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We use longitudinal survey and qualitative information from the Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing
Study to examine how risk factors such as physical abuse, problematic substance use, and incarceration among
unmarried fathers in the study are related to fathers’ early involvement with their children. The survey results
indicate that nearly half of fathers have at least one risk factor and that each risk is negatively associated with
paternal involvement. The results also show that fathers with risk factors are less likely to have romantic rela-
tionships with mothers and that relationships between parents mediate associations between risk factors and
fathers’ involvement. Qualitative interviews with a sub-sample of mothers and fathers in the study illustrate the
meaning of risks for parents and the processes through which early family outcomes occur. Parents’ accounts
suggest that mothers often select out of relationships they deem “unhealthy” and monitor fathers’ access to chil-
dren, particularly in cases of physical abuse. While some fathers with risks withdraw from children, others
attempt to maintain their involvement independently or as part of a strategy with the mother to address these
risks with varying success. We suggest that policies to promote marriage and responsible fatherhood be mindful
that some fathers they are targeting have characteristics that may not be conducive to increased involvement
while other fathers face personal and institutional barriers to involvement. Keywords: father involvement, frag-
ile families, incarceration, domestic violence, marriage promotion.

 

The President is determined to make committed, responsible fatherhood a national priority . . . [T]he
presence of two committed, involved parents contributes directly to better school performance,
reduced substance abuse, less crime and delinquency, fewer emotional and other behavioral prob-
lems, less risk of abuse or neglect, and lower risk of teen suicide. The research is clear: Fathers factor
significantly in the lives of their children. There is simply no substitute for the love, involvement,
and commitment of a responsible father (Executive Office of the President 2001).

 

Drawing on social science research that suggests children from single parent families face
disadvantages as adults, policymakers have presented paternal absence as a public problem,
or an issue with public status and for which action is required (Gusfield 1984). In light of this
concern, recent policies and programs have been aimed at encouraging the involvement of
fathers with their biological children. “Responsible fatherhood” initiatives targeted primarily
at low-income, unmarried fathers have received bi-partisan support in Congress and from
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two consecutive administrations (Harden 2002).

 

1

 

 Although more controversial, policymakers
have proposed an even larger sum of money be provided for activities to encourage or
preserve fathers’ co-residence with their children through marriage. Critics have argued that
initiatives to promote marriage would push women into unhealthy or abusive marriages and
that increased contact with nonresidential fathers required to pay child support could also
trigger violence (Allard et al. 1997; Raphael and Tolman 1997). In response, supporters of
these plans have said that they hope to improve children’s well-being by encouraging only

 

healthy

 

 marriages and family relationships—language that is now reflected in legislation to
reauthorize welfare.

Despite some agreement in the policy community that women should not be coerced to
marry or remain in “unhealthy” relationships with the fathers of their children, ideas about
what constitutes unhealthy relationships have not been fully articulated. Nor do we under-
stand how certain risk factors among unmarried fathers that negatively affect relationships
between parents may also be related to paternal absence and disengagement. This paper uses
survey and qualitative information from the Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study to
examine how risk factors such as physical abuse, problematic substance use, and incarcera-
tion among unmarried fathers in the study are associated with fathers’ early involvement
with their children. We also examine how risks are related to parents’ relationship status and
how relationships between parents mediate father involvement. Following a mixed method
approach, quantitative data are used to investigate the incidence of these risks and their rela-
tionship to early outcomes for families within three years of having a nonmarital birth, while
qualitative data help us understand the meaning of these risks for unmarried parents and the
processes through which these early outcomes unfold. In this analysis physical abuse, sub-
stance use, and incarceration are examined as potential risk factors not because they are
expected to have the same meaning and consequences for families—in fact these risks are
likely to differ from each other—but because they are salient in academic and policy discus-
sions of marriage and father involvement.

 

2

 

Unmarried Parents, Father Involvement, 
and Parental Relationships

 

Although one out of three children is born outside of marriage, unmarried fathers have
often been missing from national surveys and representative data on their relationships with
children has been limited (Garfinkel, McLanahan, and Hanson 1998). Recent research sug-
gests that unmarried fathers are more involved with their children than commonly assumed;
however, a notable minority fit the “absent father” image. For example, drawing on parents’
aggregate reports in the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth, Lerman and Sorensen
(2000) find that about 67 percent of fathers and 54 percent of mothers said the father saw at
least one of their nonmarital children weekly or lived with them. At the same time, about
25 percent of fathers and 39 percent of mothers reported that the father rarely or never visited
a nonmarital child. Synthesizing information from several surveys, Argys and colleagues
(forthcoming) find that most fathers who had a child outside of marriage were reported to

 

1. The Department of Health and Human Services’ list of fatherhood initiatives includes efforts to involve fathers
in children’s learning, to help children maintain relationships with their incarcerated fathers, to involve fathers in Early
Head Start, to keep children with their biological parents, to promote access and visitation for noncustodial parents, to
promote abstinence education, to promote marriage, and to reduce family violence (U.S. Department of Health and
Human Services 2006).

2. As the opening quote indicates, policymakers also express concern about the effect of these risk factors on children
when fathers are absent from their lives.
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be in contact with their children between birth and age five despite significant variation in
reports across surveys. Qualitative evidence also suggests that a large share of unmarried
fathers see their children often and provide direct and in-kind support to them, while oth-
ers have disengaged from their children’s lives (e.g., Johnson, Levine, and Doolittle 1999;
Pate 2005; Roy 1999; Waller 2002).

Baseline data from the Fragile Families survey, an important new source of informa-
tion about nonmarital urban births in the United States, also indicate a high level of
engagement among fathers around the time of their child’s birth. For example, parents
report that most fathers provided some economic support or in-kind assistance to the
mother during the pregnancy, came to the hospital at the time of the birth, and planned to
sign the birth certificate and give the child their surname. The overwhelming majority of
mothers and fathers also reported a desire for paternal involvement in the future
(McLanahan et al. 2003).

Despite high levels of engagement at the time of the birth, fathers’ involvement may
wane over time (Sorensen, Mincy, and Halpern 2000). Studies of divorced fathers indicate
that men often disengage from their children when their romantic relationship with the
mother ends (e.g., Furstenberg and Cherlin 1991). Similarly, the status and quality of unmar-
ried parents’ relationships seem to be important predictors of early paternal involvement
(Carlson and McLanahan 2004; Johnson 2001). When examining how risk factors shape
fathers’ involvement with children, this research suggests it may also be important to consider
how these risks affect parents’ relationships. 

 

The Influence of Risk Factors

 

Of particular relevance to our study is recent research suggesting that unmarried and
nonresident fathers are more likely to engage in a range of problem behaviors than are their
married and/or resident counterparts. Using data from a subset of cities in the baseline wave
of the Fragile Families study, Wilson and Brooks-Gunn (2001) found that unmarried fathers,
relative to married fathers, were more likely to have used illicit drugs, drunk, smoked, and
physically abused mothers. Among unmarried fathers, those in cohabiting relationships
tended to exhibit fewer of these behaviors. Other research, based on a longitudinal sample in
New Zealand, similarly found nonresident fathers exhibited higher rates of drug and alcohol
problems, anger and violence, and abuse against women than fathers living with their children,
likely due to selection of fathers with problems out of cohabitation and marriage (Jaffee et al.
2001). Research further suggests that the benefits to children of living in two-biological
parent families may only accrue in the absence of father’s problem behavior. For example,
greater involvement of resident biological fathers, who themselves exhibit high anti-social
behavior, has been found to be associated with greater problem behavior among children
(Jaffee et al. 2003).

There are various pathways through which risks could shape fathers’ involvement with
their children. In particular, risk factors may lead to lower father involvement directly or
indirectly, by weakening relationships with the mother. Mothers may further mediate
fathers’ involvement with children after their romantic relationship with the father ends
(Fagan and Barnett 2003). The remainder of this section reviews research examining associa-
tions between fathers’ individual risk factors, relationships with mothers, and involvement
with children. 

 

Physical Abuse.

 

Low income women, and particularly those receiving welfare, are more
likely to experience abuse within their relationships with men than are other women. Stud-
ies have found levels of recent or current physical abuse among welfare recipients ranging
from 8 to 33 percent, and of lifetime adult abuse ranging from 34 to 65 percent (Raphael and
Tolman 1997; Tolman and Raphael 2000). Qualitative evidence suggests that abuse is a common
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reason that low-income women are reluctant to marry their children’s father (Edin 2000;
Waller 2002). Recent mixed-methods research also shows that low-income women who
have been physically or sexually abused during adulthood are considerably less likely to be in
married or stable cohabiting relationships (Cherlin et al. 2004). Women’s decisions to break-
off relationships with abusive fathers may stem from fear for personal safety as well as a desire
to protect their children from emotional and physical danger (Short et al. 2000). Therefore, we
expect that reports of physical abuse by fathers will be strongly associated with the status of
parents’ relationships within three years of their child’s birth.

Whereas many studies have noted the co-occurrence of spousal and child abuse (e.g., Appel
and Holden 1998; Edelson 1999), researchers have only recently begun to examine associa-
tions between spousal abuse and fathers’ parenting and relationships with children (Sullivan
et al. 2000). Drawing primarily on clinical experiences, Bancroft and Silverman (2002) report
that men who are abusive toward women also tend toward controlling, authoritarian, and
inconsistent parenting. Moreover, these men are manipulative of their children in ways that
undermine the mother’s parenting. In addition to having weakened relationships with mothers,
we expect that fathers who have been physically abusive to mothers will have more tenuous
relationships with children three years after their birth.

 

Substance Use.

 

Problems associated with alcohol or drug use might similarly present
obstacles to the stability of couples’ relationships and father involvement. Although there is
evidence that shared substance use is one form of homophily (Yamaguchi and Kandel 1997),
problematic drug and alcohol use has been found to be predictive of divorce (Amato and
Rogers 1997) and is a common reason cited, especially by women, for ending relationships
(Amato and Preveti 2003). Problematic substance use is thus treated here as an additional
risk factor associated with couples’ relationship status.

In addition to its association with child maltreatment, substance abuse has been linked to
a range of indicators of poor parenting, including lower responsiveness to infants, impulsivity,
social isolation, and spending less time with children (Hamer 2001; Magura and Laudet 1996;
McMahon and Rounsaville 2002). Moreover, research suggests that parental substance use is
associated with diminished outcomes for children (Johnson and Leff 1999). We expect that
problematic substance use will also be negatively associated with father involvement.

 

Incarceration.

 

Imprisonment within the lives of poor and minority males is so prevalent
that it is almost an expected and modal stage in their early lives. Pettit and Western (2004),
for example, report that black, male, high school dropouts born in the late 1960s have a
59 percent chance of going to prison by their late twenties compared to just 11 percent of
their white counterparts. In addition to diminished earnings and employment after release
(Western, Kling, and Weiman 2001), ex-prisoners have been found to be less likely to marry
or cohabit with their children’s mothers (Hagan and Dinovitzer 1999; Western, Lopoo, and
McLanahan 2004; Western and McLanahan 2000). Past or recent incarceration is therefore
expected to be negatively related to couples’ relationship status.

Incarceration might motivate fathers to feel a stronger commitment to their families
(Edin, Nelson, and Paranal 2004), but the prison experience itself may make it difficult for
men to act on this commitment (Nurse 2002). While in prison, restrictions on interactions
between inmates and their children are severe and the experience of visitation is often a psy-
chologically debilitating experience for both parties. Many inmates forego visits altogether
out of concern for their children’s well-being (Hairston 1998). Although research on this
issue is limited, the physical and emotional separation of inmates from the mother and child
during imprisonment may result in diminished paternal involvement both prior to and fol-
lowing release. Imprisonment is also treated here as a risk factor for infrequent contact and
daily activities with children.
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Data and Sample

 

Survey Data

 

This analysis draws on survey and qualitative interviews with parents who participated in
the Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study. The Fragile Families study began in 1998 and
follows a new birth cohort of children in 20 U.S. cities to learn more about the circumstances
and experiences of unmarried parents and their children in the early years of their child’s life.
The total sample includes 4,898 births, 3,712 of which occurred to unmarried parents and
1,186 occurred to a comparison sample of married parents. The weighted sample data are rep-
resentative of nonmarital births to parents residing in cities with populations over 200,000.

 

3

 

New mothers were initially interviewed in person at the hospital, and the fathers of their
children were interviewed either at the hospital or someplace else as soon as possible after the
birth. Mothers and fathers were also surveyed when their child was one and three years old, and
an additional survey is being conducted at age five. In families that had a nonmarital birth, the
response rate at baseline was about 87 percent for mothers and 75 percent for eligible fathers.
Fathers were not eligible to participate in the study if the mother of their child was not inter-
viewed at baseline. By year three, 88 percent of mothers in the baseline survey and 68 percent of
fathers whose partners were in the baseline interview continued to participate in the study.

The unit of analysis in this study is the focal child, and measures are based on reports
from both mothers and fathers. However, some cases in this analysis include reports only from
mothers, because they were more likely to participate and less likely to drop out of the study
than fathers.

 

4

 

 Inclusion of these cases is justified on the following grounds. Unmarried fathers
who participated in the survey were more likely to be in relationships with their child’s
mother, producing a somewhat select sample of fathers. Similarly, fathers participating at base-
line but dropping out by year three were less likely to be in relationships with the mother and
were more likely to have been recently incarcerated. Retaining information about these fami-
lies through the use of mothers’ reports likely yields a more accurate representation of the
diversity of fathers’ relationships with mothers, risk factors, and involvement. Thus, despite its
limitations, we can use the Fragile Families data to get a more comprehensive portrait of
unmarried fathers than was available from previous national surveys.

 

Qualitative Data and Mixed Methods Approach

 

The analysis also includes information from qualitative interviews we conducted with a
sub-sample of Fragile Family participants from the Oakland, California site.

 

5

 

 The qualitative
study was designed to be nested within the broader survey to facilitate mixed method analyses
(Caracelli and Greene 1997; Creswell 2003). Qualitative interviews were conducted between
the baseline and 12–18 month survey, and between the 3 year and 5 year surveys. To select
parents for qualitative study, the Oakland survey sample was stratified by the three largest
race or ethnic groups (i.e., non-Hispanic, black, Hispanic of Mexican descent, and non-His-
panic white). A random sample of births to 62 unmarried and married parents was drawn
within race or ethnic groups.

 

6

 

 We examine the responses of 41 parents (24 families) who had
a nonmarital birth. The sample of unmarried parents had a response rate of about 86 percent
for mothers and 88 percent for fathers at the first interview.

 

3.  See Reichman et al. (2001) for more information about the study’s methodology. 
4.  The study also has a small share of “father only” cases that resulted from the attrition of the mother, but they

are not included in this analysis.
5.  Compared to the full sample, the Oakland sample has a larger representation of Hispanic parents and is of

slightly lower socioeconomic status. Oakland fathers do not differ appreciably with respect to risk factors, relationship
status with mothers, or fathering outcomes.

6.  White parents were over-sampled in the qualitative study to allow for group comparisons.
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Waller conducted the qualitative interviews in order to maintain data quality, to ensure a
full exploration of themes in interviews as they emerged in the process of data collection, and
to facilitate the interpretation of data.

 

7

 

 Interviews were done with mothers and fathers sepa-
rately.
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 The majority of the interviews took place in parents’ homes and lasted about 90
minutes at each wave. The interview was conducted as a guided conversation following a
“tree and branch” design that focused on a similar set of topics across interviews while encour-
aging parents to elaborate on their responses and introduce new issues for discussion (Rubin
and Rubin 1995; Weiss 1994). Parents reported a higher incidence of each of the three risk
factors in the qualitative interviews than they did in the survey, suggesting this format may
also have allowed parents to feel more comfortable discussing sensitive issues. All interviews
were recorded and transcribed for data analysis. A qualitative data analysis program (ALTAS.ti)
was used to code themes within and across interviews, to analyze coded interview excerpts
through memos, and to use visual displays for examining patterns in the data (Miles and
Huberman 1994; Weiss 1994). Codes for this analysis were developed inductively, on the basis
of observations that emerged from the interviews (Strauss and Corbin 1998).

A mixed method analysis is used to help us gain a more complete understanding of risk
factors in fragile families and to increase the breadth and depth of our investigation (Greene,
Caracelli, and Graham 1989). Following a pragmatic approach, we draw on the method that
“works” best for different purposes (Patton 2002). In particular, the quantitative data are
used to examine the incidence of risks and associations between variables in a representative
sample of nonmarital births, while the qualitative data are primarily used to investigate the
meaning of risk factors in families headed by unmarried parents and the processes, or mecha-
nisms, linking risk factors to early family outcomes (Lin 1998). In addition to illustrating how
and why parents respond to these risk factors, information from the qualitative interviews
further allowed us to refine general hypotheses derived from the literature for this sample, to
think about how to measure risk factors, and to interpret the quantitative results. The quali-
tative and quantitative data were integrated in the analysis and interpretation using an itera-
tive process (Creswell 2003; Seidel 1998).

 

Survey Measures

 

All dependent variables are measured at the second follow-up survey, approximately
three years after the birth. Measures of risk factors are derived from the baseline survey
(at birth) and the first follow-up (at 12–18 months). We use mothers’ reports of outcomes
because they provide a more comprehensive picture of father involvement at three years,
including situations in which the parents were no longer in a relationship or the father had
dropped out of the sample. We use measures of risks from both waves to more fully capture
experiences and behavior occurring prior to the outcomes.

 

9

 

 The decision to include informa-
tion from more than one measure of each risk (see below) was informed by our qualitative
interviews, which suggested parents were likely to have underreported or not responded to
these sensitive questions. We also include reports from both mothers and fathers when avail-
able. A father was considered to have a risk if either parent reported this problem. When
information about a risk factor was asked of only the mother or father (i.e., only mothers
were asked about abuse and only fathers were asked about recent substance use) or missing,
we rely on the report of one parent. Mean substitution was employed in cases of missing data
on the risk factor variables, with dummy variables used to represent missing cases. We briefly
review these measures and refer the reader to the Appendix for a more detailed description.

 

7.  A bilingual male research assistant conducted two interviews with unmarried fathers in Spanish.
8.  Comparable to the survey, we completed interviews with both parents in about 7 out of 10 families while

interviewing only the mother in about 3 out of 10 cases.
9.  In parents’ combined reports of risk factors from the baseline and the first follow-up survey, we see a higher

incidence of risk factors among fathers than is reported at each wave (results available upon request).
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Relationship Status.

 

The first outcome examined is parents’ relationship status three years
after their child’s birth, because the literature and parents’ qualitative accounts (discussed in the
next section) suggest their romantic relationships mediate paternal involvement with children.
At the time of the birth, 50.8 percent of parents were living together, 31.8 percent were in rela-
tionships but living apart, and 17.3 percent were no longer romantically involved. Three years
after the child’s birth, 17.4 percent of couples were married and another 29.6 percent were
cohabiting. More than half of couples (50.2 percent) were broken up and only 2.8 percent were
in a non-residential romantic relationship three years after the child’s birth (see Table 1). Data
in Table 1 strongly suggests that relationship status is associated with risk factors. For example,
74.8 percent of parents for whom the mother reports having ever been physically abused by
the father fall into the “no romantic relationship” category compared to 50.2 percent overall.

 

Father Involvement.

 

The analysis considers two indicators of father involvement. The first
measures mothers’ reports of whether or not the father has had contact with the child more
than once in the last 30 days. Of nonresidential fathers, 44.9 percent were reported to have had
such contact.

 

10

 

 Among fathers with recent contact (including residential fathers), the survey

 

Table 1 •

 

Bivariate Relationships between Father's Risk Factors, Relationship Status, Contact, and 
Daily Activities with Child

 

 

 

Dependent Variable by Presence of Each Risk Factor

Variable
Full 

Sample
Physical 
Abuse

 

b

 

Drug 
Use

 

c

 

Alcohol 
Use

 

c

 

Substances 
Interfere

 

d

 

Recent 
Incarceration

 

d

 

Past 
Incarceration

 

d

 

Prevalence of risk 
factors

 

a 

 

.111 .076 .082 .176 .117 .302

Relationship status at 
three years

 

e

 

Married .174 .113 .103 .152 .082 .074 .134
Cohabiting .296 .124 .329 .407 .199 .108 .325
Other romantic 

relationship

.028 .015 .015 .007 .041 .059 .028

No romantic 

relationship

.502 .748 .553 .433 .678 .759 .512

Contact with child in 
past month

 

f

 

.449 .347 .342 .444 .324 .153 .426

Daily activities scale

 

g

 

3.584 3.079 3.779 3.472 3.182 3.097 3.603

Mother distrusts father 
to caretake

 

h

 

1.471 1.876 1.500 1.445 1.916 1.774 1.570

 

a

 

Descriptive statistics are weighted to reflect probabilities of sampling and retention at the 12–18 month follow-up survey. 

 

b

 

Based on mothers’ reports.

 

c

 

Based on fathers’ reports.

 

d

 

Based on mothers’ and fathers’ reports.

 

e

 

Unweighted 

 

N

 

 = 2,123 families in the nationally-representative sample.

 

f

 

Among nonresidential fathers.

 

g

 

Among residential and nonresidential fathers with some contact in past month. Scale ranges from 0 to 7.

 

h

 

Responses range from 1 for “very much” to 3 for “not at all” trusting the father to take care of the child.

 

10.  Qualitative interviews suggest that this measure likely understates contact between fathers and their chil-
dren. Depending on when the interview was conducted, some fathers with regular contact might be temporarily out of
contact for one reason or another. This measure may also not capture contacts of longer but infrequent durations (Argys
et al. forthcoming).
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also asks mothers how many days out of a typical week the father participates in a variety of
activities with the child (0 to 7 for each item). These 13 activities represent a range of ways
fathers could be directly engaged with and accessible to their children, such as playing with
them, showing affection, and providing direct care (see Appendix).

 

11

 

 A daily activities scale is
created by averaging the unstandardized values of these items, yielding a Cronbach's alpha of
0.91. The scale of daily activities averages 3.58. For ease of interpretation, this would corre-
spond to a father having engaged in each of the activities on the scale an average of 3.6 days a
week. More frequent engagement in fewer activities would also yield such an average.

 

Physical Abuse.

 

Mothers are coded as having experienced physical abuse if they reported
ever being cut, bruised, or seriously hurt in a fight with the father at the 12–18 month follow-
up survey or being hit or slapped by the father in an argument at baseline. Just over 1 in
10 women (11.1 percent) reported experiencing such violence.

 

12

 

 Although this measure cap-
tures one type of domestic violence, it is possible that indicators of emotional and sexual
abuse (in addition to physical abuse) would show a greater incidence of domestic violence
among unmarried mothers in this study. 

 

Drug and Alcohol Use.

 

Potentially problematic drug and alcohol use is measured in two
ways. The first strategy measures alcohol use and drug use separately, based on fathers’
reports of recent usage. Alcohol and drug use are considered problematic if fathers reported
drinking or using drugs frequently or if they used a “hard” drug at least once. Based on these
criteria, 7.6 percent of fathers are characterized as at risk due to drug use and another 8.2
percent for alcohol use. A second approach utilizes reports of both mothers and fathers of
whether fathers’ drug or alcohol use had interfered with various domains of daily life, includ-
ing work, family, or personal relationships (17.6 percent of fathers). This measure reflects
medical and psychological definitions of substance abuse, which emphasize the negative
social, occupational, and health consequences of problematic substance use.

 

Incarceration.

 

We include two measures of incarceration based on mothers’ and fathers’
reports. Use of both parents’ reports follows the measurement strategy of Western, Lopoo,
and McLanahan (2004) and may help to offset the underreporting and under-sampling of
behavior considered to be socially undesirable. 

 

Recent

 

 incarceration identifies fathers who
have been incarcerated since the birth (11.7 percent of fathers).

 

 Past

 

 incarceration captures
fathers who had spent time in an adult correctional facility prior to the birth of the child (30.2
percent of fathers). 

When we examine an overall count of fathers’ risk factors, we find that nearly half of
fathers (48.9 percent) in this study were reported to have at least one form of risk. Approxi-
mately 31.5 percent of fathers in the study have a single risk factor, 13.3 percent have two
risks, and 4.2 percent have all three risks.

 

13

 

 Risk factors observed to co-occur most frequently
among fathers with multiple risks are incarceration with substance use interference and
physical abuse with substance use interference and past incarceration.

 

11.  Lamb and colleagues (1987) use the terms engagement, accessibility, and responsibility to identify three pri-
mary types of paternal involvement. According to this framework, engagement involves direct interactions with chil-
dren. Argys et al. (forthcoming) suggest that measuring daily activities is one approach to tapping into the quality or
nature of the contact between fathers and their children.

12.  To most accurately depict the prevalence of risk factors, descriptive statistics presented in Table 1 are based on the
16 cities in the national sample and weighted using the 12-month weights. Following Carlson, McLanahan, and England
(2004), the regression models are based on all 20 cities and are unweighted. Results from weighted regressions (not shown)
are consistent with those reported with respect to both the magnitude and statistical significance of associations.

13.  In exploratory analyses (available upon request) we examined associations between the number of risk fac-
tors present and each outcome, controlling for each of the individual factors. This variable was not found to be statisti-
cally significant for any outcome and thus is not included in the analyses. 
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Control Variables.

 

We control for demographic and socioeconomic characteristics of the
sample at baseline, including mothers’ age, fathers’ race or ethnicity, fathers’ education, and
both parents’ employment. Although this sample was not selected to be low-income, unmar-
ried parents tend to be a relatively disadvantaged group. About 36 percent of fathers have not
received a high school degree, 36 percent have a high school degree or GED, and another
27 percent have education or training beyond high school. Mothers reported that about 28 percent
of fathers were unemployed the week before the birth and 30 percent of mothers did not work
the year prior to the birth. Parents are young adults—the mean age for mothers is about 24.
About 28 percent of fathers are Hispanic, 57 percent are non-Hispanic black, 11 percent are
non-Hispanic white, and 4 percent are from other race or ethnic groups.

 

14

 

Survey Results

 

Analytic Strategy

 

The full quantitative analysis sample includes 3,098 cases in which mothers participated
in the surveys at baseline and three years and provided information about their relationship
status, and in which the father was still living. This represents about 83 percent of the base-
line sample of non-marital cases.

 

15

 

 As described below, sub-samples of cases are used for
particular outcomes.

Three sets of multivariate models are estimated. The first model examines associations
between fathers’ risk factors and relationship status with mothers at three years and includes
all 3,098 cases. Modeling these outcomes corresponds to the expectation that relationship
status with mothers might mediate associations between fathers’ risk factors and involvement
with children. The second set of models considers associations between fathers’ risk factors
and their having had any recent contact with their children, both with and without controls
for relationship status. Because mothers were not asked whether residential fathers had
recent contact with the child, these models are limited to a sub-sample of 1,700 non-residential
fathers. The final set of multivariate models then examines the intensity of involvement in
daily activities with children. Since these questions were asked about both residential and
nonresidential fathers with recent contact, the models include 2,189 cases.

 

Relationship Status at Three Years

 

Odds ratios from multinomial logistic regression models predicting relationship status at
three years, controlling for parents’ age, race, education, and employment status, are pre-
sented in Table 2.

 

16

 

 Models 1 through 4 assess associations of each risk factor, entered individ-
ually, with relationship status at three years. Models 5 and 6 assess the joint influence of the

 

14. New research points to the salience of multi-partner fertility for families headed by unmarried parents.
Although we do not conceptualize multi-partner fertility to be a risk factor in the same sense as is physical abuse, or the
other risk factors, we ran all of the analyses with a control for the number of children that the father has with other
women. These results show that this control is significantly associated with each of the outcomes, but it does not appre-
ciably attenuate the magnitude or statistical significance of the associations reported here between risk factors, relation-
ships status, and father involvement. 

15. Of the total number of 4,898 cases, we drop 1,187 cases in which parents were married at the time of the
birth. We also drop 8 cases in which the mother did not report baseline data and 577 cases without year three data. Of
the remaining cases, we exclude 5 cases in which mothers did not report their relationship status and 31 cases in which
the father was deceased by year three. These filters yield a final analysis sample of 3,098 cases. 

16.  Some researchers using the Fragile Families data control for baseline relationship status to partly control for unob-
served heterogeneity that, in this case, might be associated with both relationship status at year three and our risk behaviors
(e.g., Western, Lopoo, and McLanahan 2004). Controlling for relationship status at baseline (results available upon request) is
found to have little effect on the substantive pattern or statistical significance of our findings presented. Due to this fact and the
possible bias introduced by including baseline status indicators, we have chosen not to include them in the models presented.
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risk factors, with all risk factors entered simultaneously, using different measures of substance
use (i.e., usage versus interference with daily life). Results are shown for three comparisons:
marriage versus no relationship, cohabitation versus no relationship, and romantic relation-
ship versus no relationship.

In Model 1, mother’s report of having been physically abused by the father is associated
with significantly lower odds of being married, cohabiting, or in a romantic relationship versus
having no relationship with the mother. Stated in terms of odds, physical abuse is associated
with 51.4 percent lower odds (1 

 

−

 

 .486) of being married versus having no relationship, con-
trolling for other variables in the model. Similarly, physical abuse is associated with 60.6 percent
lower odds (1 

 

−

 

 .394) of cohabiting versus having no relationship. 
In Model 2, associations of alcohol use and drug use with relationship status are exam-

ined. Only drug use is found to be a significant factor and only in the case of the marriage
versus no relationship contrast. Substance use that is defined as interfering with daily life
(see Model 3) is found to be associated with lower odds of both marriage and cohabitation.
Fathers for whom substance use interferes with daily life have 66.1 percent lower odds of
being married and 56.6 percent lower odds of cohabitation versus having no relationship
with the mother.

Model 4 assesses associations of relationship status with recent and past incarceration.
Fathers who were recently incarcerated have 78.3 percent lower odds of being married and
73.5 percent lower odds of cohabitation compared to having no relationship with the mother,
controlling for other variables (Model 4). Neither recent nor past incarceration is significantly
associated with whether the father is in a romantic relationship with the mother. Though the
coefficient for recent incarceration tends positively toward being in a romantic relationship, it
is not statistically significant.

In Model 6, all three types of risk factors are significantly—and negatively—associated
with marriage and cohabitation, relative to no relationship. As before, recent incarcera-
tion is more strongly and significantly associated with relationship status at three years
than is past incarceration.

 

17

 

 Also note that the associations of physical abuse with marriage
and cohabitation are slightly more pronounced when the alcohol and drug use variables
are used (in Model 5), as opposed to the substance use interference measure. This pattern
suggests that physical abuse and reports of substance use interference are somewhat inter-
connected—a relationship also observed in the qualitative data.

 

Contact with Child in the Past Month

 

The modeling strategy for nonresidential fathers’ contact with the child in the past
month follows a similar pattern, with models including individual risk factors estimated first
followed by models with multiple risk factors. Odds ratios from these logistic models are
shown in Table 3.

When entered individually all four types of risk factors are significantly associated with
lower odds of fathers having had contact with their child in the past month. Physical abuse is
associated with 36.3 percent lower odds of contact with the child. Of the substance use mea-
sures, fathers reported to have used illicit drugs have 30.6 percent lower odds of having seen
the child recently. The qualitative interviews suggested that recent incarceration presents
significant barriers to maintenance of contact between fathers and children. This appears to
be the case (see Model 4), as fathers who have been incarcerated since the birth of the child
have 76.3 percent lower odds of having seen their child recently than do non-incarcerated

 

17.  In many cases, past incarceration occurred prior to the birth of the child and in some cases women may either
not be aware of the incarceration, or have already factored that into their decision to form a relationship with the man
in the first place.
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fathers. Though not as dramatically, a history of past incarceration is also found to be negatively
associated with contact.

Models 5 and 6 again suggest a relationship between physical abuse and substance use
that is defined as interfering with daily life. When drug and alcohol use measures are used,
physical violence retains a statistically significant association with contact in the past month,
lowering the odds of contact by 28.1 percent. When the substance use interference measure
is used, in contrast, the coefficient for physical abuse decreases slightly in size and statistical
significance.

We also examine whether associations between risk factors and contact with children are
mediated by the relationship between mothers and fathers. Model 7 introduces an indicator
for whether or not mothers and fathers were in a romantic relationship at three years. Having
no romantic relationship is associated with significantly lower odds of contact (85.1 percent
lower). Moreover, its inclusion appears to partly mediate the association of physical abuse
with contact, with the coefficient decreasing in magnitude and completely dropping out of
statistical significance. We explore mothers’ decisions to end relationships with the father in
cases of physical abuse further in the qualitative section.

 

Daily Activities with Child

 

The final outcome examined from the survey is the degree to which fathers engage in
various activities (i.e., showing affection, feeding, reading, playing, etc.) with their child on a
daily basis. This outcome is assessed using a similar sequence of models, with ordinary least
squares regression results presented in Table 4.

Physically abusive fathers are found to engage in .582 fewer activities with children than
do other fathers (Model 1). Neither drug nor alcohol use in themselves are significant factors
(Model 2), whereas fathers for whom substance use is reported to interfere with daily life
(Model 3) are found to engage in significantly fewer activities with their child (

 

b

 

 

 

=

 

 

 

−

 

.280, p < .01).
Both incarceration measures are found to significantly predict activities with the child (Model 4).
Recent incarceration is associated with .659 fewer activities whereas past incarceration predicts
.162 fewer activities. When considered jointly in Models 5 and 6, both physical abuse and
recent incarceration remain significantly associated with lower daily involvement.

Model 7 assesses whether relationship status at three years mediates relationships
between risk factors and daily activities. This mediational hypothesis is lent support in the
case of physical abuse, as its coefficient decreases in size from −.514 (p < .001) in Model 5 to
−.310 (p < .01). To a lesser degree, the coefficient representing the association between recent
incarceration and daily activities drops from −.569 (p < .001) to −.495 (p < .001) with inclusion
of romantic relationship status in the model. A tentative interpretation, which the qualitative
analysis will examine in greater detail, is that one of the reasons fathers with risk factors
spend less time with their children is because of weaker relationships with mothers.

Parents’ qualitative accounts also suggest mothers sometimes engage in “protective
gatekeeping” in response to fathers’ risk behaviors, especially in cases of physical abuse. Although
no direct measures of gatekeeping are available in the survey, the degree to which mothers
say they trust the father to take care of their child is used here as a proxy. Because this ques-
tion was asked only of fathers with recent contact, we can only examine its influence on
daily activities. This measure is introduced in Model 8 and, as expected, clearly attenuates the
relationship between physical abuse and daily activities with children, with the regression
coefficient dropping from −.310 to a non-statistically significant −.142. This suggests that
physical abuse by the father is associated with lower levels of mother’s trust and translates
into fewer daily activities with the child. In contrast, distrust of the father does not appear to
play a mediating role with respect to father’s recent incarceration as its negative association
with daily activities is slightly strengthened in Model 8.
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Qualitative Results 

Information from qualitative interviews illustrates how a sub-sample of parents at the
Oakland site of the study interpreted men’s physical abuse, substance use, and incarceration
in the context of their relationships with each other and fathers’ relationships with their children.
Parents’ qualitative accounts also reveal the processes through which they responded to these
risk factors in the years after their child’s birth. As these stories suggest, parents’ decisions
about whether to end their romantic relationships were in many cases influenced by these
risk factors, with important implications for fathers’ involvement with the child. Parents also
engaged in strategies for managing their relationships as parents with these risks in mind.
After presenting an overview of these processes, we describe how they emerged in the context
of each risk factor.

Ending the Relationship

Although relationships between new, unmarried parents are often fragile, parents’
stories of how their relationships unfolded after the birth suggest why fathers’ risk factors
made these relationships particularly unstable. These accounts show that mothers tended
to select out of “unhealthy” relationships by ending their relationships unilaterally or in
agreement with the father. While multiple considerations were often involved in this deci-
sion, mothers cited the fathers’ abuse and, in some cases, substance use as their primary
motivation. This decision could result after a “threshold” of negative interactions with their
partner was passed, leading women to redefine their partner or relationship in a funda-
mental way, or when one act was sufficiently serious to transform these perceptions
(Gottman 1993). Since paternal involvement is often contingent upon whether the cou-
ple’s relationship stays intact (Furstenberg and Cherlin 1991), the decision about whether
the couple would maintain their romantic relationship affected fathers’ ability to interact
with their children.

Family Strategies. Those couples who decided to stay together adopted a joint strategy for
responding to risk behaviors. Interviews with these parents suggest that they engaged in
what we will refer to as family strategies or an agreement to keep the romantic and parenting
relationship intact and deal with the risk as a family. In some situations fathers initiated these
strategies by changing their behavior, while in other cases mothers attempted to negotiate
with, or exert leverage over, the father to end risky behaviors. Parents reported engaging in
family strategies when the father had a problem with drugs or alcohol or when he had been
incarcerated, but not when the father had been violent toward the mother.

Protective Gatekeeping. When couples decided to end their romantic relationships, moth-
ers usually assumed physical custody of children. Parents indicated that these arrangements
were usually established informally rather than through the legal system and that mothers
often defined the conditions under which fathers could spend time with the child. Previous
research suggests that mothers in intact families often facilitate the relationship between the
father and child and may choose to stop doing so when the couple ends their romantic rela-
tionship (Arendell 1999). In addition to withdrawing this support, mothers may restrict the
father’s access to the child. Although there has been limited research on maternal gatekeeping
practices among unmarried parents who live apart, we use the term protective gatekeeping to
refer to behaviors mothers use to limit fathers’ involvement in response to a perceived risk
(Allen and Hawkins 1999; De Luccie 1995; Fagan and Barnett 2003).

Both mothers and fathers described protective gatekeeping practices such as placing a
restraining order on the father, supervising paternal visits or requiring that they be supervised
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by a family member, and moving to a different area. In situations where the mother required
visits to be supervised, the couple’s own mothers and other family members often played
important roles in allowing fathers to maintain a relationship with the child. This supervision
imposed some constraint on the father’s interaction with the child, but scheduling visits at a
family member’s home also facilitated contact by making mothers feel more at ease. When
discussing these and other parenting strategies, mothers did not suggest that the father would
intentionally harm the child. However, they did express concern about the father’s ability to
have “healthy” family relationships (in cases of violence), his competence as a parent (in
cases of substance use), and his influence on children, particularly sons, as a role model (in all
cases). Fathers also sometimes acknowledged the legitimacy of these concerns. A minority of
mothers said they limited fathers’ access to the child because they feared that he would try to
forcibly take custody if left alone with the child.

Paternal Withdrawal. Unmarried, nonresident fathers tended to face more constraints on
involvement with their children when they exhibited a risk. For some fathers incarceration
and deportation restricted their options for maintaining contact with their children. Because
mothers were more likely to end relationships with these men, their daily contact and inter-
action with their child was limited by the fact that they did not live in the same household. In
addition, mothers more often set the initial terms of the parenting arrangement. Despite these
constraints, and often their own personal problems, most fathers did have the option to
maintain a relationship with their child at some level.

Terry Arendell (1995) describes how nonresidential fathers may use absence as a strategy
to avoid conflicts with the mother and to manage their emotions after a divorce. In the same
way that gatekeeping may reinforce mothers’ authority over children, absence allows men to
maintain a sense of control. Some fathers who did not maintain contact with their child par-
ticipated in a process of passive rather than active withdrawal. This could happen, for exam-
ple, when fathers did not take steps to initiate contact and after the mother stopped
facilitating their involvement. Other fathers seemed to actively disengage from their children
after a breakup, sometimes in response to mother’s behavior.

Parallel Parenting. In contrast to fathers who withdrew from their children, other fathers
were able to remain actively involved with their child after their relationship with the mother
ended. Parents tended to establish “parallel parenting” arrangements in which they main-
tained separate relationships with their children but did not coordinate their childrearing
efforts (Furstenberg and Cherlin 1991). Those fathers who spent time with their child on a
regular basis or for an extended period (e.g., during the summer) had either established their
own households or could use their own mother’s homes for these visits.

Women typically had more agency in initiating changes in couples’ relationships as
partners and parents when fathers had a problem. This is likely because the analysis focuses
on a select group of couples in which the male partners had these negative characteristics.
However, it makes sense that women would be more likely to set the terms of these rela-
tionships because they typically had more responsibility for the child and often felt the
need to make decisions about relationships with “risky” partners with their child in mind.
It is important to note that these relationship and parenting strategies were dynamic during
the period parents participated in the study, responsive to the actions of the other partner,
and sometimes developed around more than one risk. Parents also “problematized” some
risks more than others and used moral boundaries to assess risks. These boundaries may be
thought of as conceptual categories parents used to differentiate fathers with risks, and
their relationships with mothers and children, on the basis of moral criteria (Lamont 2000).
The remainder of this section discusses these processes in the three risk situations considered
in this analysis. 
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Physical Abuse

Of all risk factors considered, mothers were most likely to end their relationships and use
protective gatekeeping practices in situations of physical abuse. Mothers who experienced
physical abuse described both one-time incidents of violence and more prolonged abuse that
resulted in injury, including being choked, hit with objects, bruised, cut, and losing conscious-
ness. Both types of abuse had consequences for couples’ relationships and fathers’ involvement
with their children, leading to outcomes observed in the quantitative analysis. However, mothers
more often monitored fathers’ access to children when abuse was serious and prolonged.

Relationships between Parents. All of the couples in which the mother reported abuse had
separated by the second qualitative interview and interviews with both parents suggest that
mothers initiated these break ups or came to a mutual agreement with the father to end the
relationship. These mothers pointed to physical abuse as a primary reason for ending their
relationships although fathers tended to downplay or deny their abuse. Their accounts also
suggest that a single act of physical violence could lead them to fundamentally change their
perception of the father’s character or psychological state (Gottman 1993) and to designate
this risk as a serious problem. Mercedes, a first-time mother we interviewed, explains:

We were together for like 3 years . . . we hardly ever argued or nothing . . . And he had got drunk when
I was 8 months and just flipped out. And I was like: “Ain’t no man gonna put their hands on me.” 

Other mothers remained in abusive relationships for several years before ending the
relationship. Teresa’s poignant account helps illustrate how this decision could occur after a
period of sustained abuse. Although Teresa said the father was abusive for several years, she
was afraid to let her friends and family members know what was happening until after the
couple broke up and did not report abuse in the interview until the relationship ended. It is
possible that the qualitative results show a closer connection between relationship dissolution
and violence than the survey because of the sensitivity of this topic and the tendency to discuss
abuse retrospectively.18

One time I guess where he choked me too much and I passed out, and he thought I had passed
away, and he really had killed me. And I just remember waking up and he was crying over me,
and I was going, “What’s going on?” And he was like, “I’m sorry” and just kept on saying, “I’m
sorry, I’m sorry”. . . Just so many times I was really hurt . . . [and] he threatened me. I always felt
scared, so I stayed there . . . It was just so hard for me to talk to anybody about it . . . And one day
I just realized that he was doing wrong, and I wasn’t doing anything wrong. That I was doing right.
So I just let him go.

Father Involvement. Mothers who experienced physical abuse tended to place some
restrictions on the father’s access to the child, typically by requiring visits to be supervised.
Some fathers withdrew in these circumstances but others maintained contact under the
mother’s or a family member’s supervision. For example, Linda and Mark had two children
together and decided to marry after the birth of their youngest child. A former welfare recipient,
Linda might be considered a success of welfare reform. However, Mark became abusive a few
years into their relationship and she eventually broke things off when his abuse was coupled
with infidelity. Linda had a restraining order placed on Mark after they separated but later
allowed supervised visits in her presence. Although Mark initially agreed to these arrange-
ments, he later withdrew from his children.

Linda’s feelings about Mark’s involvement were mixed: she wanted him to be part of
their lives and believed her daughter was suffering as a result of his absence. At the same time

18.  About half of the mothers who acknowledged violent behavior on the part of the father in the qualitative
interview did not do so in the survey.
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she did not trust him to be alone with their children and wanted him to change his behavior
before reconnecting with them. In response to our question about whether Linda would like
him to be involved, she explained:

I want him to be involved with them because I really do think it’s important to have your dad there.
I really do. But not a bad dad and somebody that don’t care. I don’t want you around my kids. So if
he can change his ways and be there for them—yes. But if you’re going to have this type of attitude,
then they don’t need to be around him at all. Because I don’t want a bad influence like that on
them. I don’t want it at all. 

Mark downplayed his abuse, claiming he responded violently to Linda in arguments only
after she would become violent with him. However, he agreed that he may not be a good
influence on his children because of his character flaws, referring to himself as an “evil” per-
son who is “black inside.” To deal with his emotions and reassert control, he said he decided
to “blank out” his children and withdraw from them:

I don’t think I’m a good role model no more, a good parent no more . . . they need another daddy.
Somebody with the right kind of head. The right mentality.

It is important to note that mothers themselves were often uncomfortable acknowledg-
ing that they restricted fathers’ access and appeared to struggle with two competing ideas
about what was best for their children. On the one hand, most said they thought it was
important for the father to have a relationship with his child and did not want to prevent this
from happening, a position perhaps made easier by the fact that none of the unmarried
mothers in this study said the father had abused their child. Equally strong, however, was the
feeling that the father–child relationship should be “healthy” for their children and
“unhealthy” relationships characterized by abuse should be avoided. In making these moral
distinctions, mothers used the same language for classifying family relationships that appears
in recent marriage initiatives, but is yet to be clearly defined.

In contrast to other risks, mothers suspected fathers’ abuse could be attributed to deep
moral or psychological traits that are not easily altered. In the same way that Linda expressed
her concerns about the involvement of a “bad dad,” Diane drew symbolic boundaries
between “healthy” and “unhealthy” involvement in the following exchange, suggesting the
former might only be possible if the father changed in fundamental ways.

Q: Do you think it’s important to have the biological father involved? 
A: At one point in time I did. Now, no I don’t. I think if it’s healthy then it’s okay, but I

feel like it’s going to be unhealthy, then no. And I feel that in my situation it’s very
unhealthy. So no.

Q: Do you think it’s possible that you would want him to be involved in the future? 
A: If he can make a turn around and he can change his life.
Q: So why would you still want him to have a relationship with them? 
A: Because that’s their father and I don’t want it to be like I’m the middle man, I’m

preventing that, I’m trying to stop that. Because I want what’s best for them.

Drug and Alcohol Use

The qualitative accounts suggest parents did not always respond to fathers’ substance use
in their decisions about romantic and parenting relationships, in part because fathers’ sub-
stance use was not always considered problematic. These perceptions could help explain why
fathers’ self-reported substance use was less closely related to family outcomes in the quanti-
tative analysis than were parents’ reports that fathers’ substance use had interfered in their lives.
Parents’ accounts tended to emphasize the consequences of drug use more than alcohol use for
family relationships and to illustrate the connection between drug problems and other risks.
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Relationships between Parents. In contrast to situations characterized by physical abuse,
some couples adopted a family strategy to address fathers’ substance use. However, a subset
of mothers cited this use as the primary motivation for ending their romantic relationships.
Mothers tended to problematize and draw moral boundaries around this behavior in their
romantic relationships when they were trying to stay away from drugs themselves or when it
was coupled with abuse. For example, Cindy discovered she was pregnant after she and the
father were arrested for violating drug probation. While in prison, the couple exchanged let-
ters and made plans to marry after they were released. She also gave birth in a drug rehabili-
tation program for incarcerated mothers during this time. A few weeks after the fathers’
release, however, Cindy decided to end the relationship, explaining that the father did not
leave the “drug scene” as he had promised and that she “couldn’t risk myself or my children
by going back to prison.” As Cindy predicted, the father was arrested shortly after for meth-
amphetamine-related charges and had been in prison since this time. In the qualitative sam-
ple, several fathers who used drugs heavily were coupled with mothers who had past or
current drug problems. In those situations in which mothers did not use drugs or had gotten
clean before fathers, the father’s drug use became a significant issue in their relationships.

Father Involvement. Parents’ accounts indicate that mothers who partnered with men
who had substance use problems often monitored fathers’ access to the child, particularly
when the father’s substance use was coupled with violence. Some fathers withdrew in these
circumstances. Again, in contrast to situations of abuse, other fathers attempted to end this
behavior independently or as part of a family strategy. When describing these efforts, fathers
attempted to separate themselves from their previous identities as substance users. Michelle
and Mali had an unplanned pregnancy while he was temporarily separated from his partner
but they were able to establish “parallel parenting” arrangements. At the first interview,
Michelle was concerned that drugs were preventing Mali from being more involved, explaining
he was into “drugs and being on the streets and stuff [more] than he is his kids.” However,
Mali maintained that he had stopped using cocaine and was determined to stay out of jail and
become “100% [a] family man.”

I’m trying to get my life together now . . . ‘Cause I used to indulge myself in using drugs and every-
thing . . . And this last time [having a child] really made me think like you can’t continue doing
things, ‘cause my kids hate coming to see me in jail. You know, they hate it. So I had to really think
well, is this how I want to live my life? Not only me, I got to think about my kids . . . I’m at the
point of changing my whole life.

The first time we spoke to Mali he had distanced himself from his friends who used drugs
and moved to a neighborhood where drugs were less accessible. At the follow-up interview,
Mali and Michelle were alternating their physical custody of the child with the help of Mali’s
mother and partner.

Other fathers attempted to change their behavior as part of a family strategy with their
child’s mother aimed at getting the father or both parents off drugs. Most parents acknowl-
edged that their drug use negatively affected daily interactions with their children only
after they had quit. In Andrew’s case this realization came after an intervention by Child
Protective Services.

Since she’s been pregnant with him, I mean, we’ve stopped doing everything we used to do before.
We’re gonna try to be responsible parents now . . . we look at [their older child], we have kind of a
discipline problem with [her] . . . she was being raised when we were more involved in drugs. And
what it was, was generally whatever makes her happy, send her to her room, here’s your toys, just
to leave us alone.

Although some fathers like Mali were able to turn their lives around, other fathers, like
Andrew, who expressed similar goals shortly after their child’s birth were not as successful.
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At follow-up, Andrew and his partner said they were trying to rebuild their family following
a recent relapse by both partners that led to a period of heightened conflict in their relation-
ship and separation.

Incarceration

Incarceration was the most common risk factor in the study and the majority of parents
we interviewed reported that the father had been arrested for drug related offenses. As Pettit
and Western (2004) report, about 30 percent of non-college African-American’s were incar-
cerated by their mid-thirties and their risk of imprisonment increased three fold in the last
20 years. Perhaps because incarceration has become so common for men like those we inter-
viewed, parents did not characterize this experience as presenting the same kind of personal
barrier for fathers’ relationships as other risks or use this as a moral basis for evaluating
fathers. Although parents often expressed a desire to engage in family strategies or to maintain
visiting arrangements in these situations, their accounts suggest how physical and emotional
separation imposed by incarceration and, in some cases, deportation in the years after their
child’s birth could undermine their aspirations. Although parents were much less likely to
discuss the effect of fathers’ incarceration before the birth on their families, it is possible this
experience contributed to instability of family relationships more indirectly, for example, by
depressing fathers’ earnings (Western, Kling, and Weiman 2001).

Relationships between Parents. None of the parents we interviewed said incarceration was
the primary motivation for their breakup. At the same time, the quantitative results show
that couples are more likely to end their relationships than to marry or live together when
fathers had been incarcerated since the child’s birth. Both mothers and fathers suggested
incarceration could erode the mother’s trust in the father and seriously strain their relationships
in these circumstances, particularly in situations where fathers were in jail more than once or
for an extended period of time.

Kelly and Michael shared an apartment the first time we interviewed them but knew
that Michael would be returning to jail in the next few months. Michael had a long history of
arrests, which both partners attributed to his troubled and destitute childhood. Despite these
problems, Kelly hoped he could walk away from illegal activities after their son was born and
developed a family strategy to encourage this change. At the first interview she planned to
get her own apartment so that she could “wear the pants” in the family after he returned
from prison. Three years later, Kelly had followed through on her plan and had asked
Michael to leave when he used crack in her apartment—behavior that violated her moral
standards and threatened her tenancy in public housing.19 Without a job, Michael returned to
familiar strategies for survival and was soon re-arrested. Although Michael had been in and
out of prison since their child’s birth, he was able to keep in contact with Kelly and their son
through occasional letters and collect phone calls. However, his behavior was a frequent
source of conflict and Kelly had also begun to revise her opinion of him as a father as she
struggled to raise and support their child alone: 

He always kept [our son] safe. He came real close to putting [him] in harm’s way a couple times but
he always kept him safe. He always kept him fed. He always kept him warm. Whether we had a
place to stay or not . . . So, in the necessities kind of way, he’s a good father. ‘Cause if I was on the
street right now, he’d be here. And he’d help me through it. And he’d be there for [our son]. I
mean, there’s just no question. But it’s so beyond the necessary when it comes to being a parent. It’s
a full-time job. And since he’s never here, there’s not much to it.

19.  See the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development’s HUDCLIPS Web site for information about the
“one strike” policy for public housing authorities (U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development 2006).
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Kelly said that her family had often encouraged her to leave Michael but she would reply:
“This is the man I fell in love with. He’s the father of my child. I don’t want to leave him. You
know, he’s basically my husband to me.” At the same time, she was conflicted about whether this
was the best decision for their child and was not hopeful that their relationship would survive.

Father Involvement. Parenting strategies were most diverse when fathers had been incar-
cerated, largely because this risk affected a larger share of families than abuse or substance use.
As previous examples suggest, some fathers attempted to end drug-related behaviors that could
lead to re-arrest and to seek legitimate work in the formal and informal economy with varying
levels of success. When fathers continued to participate in illegal activities, such as selling drugs,
that could put their children in harm’s way, mothers sometimes monitored their access to chil-
dren. More often, parents described situations in which fathers lost contact and passively with-
drew from their child despite their desire to maintain involvement. Incarceration required
fathers to make a greater effort to maintain a relationship with their child, such as calling col-
lect, writing letters, and reinitiating contact with their child after release, and these interactions
depended on the cooperation of the mother. None of the mothers in the qualitative sample said
they were willing to take their child to see the father in jail or prison after their romantic rela-
tionship ended. In some cases, distance was a barrier for visits. However, even those mothers
who adopted a family strategy and wanted to maintain involvement believed this experience
could be more harmful than beneficial to the child. According to Kimberly:

I used to take [our son] to see him in jail, but it got to the point where [he] couldn’t have contact
and so he would just scream and hit the glass because he couldn’t touch his daddy. So I stopped
doing that because it was just tormenting [him]. 

Like some other fathers we interviewed, Gary, her partner, did not want their son to see
him while incarcerated and was afraid that his son might emulate his behavior: “Kids are
very pliable when they’re at an earlier age. My son is not going to be a thug.” Parents also
worried about their children’s exposure to the jail or prison environment.

Unlike families who had negative feelings about child visitation in jail or prison, Joaquin and
Hope, one couple who engaged in a family strategy, described how a program for incarcerated
fathers facilitated father–child contact and actually allowed the father to improve his parenting
skills. This example suggests that incarceration need not result in family instability. According
to Joaquin:

[Our son] would come to visit me and we would spend time together. They show[ed] us how to get
attached again. Plus, not just with him, with the mom, too. How to understand each other, from being
away. It was a good program they got there . . . [it lets] you keep a close connection with him so when
you came back it wasn’t just like you were re-entering his life for the first time . . . They have a whole
preschool in there . . . We bring out the toys, the books. We get to see them like that, and play with
them . . . . The thing is to bond with him, so they leave you separate, alone with him . . . We go to class
[with other fathers] . . . they show[ed] us movies on domestic violence and child abuse.

Hope said the couple continued to struggle with issues related to trust and his inability to
find steady work, but she saw a clear change in his commitment to parenting and to their
relationship after he participated in this program. In contrast to many parents, she was more
optimistic about the future of their relationship at the follow-up interview than she was a
year after their child’s birth.

Discussion 

Results from this mixed methods analysis help us understand how fathers’ physical
abuse, substance use, and incarceration shape early relationship and parenting outcomes
for unmarried couples who have a child together. The survey results indicate a considerable
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presence of risk factors among fathers in the Fragile Family study, with nearly half having at
least one of the risk factors, and show that each risk is negatively associated with fathers’
involvement with their children. We find that fathers with risk factors are less likely to have
romantic relationships with mothers and that relationships between parents mediate associa-
tions between risk factors and fathers’ involvement with children. Information from qualitative
interviews illustrates the meaning of risks for parents and the processes through which early
family outcomes unfold. Parents’ accounts suggest that mothers often select out of relation-
ships they deem “unhealthy” and monitor fathers’ access to children particularly in cases of
physical abuse. While some fathers with risks withdraw from children, others attempt to
maintain their involvement independently or as part of a strategy with the mother to address
these risks. However, their efforts were not always successful.

The quantitative analysis indicates that physical abuse was consistently and significantly
associated with parents’ relationship status as well as fathers’ contact with children and
involvement in their daily lives. In qualitative interviews, mothers cited violence as a primary
reason for ending relationships with abusive partners and typically required visits to be super-
vised in these circumstances. The regression results confirm that the relationship between vio-
lence and daily activities with children is mediated by the relationship status of parents. In
other words, one reason that physically abusive fathers are not more involved with their chil-
dren is that they are no longer in relationships with the mother. We also find evidence that
mothers’ distrust of physically abusive fathers mediates fathers’ daily activities with children.

Frequent or problematic drug and alcohol use was more common among fathers in the Frag-
ile Families study than was physical abuse and also led to negative outcomes. Parents’ qualitative
accounts suggest that substance use had implications for romantic and parental relationships after
it was identified as a problem, including situations in which use was coupled with violence and
when both partners had used drugs. Qualitative interviews also suggest that some fathers with
substance use problems made efforts to change their behaviors with varying success. Similarly,
the regression results show that substance use is significantly associated with relationship status
and lower levels of contact with children only when it is perceived to interfere with relationships
or daily life. At the same time, we caution that a better measure of substance use might have
yielded a more significant relationship with our outcomes in the quantitative analysis.

Incarceration was the most common risk factor for fathers in this study and was also
found to play an important role in the lives of families, but parents did not characterize this as
presenting the same kind of personal barrier for fathers’ relationships as physical abuse or sub-
stance use or as a basis for making moral distinctions between fathers. Rather, the father’s
absence from the home, and the logistical and emotional constraints imposed by imprison-
ment, presented serious challenges to maintaining relationships with mothers and children. Of
particular concern to family relationships were recent stints of incarceration, a significant pre-
dictor of relationship status at three years, recent contact, and daily activities with children. In
comparison with other risks, parents more often describe fathers as losing contact and pas-
sively withdrawing from their children despite their desire to maintain these relationships. 

Our results suggest that policies to promote marriage and responsible fatherhood should
be mindful that some fathers they are targeting have characteristics that may not be conducive
to increased involvement while others face personal and institutional barriers to involvement.
The prevalence of risk factors among fathers in the Fragile Families study is perhaps not sur-
prising given dramatic increases in incarceration among minority men at lower educational
levels, particularly for drug-related offenses. Risks such as physical abuse and incarceration
may also create additional economic barriers for mothers and fathers and lead to poverty
(Raphael and Tolman 1997; Western, Kling, and Weiman 2001). These findings do not point
to obvious policy solutions but suggest that strategies for incorporating fathers into families
must recognize how parents interpret and respond to risks.

Mothers appear particularly likely to distinguish between healthy and unhealthy rela-
tionships in cases of domestic violence and choose to end their romantic relationships and
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limit fathers’ access to the children. These difficult decisions should be supported in programs
designed to encourage marriage and responsible fatherhood. In other situations not characterized
by violence, some couples pursued family strategies to deal with substance use or incarcera-
tion. Because a subset of fathers with drug problems seem to be partnered with mothers who
share these problems, treatment for both partners might be necessary for families who hope
to stay together. Recent studies suggest that low-income mothers also have a high risk of
drug use (Pollack et al. 2002), and that the proportion of mothers incarcerated for drug-
related offenses has been on the rise (Johnson and Waldfolgel 2002). An important topic for
future research will be to further examine the meaning of unmarried mothers’ risk factors for
their relationships with fathers and children.

Given its consequences for marriage and father involvement, policymakers with an
interest in increasing the stability and well-being of families headed by unmarried parents
should also seriously consider alternatives to incarceration, which disproportionately affects
unmarried African American and Latino fathers. Programs for incarcerated fathers may also
have significant potential to help them maintain relationships with their children, as one of
the qualitative cases illustrates. Increasing family stability and promoting fatherhood within
or following prison may yield the added benefit of reducing recidivism, as previous life course
research has found stable bonds in adulthood to serve as positive turning points within the
careers of offenders (Laub, Nagin, and Sampson 1998; Sampson and Laub 1993).

Rather than addressing these issues in isolation, our results also suggest that risks are
often interrelated, occur within conditions of economic disadvantage, and may require a
comprehensive approach for supporting families. An example of this kind of approach can be
found in prisoner reentry strategies that attempt to coordinate criminal justice and social policy
around challenges facing previously incarcerated men, including their barriers to employment,
drug and alcohol addiction, and issues related to their parenting and romantic relationships
such as domestic violence (Travis 2004). Because drug related crime and incarceration appear
in context of deteriorating economic opportunities for men at lower educational levels, edu-
cational, employment, and income support programs may also be needed to provide economic
alternatives for fathers struggling to end drug-related behaviors and to help them overcome
the effects of incarceration.
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Appendix: Description of Survey Measures

Dependent Variables 3 Year Survey

Father contact (mothers’ report) Father saw child more than once in past 30 days.

Fathers’ daily activities with 

child(mothers’ report)

If fathers had contact with child more than once in the past 

30 days, mothers were asked to report the number of days 

per week (0 to 7) they did the following activities:

• Sing songs or nursery rhymes with child
• Hug or show physical affection to him/her
• Tell child that he loves him/her
• Let child help him with simple household chores
• Play imaginary games with him/her
• Read stories to child
• Tell stories to him/her
• Play inside with toys such as blocks or Legos with child
• Tell child that he appreciated something he/she did
• Take him/her to visit relatives
• Go to a restaurant or out to eat with him/her
• Assist child with eating
• Put child to bed

Independent Variables Baseline and 12–18 Month Survey

Physical abuse (mothers’ report) Based only on mothers’ reports, when either of these scenarios is 

indicated:

Baseline variables: 
• “How often would you say that he hits or slaps you when he

is angry?”—Mother replied “often” or “sometimes.”

12–18 month variables:
• “Were you ever cut, bruised, or seriously hurt in a fight

with father?”—Mother replied “yes.”

Substance use Drug or Alcohol Problem (reported by either mother or father)

Baseline variable (mothers):
• Mother replied “yes” to question: “Does baby’s father have

problems such as keeping a job or getting along with family
and friends because of alcohol or drug use?”

Baseline variables (fathers):
• Father replied “yes” to question: “In the past year, has

drinking or using drugs ever interfered with your work on a
job or with your personal relationships?”

12–18 month variables (mothers):
• Mother replied “yes” to question: “Does (the father) have

problems such as keeping a job or getting along with family
and friends because of alcohol or drug use?” 

12–18 month variables (fathers):
• Father replied “yes” to question: “Since child was born, has

drinking or using drugs interfered with how you manage on
a day-to-day basis?”

• Father replied “yes” to question: “Since child was born, has
drinking or using drugs interfered with your personal rela-
tionships?”
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Appendix (Continued)

Dependent Variables 3 Year Survey

Drug and Alcohol Use (based on fathers’ reports only when at 

least one of the following scenarios was reported)

Baseline variables (fathers):
• In response to question: “In the past three months, about

how often did you use drugs such as marijuana, crack
cocaine, or heroin?”—Father replied “nearly every day” or
“several times a week” or “several times a month.” 

• In response to two questions, father reported that he drank
alcohol nearly every day and had more than three drinks in
one day.

12–18 month variables (fathers):
• Father replied that he smoked marijuana or pot every day or

almost every day in past month.
• Father replied “yes” to question: “In the past month, did

you use cocaine, crack, speed, LSD, or heroin or any other
kind of hard drug?”

• Father indicated that he had five or more drinks in one day
on five or more days during the past month.

Incarceration Recent Incarceration (at least one of the following scenarios was 

reported by mother or father)

Baseline variables (mothers): 
• Based on a constructed variable in which mother reported

that father was in jail at time of interview.

12–18 month variables (mothers):
• Based on a constructed variable in which mother reported

that father was in jail at time of interview.

12–18 month variables (fathers):
• Based on a constructed variable in which fathers reported

being in jail at time of interview.

Past Incarceration (reported either by mother or father)

12–18 month variables (mothers)
• “Has father ever spent time in jail or prison?” 

12–18 month variables (fathers)
• “Have you ever spent time in a correctional institution, like

a county jail or a state or federal prison?”


