institutionalized (having more
established norms and expectations about the responsibilities of nonresidential fathers)
among Blacks than among Hispanics.

In terms of Black-White differences, we found no differences in spending 1+ hours with
children and engaging in father-child activities, but White fathers saw their children 1 less
day per month and had lower levels of both shared responsibility and coparenting with
mothers than Black fathers. Following relationship dissolution, it seems that White and
Black fathers are similarly able to maintain their relationship with their children, but White
fathers may minimize interaction with mothers. The family roles of Black men look to be
less subject to what is often called the ‘package deal’ that typically links the partner and
paternal roles of White (and especially higher-SES) men (Tach, Mincy and Edin 2010). This
may be in part because unlike most White families, Black families view childrearing as a
responsibility that goes beyond the relationship they have with the mother. Also, since Black
fathers may be less able to economically contribute to the family, they may compensate by
engaging in other parenting activities.

We were also interested in whether race/ethnic variation in paternal involvement was a
function of differences in demographic, social/psychological, prior relationship status, and
socioeconomic characteristics. In our multivariate models, we found that some factors did
partially account for differences in paternal involvement between Black and White fathers
and Black and Hispanic fathers, notably the relationship characteristics we accounted for.
Father’s incarceration, depressed fathers and fathers who provided any support (formal or
informal) significantly impacted involvement. On the other hand, we did not find that the
socioeconomic characteristics of the father explained race and ethnic differences in paternal
involvement. This result was surprising, given that various studies have shown education and
economic status to be important factors in accounting for racial differences in father
involvement (King et al. 2004). We suspect that this is because nonresident fathers after a
nonmarital birth are a rather economically-disadvantaged group, so there is little
heterogeneity in socioeconomic status as compared to national samples of fathers. Also, our
White sample is very small (only 6% of the overall weighted sample), so the Black-White
comparisons may be less robust than the Black-Hispanic comparisons, where the numbers
are larger.

A main strength of the present work was to explore a wider range of involvement variables
than most prior studies of nonresident fathers using national samples. We examined four key
dimensions of father involvement (using five measures) that have been identified as
important in the literature—time, engagement, and responsibility from the father
involvement literature (Lamb 2004), along with coparenting, which has emerged as a key
construct vis-a-vis fathers’ roles in family life (McHale and Lindahl 2011). Although our
study adds new information about nonresidential father involvement, we must consider
several limitations. First, as is typical with survey research, we are limited by missing data,
especially survey non-response. By using a hospital-based design, the Fragile Families
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Study was able to obtain higher response rates than other studies of fathers, who are
typically under-represented in national surveys (Nelson 2004). At the same time, about 25%
of fathers were not interviewed at baseline. We attempted to minimize the problem of fathers
not being interviewed or being lost to attrition by using mothers’ reports of fathers’
involvement at years 1, 3, 5, and 9. Second, we recognize that nonresident fathers may be
involved in other ways that are not measured here. For example, we did not measure forms
of communication from afar such as emails/letters or phone calls.

These findings have implications for public policies designed to increase fathers’
involvement among unmarried parents. Former President Obama’s Responsible Fatherhood
Initiative intends to improve fathers’ relationships with the mothers of their children, help
them become better fathers, and enable them to contribute financially to their children’s lives
(HHS 2015). While in our multivariate models, we were not able to fully ‘account for’ the
differences across race/ethnic group in paternal involvement, our results suggest that several
key factors are associated with involvement among nonresident fathers. In particular,
relationship factors are particularly important for fathers” involvement over time; fathers
who were romantically involved with the child’s biological mother and who were in a more
supportive relationship at the time of the baby’s birth are more likely to be involved even
after becoming nonresident. By contrast, fathers’ having children by new partners and
mothers’ having new partners are associated with diminished paternal involvement. While
policy efforts during the Bush administration were focused on couple relationships—
especially promoting union stability and healthy marriage, such programs were shown to
have essentially no effect on the desired outcomes (Wood et al. 2014). Given the high
dissolution rates among unmarried parents (McLanahan 2011), policy might be better served
to focus on the coparenting relationship among parents who have a common child and
helping ensure that parents can work together to rear their common child if/when their own
relationship dissolves. Also, fathers’ providing financial support was strongly linked to
fathers’ direct involvement with children and interaction with mothers, suggesting that
facilitating fathers’ contributions to children may enhance their involvement in other ways—
or vice versa (Nepomnyaschy 2007).

In sum, this paper adds to our understanding of how race/ethnicity is related to nonresident
paternal involvement. Hispanic fathers are less engaged on every aspect of paternal
involvement included in our analysis (compared to Blacks), while White and Hispanic
fathers are less likely to maintain a strong coparenting relationship with mothers after union
dissolution (compared to Blacks). These differences persist even as we account for a robust
set of associated characteristics. To the extent that nonresident father involvement benefits
children (Adamsons and Johnson 2013), our research suggests that after unmarried couples
break up, Hispanic children’s well-being may be additionally compromised by the father’s
low level of involvement. Future research would be well-served to examine if these
persistent race/ethnic differences in paternal involvement continue as children age across the
life course.

Soc Sci Q. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2019 September 01.



1duosnuen Joyiny 1duosnuey Joyiny 1duosnuen Joyiny

1duosnuep Joyiny

Ellerbe et al. Page 13

Acknowledgments

Author Jerrett Jones will share all data for replication purposes. The authors thank the Eunice Kennedy Shriver
National Institute of Child Health and Human Development (NICHD) for funding this research through core
funding to the Center for Demography and Ecology (R24HD047873) and through a grant to the third author
(RO1HD57894). Funding for the Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study was also provided by NICHD (grants
RO1HD36916, RO1HD39135, and R01HD40421), as well as a consortium of private foundations (see
www.fragilefamilies.princeton.edu/funders.asp for a complete list). All errors of omission and commission are our
own.

References

Adamsons KariJohnson Sara K. An Updated and Expanded Meta-Analysis of Nonresident Fathering
and Child Well-Being. Journal of Family Psychology. 2013; 27(4):589-99. [PubMed: 23978321]

Baca Zinn MaxinePok Angela YH. Tradition and Transition in Mexican-Origin Families. In: Taylor
RL, editorMinority Families in the United States: A Multicultural Perspective. Upper Saddle River,
New Jersey: Prentice Hall; 2002. 79-100.

Cabrera Natasha J, Ryan Rebecca M, Mitchell Stephanie J, Shannon Jacqueline D, Tamis-LeMonda
Catherine S. Low-Income, Nonresident Father Involvement with Their Toddlers: Variation by
Fathers' Race and Ethnicity. Journal of Family Psychology. 2008; 22(4):643. [PubMed: 18729678]

Carlson Marcia J, Hognas Robin S. Coparenting in Fragile Families: Understanding How Parents
Work Together after a Nonmarital Birth. In: McHale JP, Lindahl KM, editorsCoparenting: A
Conceptual and Clinical Examination of Family Systems. American Psychological Association;
2011.

Cherlin AndrewCross-Barnet CaitlinBurton Linda M, Garrett-Peters Raymond. Promises They Can
Keep: Low Income Women's Attitudes toward Motherhood, Marriage, and Divorce. Journal of
Marriage and Family. 2008; 70:919-33. [PubMed: 19885381]

Christiansen Shawn L, Palkovitz Rob. Why the "Good Provider” Role Still Matters: Providing as a
Form of Paternal Involvement. Journal of Family Issues. 2001; 22:84-106.

Cohen Jacob. Statistical Power Analysis for the Behavioral Sciences. New York: Academic Press;
1977.

Coley Rebekah LevineMorris JE. Comparing Father and Mother Reports of Father Involvement among
Low-Income Minority Fathers. Journal of Marriage and Family. 2002; 64:982-97.

Coltrane ScottParke Ross D, Adams Michele. Complexity of Father Involvement in Low-Income
Mexican American Families. Family Relations. 2004; 53:179-89.

Cooper Carey E, Beck Audrey N, Hognas Robin S, Swanson Jodi. Mothers’ Partnership Instability and
Coparenting among Fragile Families. Social Science Quarterly. 2015; 96(4):1103-16. [PubMed:
26538770]

Dickman SJ. Functional and Dysfunctional Impulsivity: Personality and Cognitive Correlates. Journal
of Personality and Social Psychology. 1990; 58:95-102. [PubMed: 2308076]

Edin KathrynTach LauraMincy Ronald. Claiming Fatherhood: Race and the Dynamics of Paternal
Involvement among Unmarried Men. Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social
Science. 2009; 621:149-77. [PubMed: 21359113]

Geller Amanda. Paternal Incarceration and Father—Child Contact in Fragile Families. Journal of
Marriage and Family. 2013; 75(5):1288-303. [PubMed: 24839304]

Gerstel Naomi. Rethinking Families and Community: The Color, Class, and Centrality of Extended
Kin Ties1. Sociological Forum. 2011; 26(1):1-20.

Hamilton Brady E, Martin Joyce A, Osterman Michelle JK. Births: Preliminary Data for 2015,
National Vital Statistics Reports. Vol. 65. Hyattsville, MD: National Center for Health Statistics;
2016.

Harknett KristenMcLanahan Sara S. Racial and Ethnic Differences in Marriage after the Birth of a
Child. American Sociological Review. 2004; 69:790-811.

HHS. Office of Family Assistance. Department of Health and Human Services, Responsible
Fatherhood; 2015. [Website Accessed October 8, 2015]

Soc Sci Q. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2019 September 01.



1duosnuen Joyiny 1duosnuey Joyiny 1duosnuen Joyiny

1duosnuep Joyiny

Ellerbe et al.

Page 14

Hummer Robert A, Hamilton Erin R. Race and Ethnicity in Fragile Families. The Future of Children.
2010; 20(2):113-31. [PubMed: 20964134]

Kessler Ronald C, Andrews G, Mroczek D, Ustun TB, Wittchen HU. The World Health Organization
Composite International Diagnostic Interview Short-Form (Cidi-Sf). International Journal of
Methods in Psychiatric Research. 1998; 7:171-85.

King ValarieHarris Kathleen MullanHeard Holly E. Racial and Ethnic Diversity in Nonresident Father
Involvement. Journal of Marriage and Family. 2004; 66(1):1-21.

Lamb Michael E. The Role of the Father in Child Development. New York: John Wiley & Sons, Inc;
2004.

Landale Nancy S, Oropesa RS. Father Involvement in the Lives of Mainland Puerto Rican Children:
Contributions of Nonresident, Cohabiting and Married Fathers. Social Forces. 2001; 79(3):945-68.

McClain Lauren RinelliDeMaris Alfred. A Better Deal for Cohabiting Fathers? Union Status
Differences in Father Involvement. Fathering. 2013; 11:199-220.

McHale James P, Lindahl Kristin M, editorsCoparenting: A Conceptual and Clinical Examination of
Family Systems. Washington, DC: American Psychological Association; 2011.

McLanahan Sara. Family Instability and Complexity after a Nonmarital Birth: Outcomes for Children
in Fragile Families. In: Carlson MJ, England P, editorsSocial Class and Changing Families in an
Unequal America. Stanford: Stanford University Press; 2011. 108-33.

McLanahan SaraTach LauraSchneider Daniel. The Causal Effects of Father Absence. Annual Review
of Sociology. 2013; 39(1):399-427.

Mincy Ronald B, Nepomnyaschy Lenna. Child Support and Minority Fathers in Fragile Families.
Center for Research on Child Wellbeing, Princeton University; 2005. WP 2005-23-FF

Mincy Ronald B, editorBlack Males Left Behind. Washington, D.C: Urban Institute; 2006.

Mincy Ronald B, Pouncy Hillard. Baby Fathers and American Family Formation: Low-Income, Never-
Married Parents in Louisiana before Katrina. New York, NY: Center for Marriage and Families,
Institute for American Values; 2007.

Mott Frank L. When Is a Father Really Gone? Paternal--Child Contact in Father-Absent Homes.
Demography. 1990; 27(4):499-517. [PubMed: 2249742]

Nelson Timothy J. Low-Income Fathers. Annual Review of Sociology. 2004; 30:427-51.

Nepomnyaschy Lenna. Child Support and Father-Child Contact: Testing Reciprocal Pathways.
Demography. 2007; 44(1):93-112. [PubMed: 17461338]

Pager Devah. The Mark of a Criminal Record. The American Journal of Sociology. 2003; 108(5):937-
75.

Reichman NancyTeitler JulienGarfinkel IrwinMcLanahan Sara. Fragile Families: Sample and Design.
Children and Youth Services Review. 2001; 23(4/5):303-26.

Seltzer Judith A, Bianchi Suzanne M. Children's Contact with Absent Parents. Journal of Marriage and
the Family. 1988; 50(3):663-77.

Seltzer Judith A, Brandreth Yvonne. What Fathers Say About Involvement with Children after
Separation. In: Marsiglio W, editorFatherhood: Contemporary Theory, Research and Social Policy.
Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications; 1995.

Sum AndrewKhatiwada IshwarMcLaughlin JosephPalma Sheila. The Consequences of Dropping out
of High School: Joblessness and Jailing for High School Dropouts and the High Cost for
Taxpayers. Center for Labor Market Studies. 2009:1-16.

Sum AndrewKhatiwada Ishwar. With the Assistance of Sheila Palma. Labor Underutilization Problems
of U.S. Workers across Household Income Groups at the End of the Great Recession: A Truly
Great Depression among the Nation’s Low Income Workers Amidst Full Employment among the
Most Affluent. Flint, Michigan: C.S. Mott Foundation; 2010.

Swisher Raymond R, Waller Maureen R. Confining Fatherhood: Incarceration and Paternal
Involvement among Nonresident White, African American, and Latino Fathers. Journal of Family
Issues. 2008; 29(8):1067-88.

Tach LauraMincy RonaldEdin Kathryn. Parenting as a Package Deal: Relationships, Fertility, and
Nonresident Father Involvement among Unmarried Parents. Demography. 2010; 47(1):181-204.
[PubMed: 20355690]

Soc Sci Q. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2019 September 01.



1duosnuepy Joyiny 1duosnuely Joyiny 1duosnuey Joyiny

1duosnue Joyiny

Ellerbe et al. Page 15

Therrien MelissaRamirez Roberto. The Hispanic Population in the United States. Bureau USC,
editorWashington, D.C: U.S. Department of Commerce; 2001. 1-8.

Willis Robert J. A Theory of out-of-Wedlock Childbearing. The Journal of Political Economy. 1999;
107(6):S33-S64.

Wood Robert G, Moore QuinnClarkwest AndrewKillewald Alexandra. The Long-Term Effects of
Building Strong Families: A Program for Unmarried Parents. Journal of Marriage and Family.
2014; 76(2):446-63.

Soc Sci Q. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2019 September 01.



1duosnuey Joyiny 1duosnuen Joyiny 1duosnuey Joyiny

1duosnuen Joyiny

Ellerbe et al.

Table 1

Engagement in Father-Child Activities: Items by Wave

1-Year

3-Year

5-Year

9-Year

Play games like "peek-a-boo" or "gotcha"

Sing songs or nursery rhymes

Read stories

Tell stories

Play inside with toys such as blocks or legos

Take child to visit relatives

Change child diapers

Feed or give bottle to child

Hug or show affection to child

Put child to bed

Tell child you love him/her

Let child help you with simple chores

Play imaginary games with him/her

Tell child that you appreciated something he/she did

Go to a restaurant or out to eat with him/her

Assist child with eating

Play outside in the yard, park, or a playground with child

Take child on an outing, such as shopping, or to a restaurant, church, museum, or special event
Watch TV or a video together

Do dishes, prepare food, or do other household chores together

Play sports or do outside activities together

Play video or computer games together

Read books with child or talk with him/her about books he/she reads
Participate in indoor activities together such as arts and crafts or board games
Talk with child about current events, like things going on in the news
Talk with child about his/her day

Check to make sure the child has completed his/her homework

Help child with homework or school assignments

X

X X X X X X X X X

X X X X X

X X X X X X X X

X X X X

X X X X X X X X X X
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