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Becoming a Dad: 

Employment Trajectories of Married, Cohabiting, and Non-resident Fathers 

Abstract: 

Objectives. This article considers how becoming a father affects men’s employment levels and 

test whether the effects of fatherhood differ by the relationship of the father to the child’s mother 

at the time of the birth.  Methods. We use data from the Fragile Families and Well-being Study to 

fit growth curve models of new fathers’ employment trajectories for the first five years after they 

become fathers. Results. Prior to becoming a father, married men worked more hours per week 

and more weeks per year than cohabiting and non-resident fathers. By five years after the birth, 

differences in employment between unmarried and married fathers had diminished. Conclusions. 

The transition to fatherhood is associated with an increase in employment for unmarried fathers 

but is not associated with significant changes in employment for married fathers.  
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 Many men say that becoming a father is a life-changing experience that affects their 

identity, outlook on life, and behavior in profound ways. Previous research finds that fathers 

have higher levels of pro-social behaviors such as involvement with civic associations (Eggebeen 

and Knoester, 2001) and lower levels of anti-social behaviors such as involvement in criminal 

activity (Sampson and Laub, 1993). Unfortunately, few studies consider how fatherhood affects 

men’s employment levels even though this is a domain where we may expect to see substantial 

changes given increased time and income demands associated with parenting. Most existing 

research uses cross-sectional data and compares fathers and non-fathers despite the substantial 

problem of selection bias (except Lundberg and Rose, 2000, 2002; Loughran and Zissimopolous, 

2007). Moreover, most of this research focuses exclusively on married fathers or does not 

differentiate between married and unmarried fathers. Little is known about how the context in 

which a man transitions to fatherhood – particularly his relationship with the mother of his child 

– influences his response to fatherhood. This oversight is especially problematic since marriage 

is a less common parenting context now than it was only thirty years ago. In 1999, 1 in 3 births 

was to unmarried parents; the proportion was twice as high for blacks (Ventura and Bachrach, 

2000). 

 Rapid demographic change in the structure of American families is not the only reason 

for considering how family structure influences fathers’ employment trajectories. From a 

theoretical perspective, understanding how married, cohabiting, and nonresident fathers differ in 

their response to fatherhood is important for advancing our understanding of how family 

structure affects individual behaviors. A long line of research considers questions such as how 

women’s maternal status affects their employment rates, how men’s marital status affects their 
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life expectancy, or how the family structure in which children grow up affects their chances of 

graduating high school. Although much of this research finds that selection explains quite a bit of 

the differences in outcomes, there is evidence that at least some of the associations with family 

structure are causal (for one example, see Hofferth 2006). This paper contributes to this line of 

scholarship which considers whether and how family structures influence individual well-being.  

 From a public policy perspective, variations in fathers’ employment trajectories are 

important because employment is correlated with fathering behaviors and, consequently, 

children’s well-being. For unmarried men, stable employment is highly correlated with the 

quality of their relationships with the mothers of their children (Edin, 2000; Edin and Kefalas, 

2005) and their financial support of their children (Waller, 2002), both of which promote 

paternal involvement (Lerman and Sorenson, 2000; Carlson and McLanahan, 2002). Stable 

employment also helps men avoid crime and incarceration (Hagan, 1993; Sampson and Laub, 

1993), which is especially important in light of the growing risk of parental imprisonment for 

American children (Wildeman, 2007) and the negative effects of parental incarceration on child 

well-being (Hagan and Dinovitzer, 1999). Of course, some of the relationship between stable 

employment and pro-social behaviors including better parenting and crime-avoidance may be 

spurious. Without an experimental or quasi-experimental design in which changes in 

employment are exogenous, it is difficult to determine whether stable employment has a causal 

effect on fathering or merely reflects other underlying characteristics or circumstances which are 

related to both increased father involvement and employment stability. However, research 

consistently finds that economic distress, unstable employment, and income loss are associated 

with lower quality parenting (Conger et al, 1994). Unless this relationship is entirely due to 
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selection, policy makers should be concerned about variations in father’s employment levels 

since paternal employment is likely to have some consequences for child well-being.   

 In this paper, we use growth curve models – an extension of structural equation models – 

to consider the relationship between fathers’ relationship type at the child’s birth and their 

employment trajectories, measured as both hours and weeks worked, for the first five years of 

the child’s life. We use data from the Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing study, a birth cohort 

study that, when weighted, is representative of births in major metropolitan areas and includes a 

large oversample of births to unmarried parents. This research provides a valuable first step in 

considering how the context of fatherhood is related to men’s employment trajectories. 

 

THEORY AND PREVIOUS RESEARCH 

 In this section, we consider how the context of fatherhood may affect men’s employment. 

We begin by first considering the existing research on the effect of fatherhood on men’s 

employment. Since there is little previous work on the impact of fatherhood on men’s economic 

activity by relationship status, we rely mostly on research about broader differences between 

marriage, cohabitation, and non-residence as contexts for fathering. We review five theoretical 

perspectives that predict differences in men’s labor market outcomes by relationship type and 

present hypotheses that emerge from each perspective. Hypotheses are summarized in Table 1. 

Previous Research on Fatherhood and Employment 

 Previous research provides mixed support for the hypothesis that fatherhood changes 

men’s employment behavior. Until recently, most studies of the effects of fatherhood on men’s 

employment have compared fathers with non-fathers to try to estimate a “fatherhood effect.” The 

bulk of the literature that compares fathers and non-fathers finds that fathers work more than 
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non-fathers (see the review in Lundberg and Rose, 2002). However, men who become fathers are 

different from men who are not fathers in ways that may also be correlated with employment 

patterns. A better method for estimating the effect of fatherhood is to compare employment 

levels of men who father children for pre- and post- fatherhood transition periods. In one of the 

few studies1 that follows this analytical method, Lundberg and Rose (2000) find that among men 

in the Panel Study of Income Dynamics (PSID) who were married and had a child between 

1980-1992, there was no significant change in hours worked after the transition to fatherhood. 

However, countervailing subgroup trends lead to this zero finding; men with continuously 

employed wives decrease their hours worked, while men with non-working wives increase their 

hours worked. Another study by Lundberg and Rose (2002) of white fathers in the Panel Study 

of Income Dynamics (PSID) finds that the birth of a first child was associated with a statistically 

significant increase of 82 hours worked per year. When effects are estimated separately by 

father’s birth cohort, they find a weakening effect of the first child on labor supply, but an 

increasing effect of the total number of children on hours worked per year. In contrast, Loughran 

and Zissimopolous (2007) find no significant increase in hours worked after a first child among 

men in the National Longitudinal Study of Youth 1979 Cohort (NLSY79) who had a marital first 

birth. These studies suggest that if there is a fatherhood effect on employment, it may be limited 

to fathers in particular family contexts.    

 We could find no previous studies that consider the differential impact of fatherhood on 

men’s employment by their relationship status.2 Research finds that non-resident fathers work 

fewer hours per week than resident fathers (see Garfinkel, McLanahan and Hanson, 1998). 

However, this difference reflects - at least in part - substantial human capital differences between 

married and unmarried fathers. Moreover, studies which compare married and unmarried fathers 
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do not tell us about how the behavioral response to fatherhood differs for married and unmarried 

fathers or about differences between unmarried cohabiting fathers and non-resident fathers.  

Theoretical Perspectives 

 In the following section, we review the most prominent theoretical perspectives on 

fatherhood and their implications for men’s response to fatherhood. Table 1 summarizes the 

hypotheses stemming from these perspectives. 

 The Selection Perspective. The most obvious explanation for differences in employment 

among fathers by fatherhood type is selection. This perspective suggests that differences between 

fathers in human capital and interpersonal skills affect both relationship type and employment. 

According to this perspective, the most stably employed men and the men with the most 

promising employment trajectories select into marriage, while less stably employed men select 

into cohabitation and men who are only peripherally attached to the labor market select into non-

resident fatherhood. This perspective suggests that little – if any – change in employment after 

becoming a father is related to the effect of relationship statuses. Thus, we would expect the 

differences in employment trajectories of these three groups to remain stable or, if there is 

selection on employment trajectories and not just on stable characteristics, to increase such that 

married men show even more growth in employment levels than unmarried men.  

 The Institutional Perspective. The institutional perspective, which extends from the work 

of Nock (1995, 1998), argues that married parenthood is completely institutionalized while other 

parenting contexts – cohabiting and non-residence – are incompletely institutionalized. Because 

of this, expectations about the responsibilities of married fathers are more widely agreed upon 

than they are for cohabiting or nonresident fathers. As a result, married fathers are more involved 

in fathering and the attendant responsibilities than similar unmarried fathers. The institutional 
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perspective contends that, in contrast to expectations for married fatherhood, there is little social 

consensus over the rights and responsibilities of unmarried fathers, especially never-married 

nonresident fathers. Based on the strength of breadwinning norms for married men and the less 

institutionalized norms about breadwinning for unmarried men (Hamer, 2001; Nock, 1998; 

Waller, 2002), the institutional perspective suggests that married fathers will feel more social 

pressure to garner income for their families and spend more time working than unmarried 

fathers. Since cohabiting fatherhood is becoming more common and norms about the 

responsibilities of cohabiting fathers are closer to those of married fathers, we expect that 

cohabiting fathers will have higher levels of employment than non-resident fathers. However, 

some research suggests that cohabiting fathers are more like nonresident fathers than married 

fathers since cohabitation is more like being single than being married (Nock 1995). There is 

evidence of greater gender equality in cohabiting relationships than in marital relationships, so it 

could be the case that greater involvement in parenting responsibilities for cohabiting fathers 

would be associated with less hours worked (Smock and Gupta, 2001; Cunningham, 2005).  

 The Social Control Perspective. Social control has long been thought to encourage men 

to change their behavior (Hirschi, 1969), and recent research on social control suggests that men 

in affective, co-resident relationships are more likely to avoid criminal activity than other men 

(Laub, Nagin, and Sampson, 1998; Sampson and Laub, 1993). This perspective emphasizes 

avoidance of anti-social behavior, but may also explain pro-social behavior. Therefore, we 

extend the social control perspective to the domain of employment and consider patterns in 

employment trajectories of new fathers. In the case of new fathers, social control might operate 

through friends and family sanctioning the father if he is not stably employed since maintaining 

stable employment is considered normative for fathers. In particular, married and cohabiting men 
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will likely face questions or criticism from the baby’s mother if they repeatedly fail to go to work 

or leave work early. In contrast, men living apart from the mother will be less likely to face the 

same monitoring and sanctions. Thus, the social control perspective predicts that married and 

cohabiting men are likely to have similar levels of employment whereas non-resident fathers will 

have lower levels of employment. 

 The Fatherhood as Motivator Perspective. Qualitative literature on fatherhood is replete 

with stories from fathers who claim that becoming a father was a transformative experience.3 

While the institutional and social control perspectives suggest that nonresident fathers will be 

less affected by fatherhood than comparable married or cohabiting fathers, it would be a mistake 

to assume that non-resident fathers are unaffected by the transition to fatherhood.  Qualitative 

evidence from low-income, nonresidential fathers suggests that becoming a father may reduce 

men’s anti-social behavior, prompting their decision to stop “rippin’ and runnin’ the streets” 

(Edin, Nelson, and Paranal, 2004: 56). Other low-income fathers note that becoming a parent 

profoundly influenced them, encouraging more pro-social behavior (Waller, 2002). Alongside 

these movements away from anti-social behavior and toward pro-social behavior, fathers may 

increase their labor force attachment and employment levels. Indeed, Lerman and Sorenson 

(2000) find that non-resident fathers who increase their level of involvement with their children 

experience increases in their employment hours and incomes in subsequent years. Additionally, 

all fathers – married, cohabiting, and non-residents – see demands on their income rise. In 

addition to a father’s legal obligations to provide support for his child, many fathers feel a moral 

imperative to provide an adequate level of financial support for their child. Since all fathers 

experience an increase in their expenses, many will increase their level of employment.4 

According to this perspective, fatherhood inspires fathers to strive for stable employment and 
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longer hours regardless of relationship type. Since non-resident and cohabiting fathers likely 

have lower baseline levels of employment, this perspective also suggests that these men will 

increase their employment the most. 

 The Signaling Perspective. Fatherhood might increase motivation to work for fathers in 

some contexts more than others, but motivation is not the only reason some people find and keep 

employment while others do not. Differences in human capital – level of schooling, interpersonal 

skills, and employment experience – explain much of the variation in employment in the adult 

male population. Since becoming a father has limited affects on human capital,5 we might expect 

to see little change in employer demand for the work of any particular worker. However, demand 

for workers is not based solely on static human capital characteristics. Ridgeway and Correll 

(2004) argue that motherhood is a status characteristic that affects employer evaluations of 

employees and potential employees. Evidence from experimental and audit studies show that 

prospective employers are less likely to hire mothers than childless women (Correll, Bernard, 

and Paik, 2007). Although research on fatherhood as a status characteristic is less conclusive, it 

suggests that fathers may be more likely to be hired and paid at a higher rate than childless men 

in some circumstances (Correll, Benard, and Paik, 2007). If such a ‘fatherhood premium’ exists, 

then we may wonder whether employers reward married and unmarried fathers in the same way. 

If employers view unmarried fathers as less responsible or less committed to their families than 

married fathers, then becoming a father will not be associated with additional employment 

opportunities for unmarried fathers and may even diminish opportunities. We might also expect 

to see differences among unmarried fathers. As cohabitation becomes more normative, 

employers may perceive less difference between married and cohabiting fathers and accord both 

groups similar treatment. In our analysis, we are not able to tease out how much of employment 
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changes are due to changes in the behavior of employers versus fathers, since we only observe 

employment levels, the outcome of this process. If becoming a father signals something to 

employers, we would expect to see an increase in employment for all fathers, but if only married 

or residential fatherhood signals something about responsibility or income needs, we would 

expect to see employment increases limited to married or cohabiting fathers.  

[Insert Table 1 about here.] 

DATA AND ANALYSIS PLAN 

Data 

 To investigate these hypotheses, we use data from the Fragile Families and Child Well-

being Study, a longitudinal study following a birth cohort of 3700 children born to unmarried 

parents and 1200 children born to married parents in large cities between 1998 and 2000 

(Reichman, Teitler, Garfinkel, and McLanahan, 2001).  This dataset is ideally suited to 

investigate connections between fatherhood and employment because of the unique sample 

design, which used births as the sampling frame and oversampled births to unmarried parents. 

This sample design yielded a large sample of minority men with low levels of education, the men 

that are most likely to have unstable employment and be absent from household-based surveys 

(Hernandez and Brandon, 2002). Thus, we have much better estimates for these subgroups than 

most national surveys. When weighted, the data are nationally representative of births in 1999 

and 2000 in cities with populations over 200,000. Births in large cities account for approximately 

22 percent of all births and 29 percent of all non-marital births in the United States.6 We use 

father weights throughout our analysis, which take into account the sampling design as well as 

non-response rates (see Reichman, Teitler, Garfinkel, and McLanahan, 2001 for more 
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information). Since we use the weights in all analyses, the results that we report are 

representative for the population of first-time fathers in urban areas. 

Sample Selection and Characteristics 

 We restrict the sample to first-time fathers who participated in the baseline survey, which 

was usually administered within two weeks of the child’s birth. The analytic sample includes 

1084 fathers, of whom 257 are married, 505 are cohabiting and 322 are non-resident. Table 2 

shows the distribution of demographic and human capital characteristics by the father’s 

relationship status at baseline. The weighted data show that about 55 percent of urban first births 

are to married fathers, 26 percent are to unmarried cohabiting fathers and 19 percent are to 

unmarried non-resident fathers. In the population of urban men with a first birth, married fathers 

tend to be more advantaged. ANOVA analyses show that these fathers are significantly older, 

more educated and less likely to have a criminal record than unmarried fathers. Group 

differences between cohabiters and non-residents are less sharp; ANOVA analyses suggest that 

these fathers have fairly similar levels of education and a similar percentage have criminal 

records. Non-resident fathers are much younger than other fathers; more than two in five non-

resident fathers are teen fathers (under age 20) whereas less than 1 percent of married fathers and 

only 16 percent of cohabiting fathers are this young. The racial /ethnic composition of fathers 

also differs by relationship status. The majority of married fathers are white (51.6 percent) while 

the majority of non-resident fathers are black (58.2 percent). Among cohabiting fathers, 

Hispanics make up the largest racial/ethnic group at 41.4 percent, followed by blacks at 30.8 

percent. Finally, one in three married fathers are immigrants (33.2 percent) compared with fewer 

than one in five unmarried fathers (17.5 percent of cohabiting and 13.8 percent of non-resident 

fathers). There were no significant differences in drug use or health across relationship statuses. 
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[Insert Table 2 about here.] 

Dependent Variables 

  This analysis considers two measures of employment: weeks worked in the previous year 

and hours worked in the previous week. These outcomes measure two aspects of employment. 

The first, weeks worked in the previous year, is an indication of how consistently a man was 

employed. As shown in Table 3, the mean number of weeks fathers worked in the year prior to 

the child’s birth is 43.1. Approximately 38 percent worked fewer than 50 weeks of the year, 

leaving considerable room for increases in weeks of employment. Our second employment 

measure, hours worked last week, measures intensity of employment. Although most employed 

men in the United States work full-time (at least 35 hours per week), there is considerable 

variation in the number of hours worked beyond this threshold. As Jacobs and Gerson (2004) 

report, the distribution of hours worked per week for the male population is highly varied and 

men with low levels of education work substantially fewer hours than men with higher levels of 

education. Our measure of hours worked last week is the product of two items indicating whether 

the respondent worked last week and how many hours the respondent usually works per week in 

all his jobs. We code men who were unemployed in the previous week as having worked zero 

hours. Approximately 14 percent of new fathers worked zero hours in the previous week; 30 

percent worked 50 or more hours. Table 3 shows that the mean number of hours worked in the 

previous week in the year before the men became fathers was 38.7.7   

There are substantial differences in employment levels by relationship status in both the 

hours and weeks measure of employment. In the year before the transition to fatherhood, married 

men worked an average of 46 weeks compared to 42 weeks for cohabitors and 36 for non-

resident fathers.  The pattern in hours worked was similar, although more dramatic; married 
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fathers worked the most hours (45.4), followed by cohabitors (34.4) and non-residents (25.3). By 

the end of the study period, the gap in hours worked had disappeared. The difference in weeks 

worked by relationship status was still substantial; married fathers worked six weeks more per 

year than cohabitors and three weeks more than non-residents.   

[Insert Table 3 about here.] 

Missing Data 

 We are missing very little data (<1 percent) on demographic characteristics since this 

information was collected at baseline and had low item non-response, but there is substantially 

more missing data on employment. At the baseline survey, we are missing data on hours worked 

for 1.1 percent and on weeks worked for 4.3 percent of the population. By the 5 year survey, we 

are missing data on hours worked for 28.7 percent of the fathers and on weeks worked for 27.5 

percent of fathers. Most of the missing employment data is due to non-participation in survey 

waves. However, most fathers with missing data participated in at least one post-birth follow-up; 

less than 10 percent of the cases were missing employment data from all three follow-up surveys. 

Fathers not living with the mother were less likely to participate in follow-up interviews and thus 

more likely to have missing employment data. We make use of the information we have from the 

waves in which fathers participated by using FIML (Full Information Maximum Likelihood). To 

consider how results would differ if we used only complete cases, we compare results using 

FIML and incomplete cases to those from models restricted to complete cases. We find that the 

general pattern of findings is similar, but that point estimates differ for uncommon characteristics 

where the cell size is most affected by excluding cases without full data. Of course, we can not 

know how different our results would be if the fathers with missing data participated in all waves 

of the survey, but we are confident using FIML does not affect the conclusions that we draw 
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from the analysis. Moreover, the magnitude of missing data in this study is no worse than that for 

the same population in other national datasets used to study employment. 

Analysis Plan 

 We use grow curve models – an extension of structural equation models – to model 

father’s employment trajectories in the five years after the baby’s birth (see Bollen, 1989; Bollen 

and Curran, 2006). These models generate an intercept term and a slope. In our analyses, the 

intercept gives the pre-fatherhood level of employment while the slope describes the rate of 

growth in employment after the birth.  

 To test our hypotheses, we use the following analysis plan. For each outcome, we first 

estimate growth curve models assuming a linear pattern8 in employment growth without 

including any covariates. We then estimate the models including variables indicating relationship 

status at birth as reported by the father; the married category serves as the reference group for 

these and all subsequent models. These models describe differences in employment levels that 

exist before the transition to fatherhood (indicated by the intercept terms) and in the trajectories 

after the transition (measured by the slope terms) by fatherhood type. Next we add variables for 

demographic and human capital characteristics that previous studies have found are correlated 

with employment levels.9 With structural equation models, we can estimate how covariates 

affect levels of pre-fatherhood employment as well as growth in employment after the transition 

to fatherhood. For example, the estimate for the intercept of the cohabiting variable tells us how 

much lower or higher the average pre-fatherhood employment level of cohabiting fathers is 

compared to the reference group (married fathers) and the estimate for the slope tells us how 

their rate of growth after becoming fathers differs from that of married fathers. By comparing 

changes in the magnitude and significance of relationship status variables from the models with 
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and without other characteristics, we can see how much compositional differences, or selection 

effects, account for differences between fathers by relationship status. In a final stage of the 

analysis, we consider how our conclusions would change if we examined fathers by differences 

in their relationship trajectories instead of their relationship status at the birth. 

  

RESULTS 

Baseline Models 

 Table 4 shows the baseline models of hours and weeks worked. These models appear to 

fit the data reasonably well as indicated by the RMSEA of .02 for both models; values below .05 

are generally accepted as indicative of good model fit. The CFI and TLI indicators for both 

models are above .95, also indicating good model fit. The baseline model for weeks worked has 

an intercept of 43.1, which is the predicted mean number of weeks worked in the year before the 

birth. The slope, which has a value of .54, is not significant, suggesting that, on average, there is 

no significant growth in weeks worked over the 5 years after the transition to fatherhood. The 

baseline model for hours worked shows an intercept of 39.3, which is the predicted mean number 

of hours worked in the week before the birth. The slope for this model is statistically significant 

and has a value of 1.20 indicating that in each year after the birth, fathers increased their hours 

worked an average of about 1 hour per week.       

Differences by Relationship Status 

 The next set of models in Table 4 adds variables for relationship status to the baseline 

models. The intercepts of these models estimate the average employment level of married fathers 

prior to the birth; the slopes estimate their employment growth. The coefficients for the 
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relationship variables show the average difference between married fathers and cohabitors and 

between married fathers and nonresident fathers in the intercepts and slopes.  

 For weeks worked, there is a marginally significant difference (.10 level) of 3.3 weeks 

between cohabiting fathers and married fathers in the year prior to the birth but no difference in 

employment growth over time. The differences in weeks of employment between married fathers 

and non-resident fathers are much larger; non-resident fathers worked an average of 11.8 weeks 

less than married fathers, but have a positive and significantly higher rate of growth, about 1.5 

weeks per year. By the child’s fifth birthday, the predicted number of weeks worked per year for 

married fathers are 47.9 compared with 42.5 for cohabiting fathers and 43.6 for non-resident 

fathers. This model provides support for two perspectives: the significant differences between 

married fathers and other fathers in pre-fatherhood employment levels are consistent with a 

selection story, and the significant and positive employment growth among non-resident fathers 

is consistent with the fatherhood as motivator perspective.10

 For hours worked, there are large differences between married and cohabiting fathers as 

well as between married and non-resident fathers. Cohabiting fathers work an average of 10 

hours less per week than married fathers and non-resident fathers work an average of 21 hours 

less per week than married fathers. However, differences between married fathers and other 

fathers diminish over time. Married fathers do not experience growth in hours worked over the 

five year period of observation, while both cohabiting and non-resident fathers experience large, 

statistically significant rates of growth after the transition to fatherhood. Cohabiting fathers 

experience an average growth in hours worked per week of two hours each year while non-

resident fathers have an average growth of four hours per year.  By the end of the observation 

period when the children of these new fathers are 5 years old, the predicted number of hours 
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worked per week for all three groups is quite similar at 45.1 for married fathers, 45.3 for 

cohabiting fathers, and 45.9 for non-resident fathers.  Thus, the model for hours worked provides 

more support for the fatherhood as motivator perspective than the weeks worked model, which 

showed a weaker equalizing effect which was limited to non-resident fathers.  

[Insert Table 4 about here.] 

 The models in Table 4 show that there are significant differences between fathers by 

relationship status in employment, both in hours worked per week and weeks worked per year. 

The models also show that there is no growth in weeks or hours worked among married fathers 

but that there is substantial growth in hours worked among cohabiting and non-resident fathers 

and modest growth in weeks worked among non-resident fathers. The models in Table 4 cannot, 

however, answer the following question: are these differences merely a reflection of the 

substantial differences in human capital of these three groups?  

Differences after Controlling for Human Capital   

 In Table 5, we present models which control for human capital and demographic 

characteristics. These models show that black fathers have lower levels of employment than 

white fathers, a finding consistent with previous research that black men have had considerably 

higher unemployment rates than white men for several decades. Although it is not entirely 

understood why this gap exists, the evidence suggests that differences may originate from 

differences in human capital, employer discrimination, and the spatial concentration of jobs, 

among other factors (Freeman and Holzer 1986; Pager 2003). Teen fathers also work fewer 

weeks and hours than older fathers. Other factors associated with working fewer weeks are being 

in poor health and reporting recent drug use. Having less than a high school degree decreases the 

number of hours worked. 
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 Once demographic and human capital characteristics are taken into account, the model 

for weeks worked shows that there is no significant difference between married fathers and other 

fathers in the average number of weeks worked before or after the transition to fatherhood. 

However, the story is different for hours worked per week. In this model, there are significant 

differences between married fathers and other fathers in both pre-fatherhood employment and 

growth after the transition to fatherhood. After controlling for other factors, married fathers work 

on average 3.7 hours more per week before the transition to fatherhood than cohabiting fathers 

and 8.5 hours more than non-resident fathers. It is not surprising that married fathers who already 

work an average of 46.6 hours per week do not increase their work hours significantly over time; 

the slope is negative and not significant. In contrast, cohabiting fathers have a positive and 

significant slope of 1.13 and non-residents have a positive and significant slope of 2.25.  Thus, 

selection seems to account for quite a bit of the variation between fathers both pre- and post- 

fatherhood transition in weeks worked, but considerably less variation in hours worked. After 

including controls for human capital and demographic characteristics, the fatherhood as 

motivator perspective continues to receive strong support; few other hypotheses receive support.   

[Insert Table 5 about here.] 

Considering Relationship Trajectories 

 Fathering contexts are not stable across time. Some married fathers divorce or separate, 

many cohabiting fathers move out while other cohabiting fathers marry, and some non-resident 

fathers marry or begin cohabiting with their baby’s mother. Moreover, some men in all of these 

groups form new partnerships with women who are not the mothers of their first child. To 

consider how this instability in relationships may affect fathers’ behaviors, we rerun the previous 

analyses with new relationship status groups. We identify seven possible trajectories for men’s 
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relationships with their first child’s mother and estimate the percentage of the population that 

follows each trajectory: stably married (47.8 percent), initially married but later separated (6.7 

percent), stably cohabiting (6.7 percent), initially cohabiting but later married (6.8 percent), 

initially cohabiting and later separated (13 percent), stably non-resident (12.1 percent), initially 

non-resident and later co-residing or married (6.9 percent). If we were to further classify these 

groups based on re-partnering patterns, the cell sizes for some of the groups would be too small 

for analysis.11 The results for models run with these new relationship trajectories are shown in 

Table 6. The first four columns show results for weeks worked and the last four columns show 

the estimates from models for hours worked. The models without the covariates can be compared 

to the ‘Simple Models’ in Table 4 and the models with covariates are comparable with the 

models in Table 5. When we consider the models without covariates using relationship 

trajectories instead of initial relationship status, we see a number of notable patterns. First, 

married fathers who separate are similar to stably married fathers on both weeks and hours 

worked both before and after the birth while cohabiting fathers who separate are quite different 

from other cohabitors. Cohabiting fathers who separate are similar to stably non-resident fathers; 

there is no significant difference between stably non-resident fathers and separated cohabitors for 

hours worked or weeks worked, for either intercepts or slopes. Stable cohabitors and cohabitors 

who marry are indistinguishable from stably married fathers on weeks worked in the year prior 

to the birth but work fewer hours per week; in the years following the birth, cohabitors who 

marry increase work hours more than stably married fathers.  

 After the transition to fatherhood, the fathers who started with the lowest number of 

hours worked – cohabitors who separate and non-residents – experience considerable growth in 

hours worked. By five years after the birth, there is almost no difference in hours worked among 
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the seven relationship trajectories; the predicted hours worked range from 45 to 47 hours per 

week. For weeks worked, the equalizing pattern is not as strong. Both groups of non-resident 

fathers increased the number of weeks they worked per year, but only non-resident fathers who 

married had rates of growth that were significantly different from the stably married fathers. 

[Insert Table 6 about here.] 

SUMMARY 

Results show that, on average, fathers significantly increase their hours worked but not weeks 

worked after the birth of their first child. Employment growth following the birth of a first child 

differs by fathers’ relationship status however; non-resident fathers experience large, significant 

increases in weeks and hours worked and cohabiting fathers experiencing significant increases in 

hours worked. After accounting for human capital characteristics, unmarried fathers show 

significant increases only in hours worked and married fathers show no increase in employment. 

How do these findings compare with expectations generated from theory? The selection 

and institutional perspectives predict higher pre-fatherhood levels of employment for married 

fathers. There is empirical support for this difference before including human capital 

characteristics in our models. When we add human capital characteristics into our models, 

however, we find no significant difference between married and unmarried fathers on weeks 

worked, but still find differences in hours worked. This can be seen as evidence for the 

institutional perspective, but could also reflect unmeasured aspects of selection. In terms of post-

fatherhood employment, institutional and signaling perspectives predict greater growth for 

married fathers than for unmarried fathers; selection predicts greater growth or no lessening of 

differences. Our findings do not support these predictions. Married fathers experience no 

significant growth in hours or weeks worked, in either models that take account of human capital 
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differences or in models that do not. In contrast, unmarried fathers experience considerable 

growth in employment levels, a finding consistent with the fatherhood as motivator perspective. 

The institutional and social control perspectives also predict that cohabiting fathers will 

experience more growth than non-resident fathers, but we do not find evidence of this. Thus, 

selection appears to accurately predict pre-fatherhood differences – as well as account for some 

difference in post-employment growth - while the fatherhood as motivator perspective most 

accurately predicts post-fatherhood employment growth. 

    

CONCLUSION 

 Our analysis uses growth curve models to consider differences in employment 

trajectories among new fathers by their relationship status at the time of the transition to 

fatherhood. We find that there are large differences in pre-fatherhood levels of employment for 

married, cohabiting, and non-resident fathers. These pre-fatherhood differences are consistent 

with a number of theoretical perspectives which predict large differences between married, 

cohabiting, and non-resident fathers. However, we find that these pre-fatherhood differences all 

but disappear within five years of the transition to fatherhood. This is primarily because of little 

growth in employment for married fathers and positive and significant growth for cohabiting and 

non-resident fathers. Thus, our findings provide empirical support for the fatherhood as 

motivator perspective, as all three groups converged to a similar level of employment by the 

five-year interview as measured by both weeks and hours worked. Finally, several prominent 

theoretical perspectives – institutional, social control, and signaling – fail to accurately predict 

differences between fathers after the transition to fatherhood. Although these perspectives may 

 
21



explain some other behaviors among men, they do not explain the post-fatherhood employment 

trajectories of first-time fathers in urban areas in the United States.  

 Our analysis has some notable limitations. First, the level of missing data on employment 

warrants some concern. We use FIML methods to estimate missing employment data, but this 

assumes that fathers who are missing from a particular survey wave have employment levels that 

are similar to the waves in which they participated and similar to that of other respondents with 

similar characteristics. If men have considerably different employment patterns in the year 

preceding non-participation in a survey wave, we may be misestimating employment trajectories. 

Secondly, fathers who were not residing with the mother of their child were less likely to 

participate in follow-up interviews than other fathers. As a result, our sample of non-resident 

fathers may be more committed to their children, more responsible, or different in other ways 

that might be correlated with employment. We think that non-resident fathers who did not 

participate in the study probably have lower levels of employment than those who did participate 

– making our estimates of non-resident fathers’ employment optimistic – but there is no way to 

test this assumption. Finally, the models we use to predict employment trajectories do not 

include many contextual and environmental factors that may affect employment such as local 

employment conditions, changes in industries, and business cycle effects. Including measures of 

the city-level unemployment rate in our models did not improve predictive power or change the 

pattern of results, but there may be other contextual factors that explain variation in employment 

trajectories or mediate the relationship between relationship status and employment. 

 Despite these limitations, this study adds to the existing knowledge in the fields of family 

demography, work and employment, and social inequality. Previous research on changes in 

married men’s employment following the transition to fatherhood is limited and conflicting. 
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Moreover, previous research has left virtually unexamined changes in unmarried men’s behavior 

following the transition to fatherhood. This study illuminates how married and unmarried men’s 

employment trajectories differ: most notably, there are large and significant pre-fatherhood 

differences in employment levels, but most of these differences diminish greatly – and nearly 

disappear, in many cases – by the first child’s fifth birthday. On average, married men do not 

alter their employment when they have their first child but, for unmarried men, the transition to 

fatherhood is an important time of behavioral change. Our findings support what unmarried 

fathers have told qualitative researchers; indeed, becoming a father seems to lead to real 

behavioral changes for unmarried men.  
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Theoretical Perspective Hypotheses 

Selection 1A. There will be pre-fatherhood differences in employment by relationship status.  

1B.  Differences between fathers by relationship status will not substantially narrow and may even increase. 

Institutional 2A. Married fathers will have higher levels of pre-fatherhood employment than unmarried fathers. 

2B. Differences between married and unmarried fathers will grow over time. 

2C. Cohabiting fathers will have higher pre-fatherhood levels of employment and will experience more    

       employment growth than non-resident fathers. 

2D. There will be no difference between cohabiting and non-resident fathers in employment. 

Social Control 3A. Married and cohabiting fathers will have higher levels of pre-fatherhood employment than non-residents. 

3B. Married and cohabiting fathers will experience greater employment growth than non-resident fathers. 

Fatherhood as Motivator 4A. Fathers in all three relationship types will increase levels of employment following the birth of the  

      children yielding more similar levels of post-fatherhood employment.  

4B. Cohabiting and non-resident fathers will experience greater employment growth than married fathers. 

Signaling  5.  Married fathers will have the greatest growth in employment and non-resident fathers will have the  

     smallest growth. 
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Table 1. Theoretical Perspectives and Corresponding Hypotheses 

 

 



Table 2. Baseline Characteristics by Relationship Status at Transition to Fatherhood 

 Married Cohabiting Non-Resident 

N 257 505 322 

Percent of First-Time Fathers 54.6 26.5 19.0 

Age 30.9 24.8 22.1 

Teen Father .1 15.6 40.2 

Race 

      White 

      Black 

      Hispanic 

      Other 

 

51.6 

11.3 

22.1 

14.8 

 

24.2 

30.8 

41.4 

3.5 

 

11.4 

58.2 

23.0 

7.4 

Immigrant 33.2 17.5 13.8 

In Poor Health 5.3 7.0 5.9 

Uses Drugs 3.0 5.3 6.0 

Criminal Record 7.6 27.9 21.1 

Education 

      Less than High School 

      High School Only 

      More than High School 

 

9.7 

14.9 

75.4 

 

37.8 

38.6 

23.6 

 

43.5 

34.4 

22.1 

 Source: Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study, 1998-2000.  

 Note: All data are weighted.  
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Table 3. Means and Standard Errors of Employment Measures by Relationship Status 

 Baseline Year One Year Three Year Five 

Weeks Worked 

Full Sample 

Married 

Cohabiting 

Non-Resident 

 

43.1 (1.0) 

45.9 (1.3) 

42.4 (1.5) 

36.0 (2.3) 

 

43.9 (1.0) 

46.6 (1.3) 

44.6 (1.6) 

33.9 (2.7) 

 

45.4   (.8) 

48.2 (1.0) 

44.0 (1.6) 

38.1 (2.2) 

 

45.8 (1.1) 

47.6 (1.4) 

41.8 (2.4) 

44.9 (1.3) 

Hours Worked 

Full Sample  

Married 

Cohabiting 

Non-Resident 

 

39.0 (1.1) 

45.6 (1.2) 

34.9 (1.9) 

25.4 (2.4) 

 

42.3 (1.4) 

47.4 (1.6) 

39.7 (2.2) 

30.6 (3.6) 

 

41.8 (1.4) 

44.2 (1.9) 

41.9 (2.2) 

33.6 (3.5) 

 

45.5   (.7) 

45.3 (1.0) 

45.4   (.9) 

46.4 (1.8) 

 Source: Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study, 1998-2005.
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Table 4. Results from Growth Curve Models Predicting Weeks and Hours Worked by 

Relationship Status: Baseline Model and Simple Model with No Controls 

 Weeks Worked 
 

Hours Worked 

 Baseline Model Simple Model Baseline Model 
 

Simple Model 

 Intercept Slope Intercept Slope Intercept Slope Intercept 
 

Slope 

Intercept 43.10** .54  46.23** .34 39.28** 
 

1.20** 45.87** -.15 

Relationship Status 

     Cohabiting 

     Nonresident 

 

--- 

--- 

 

--- 

--- 

 

  -3.30# 

-11.79**

 

 -.43 

1.49** 

 

--- 

--- 

 

--- 

--- 

 

-10.36** 

-20.58**

 

2.11**

4.27**

Model Fit Statistics 

      Chi-Squared 

DF 

RMSEA 

CFI 

TLI 

 

7.04 

                5 

 .02 

 .96 

 .95 

 

10.65 

9 

.01 

.98 

.97 

 

8.24 

5 

.02 

.97 

.96 

 

11.20 

9 

 .02 

.99 

.98 

Source: Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study, 1998-2005.  
 
Notes: Significance levels are the following: ** <.01; * <.05; # <.10. Standard errors have 

 been suppressed in the interest of conserving space.  

 31



Table 5. Results from Growth Curve Models Predicting Weeks and  
 
               Hours Worked by Relationship Status: Full Models  
 
 

 
Weeks Worked Hours Worked 

 Intercept 
 

Slope Intercept Slope 

Relationship Status 

Cohabiting 

Nonresident 

 

1.24 

    -3.54 

 

-.83 

.40 

 

-3.69# 

-8.49** 

 

1.13* 

2.25** 

Age (Years Over 20) -.06         --- .06      --- 

Teen Father  -6.77**   .95 -10.36* 2.09 

Education 

     < H.S. 

     > H.S. 

 

     -2.53 

 2.60 

 

-1.01 

-.25 

 

-6.19* 

.75 

 

.89 

.16 

In Poor Health   -6.63* 1.50 -.72 .06 

Criminal Record       -.02 -.25 -4.55# 1.14# 

Uses Drugs -13.55** 2.60# -10.21# 1.74 

Race 

     Black 

     Hispanic 

     Other 

 

  -6.84** 

 .30 

 .24 

 

1.48* 

-.40 

-.43 

 

-7.72** 

-.09 

-6.45# 

 

1.44** 

-.41 

.73 

Immigrant  1.27 -.42 3.86 -.42 

Intercept 46.51** .64 46.56** -.52 

Model Fit Statistics   
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      Chi-Squared 

      DF 

      RMSEA 

      CFI 

      TLI 

44.65 

                32 

   .02 

   .93 

   .87 

29.18 

               32 

     .00 

   1.00 

   1.02 

Source: Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study, 1998-2005.  
 
 Notes: Significance levels are the following: ** <.01; * <.05; # <.10. 

Standard errors have been suppressed in the interest of conserving space. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Table 6. Selected Coefficients from Models of Fathers’ Employment using Relationship Trajectories. 
 Weeks Worked 

 
Hours Worked 

 Simple Model 
 

With Covariates1 Simple Model With Covariates1

 Intercept Slope Intercept Slope Intercept Slope Intercept 
 

Slope 

Married to Separated -1.66 -2.10# -.61 -2.25# -3.84 1.28 -3.18 1.26 

Stably Cohabiting -.27 -1.85 4.56# -2.39# -6.75* 1.42 -.59 .73 

Cohabiting to Married .19 -.12 3.23# -.36 -6.16** 1.21* -.71 .36 

Cohabiting to Separated -7.12** -.55 -2.51 -1.09 -15.89** 3.20** -9.03** 2.24** 

Stably Non-resident  -10.51** .52 -2.80 -.66 -20.46** 4.39** -9.40** 2.59** 

Non-resident to Resident -14.54** 2.33** -6.03# 1.2 -21.66** 4.44** -9.21** 2.38** 

Intercept 
 

46.46 .57 46.83** 1.06# 46.08 -.26 47.12** -.75 
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 Notes: Other covariates include age, teen father, education, health, criminal record, drug use, race and immigrant status. Significance  

Model Fit Statistics 

Chi-Squared 

         DF   

         RMSEA 

         CFI 

         TLI 

 

19.07 

17 

.011 

.984 

.972 

 

54.78 

40 

.018 

.932 

.874 

 

27.87 

17 

.024 

.945 

.902 

 

51.92 

40 

.017 

.950 

.908 
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 Source: Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study, 1998-2005.  

            levels are the following: ** <.01; * <.05; # <.10.  

 



 
                                                 
1The only other study we found was a study of first-time Minnesota parents. It finds that fathers 

worked a similar number of hours before and after the birth (Gjerdingen and Center, 2004). 

2 Noonan, Reichman, and Corman (2005) examine the effects of child health on fathers’ 

employment using the same dataset as this analysis, but a sample that includes fathers of all 

parities. They find no direct effect of relationship status on father’s employment 12 months after 

the birth but find an interaction between child health and relationship status. 

3 Since what men say about fatherhood and becoming a father is influenced by cultural scripts 

and social desirability bias, the finding that fatherhood functions as a turning point in the lives of 

nonresident fathers should be interpreted with caution (Edin, Nelson, and Paranal, 2004). 

4 Wakefield and Uggen (2004) find evidence that some men with low levels of human capital 

respond to this increase in income demands by committing more property crimes.  

5 Fatherhood may also influence decisions about schooling or acquiring additional skills. 

6 Based on unpublished calculations by Fragile Families Study Director Dr. Jean Knab. 

7 We consider reports of hours worked of over 80 to be improbable and recode them as missing. 

At the baseline interview there were 7 such cases. At the one-year, three-year and five-year 

follow-ups, there were 0, 13 and 9 cases, respectively.   

8 We tested for non-linear growth patterns but these did not have significantly better model fits. 

9 We allow age to predict the intercept but not the slope since the slope already incorporates 

passage of time. 

10 If selection is the main mechanism explaining how relationship status is related to employment 

and if marriages or cohabitations that are initiated because of the pregnancy are different from 

cohabitations or marriages formed prior to a pregnancy, then including fathers who experienced 
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a relationship change in response to a pregnancy might affect our analysis. Of the married 

fathers, approximately 10 percent married after the conception of the child and of cohabiting 

fathers, 40 percent began cohabiting after the conception. Married fathers who married just prior 

to the child’s birth were no more likely to separate by the child’s fifth birthday than fathers who 

had been married longer and cohabitors who moved in shortly before the birth were no more 

likely to separate than fathers with longer cohabitation durations. If we exclude these cases from 

our analyses, we find that point estimates change somewhat, but the overall pattern of results 

holds for weeks and hours worked. 

11 Twelve percent were married to or cohabiting with someone other than the baby’s mother at 

some point between the birth and the child’s fifth birthday. 

 37


