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Parenting as a “Package Deal”: 
Trajectories of Child Involvement among Unmarried Fathers 

 
 
 

Abstract 
 

Fatherhood has traditionally been viewed as part of a “package deal,” where a father’s 
relationship with his child is contingent upon his relationship with the mother. We evaluate the 
accuracy of this hypothesis in light of the high rates of multiple-partnered fertility among 
unmarried parents using evidence from the Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study, a recent 
longitudinal survey of nonmarital births in large cities. We find that father involvement drops 
sharply after relationships between unmarried parents end. These declines are particularly 
dramatic when the father and mother enter subsequent relationships and have new biological and 
social children. Mothers’ transitions into new romantic partnerships and new parenting roles are 
associated with particularly large declines in biological father involvement. We discuss the 
implications of our results given the high levels of relationship instability and multiple-partnered 
fertility among unmarried parents. 
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Parenting as a “Package Deal”: Trajectories of Child Involvement  

among Unmarried Fathers 

 
 

In the late 1990s, over eighty percent of nonmarital births in the United States were to couples 

who were romantically involved, and over half of urban unmarried parents were living together 

at the time of the birth (McLanahan et al. 2003). Even though they express a desire to stay 

together and eventually marry, the romantic relationships between unmarried parents dissolve 

rapidly in the first few years after the child’s birth. Over forty percent of nonmarital relationships 

end by the child’s first birthday and by the time the child is five years old, over sixty percent of 

parents are no longer romantically involved (Center for Research on Child Wellbeing 2007).  

The fragility of nonmarital unions has led to concern about whether fathers will remain in 

contact with their children after their relationships with mothers end.  

 There is reason to be skeptical.  In the American context, fatherhood has traditionally 

been viewed as part of a “package deal” (Furstenberg and Cherlin 1991; Townsend 2004), where 

fatherhood is a relationship that is contingent upon the relationship between the father and the 

child’s mother.  In this view, men attempting to father outside of the context of a marriage or a 

co-residential union will have difficulty staying involved with their children. Fatherhood roles 

may be even more difficult to fulfill if fathers have competing familial obligations, a challenge 

that is particularly salient given the high rate of multiple-partnered fertility among unmarried 

parents. Close to sixty percent of unmarried couples who gave birth to a shared child during the 

1990s had previous children by different partners (Carlson and Furstenberg 2006).  

 In this paper we extend the package deal hypothesis, arguing that it not only predicts 

declines in involvement after breakup, but also that subsequent transitions into new partner and 

parenting roles pose significant added barriers to involvement.  As the father and mother of a 



 3 

child enter into new “family-like” relationships they may feel considerable pressure to recreate 

the package deal with the new family, without the interference of prior partners or children from 

past relationships.  In particular, we examine the impact of multiple-partnered relationships and 

fertility on father involvement among parents who had a nonmarital birth.   

 
 

THEORY AND RESEARCH 

 
Over the last three decades, a number of in-depth qualitative studies found that the salience 

of the father role and engagement in fathering activities is high (Hamer 2001; Sullivan 1993; 

Waller 2002; Young 2003).  Two panel studies, the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth, 

which began to follow a sample of youth aged 14-19 in 1979, and the National Survey of 

Families and Households, a national probability sample of all U.S. households which was 

launched in 1981, provided the first nationally representative portraits of unmarried fathers 

(Lerman 1993; Seltzer 1991; Mott 1990).  Thus, beginning in the mid 1980s, we learned that 

unmarried fathers with very young children were usually quite involved.  These statistical 

portraits also demonstrated, though, that involvement declined quite dramatically as the children 

got older (Lerman 1993; Seltzer 2000).  Additional surveys conducted in the 1990s showed 

consistent evidence of a downward trend in involvement as the children aged, though the rates 

differed considerably across the studies (Argys et al. 2007).  By the time nonmarital children 

reach adolescence, their chances of having a regularly involved father are very low (Argys and 

Peters 2001).  

This decline in somewhat puzzling, as evidence from the baseline wave of the Fragile 

Families and Child Wellbeing Study, a representative survey of nonmarital children in large 

cities that began following families between 1998 and 2000, has shown that the vast majority of 
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fathers who have a nonmarital birth are present at the time of the birth and say that they wish to 

remain involved in their child’s life.  When the surveyors interviewed the mothers of these 

children just after the birth, eight in ten said the father had been supportive during pregnancy. 

Furthermore, nearly all—99.8 percent—of the fathers interviewed said they intended to stay 

involved (McLanahan et al. 2003). 

Studies that consider all nonresidential children, both marital and nonmarital, find lower rates 

of father involvement for nonmarital children.  Father involvement also varies by race and 

ethnicity—typically, rates for African Americans are higher and rates for Hispanics are lower 

than for the average American father (Danziger and Radin 1990; Huang 2006; King 1994, King, 

Harris and Heard 2004; Mott 1991; Seltzer 1991; but see Seltzer and Bianchi 1988).  Additional 

factors associated with father involvement include parental education (Argys and Peters 2001; 

Huang 2006; King, Harris and Heard 2004), fathers’ age (Lerman and Sorenson 2000), earnings 

(Lerman and Sorensen 2000; Seltzer 1991), work status (Danziger and Radin 1990); child gender 

(King, Harris and Heard 2004; Manning and Smock 1999; but see Cooksey and Craig 1998), the 

presence of additional children, father’s current marital status, the number of years since the 

father left the home (Argys and Peters 2001), payment of child support (Seltzer 1991), and the 

quality of the co-parenting relationship (Sobolewski and King 2005; but see Amato and Rezac 

1994).  Waller and Swisher (2006) focus solely on unmarried fathers and find that a wide array 

of risk behaviors, such as physical abuse, drug and alcohol use, and incarceration are associated 

with lower odds of father-child contact.  

The “Package Deal” and Nonmarital Father Involvement   

In the American context fatherhood has traditionally been viewed as part of a “package deal” 

(Furstenberg and Cherlin 1991; Townsend 2004).  Fatherhood is a relationship that is not 
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independent of, but largely flows through and is contingent upon, the relationship between the 

father and the child’s mother.  This explanation is often used to account for the surprisingly low 

levels of father-child contact and child support payment following a divorce (Furstenberg and 

Cherlin 1991).  To the extent that notions of “the package deal” are still strongly institutionalized 

within American society, men attempting to father outside of the context of a marriage, a co-

residential union, or a romantic relationship will have more difficulty staying involved with their 

children.  Beyond the additional transaction costs fathers must pay to retain contact with children 

after a co-residential or romantic partnership ends, the package deal hypothesis holds that there 

are normative barriers as well.  As Cherlin has repeatedly reminded family scholars (1978, 

2004), much of family behavior is “automatic”—it relies on ready-made solutions to daily 

problems based on widely shared normative expectations.  These normative expectations not 

only guide and constrain the behavior of the father, but also of the mother who, as the custodial 

parent, must cooperate in order for father-child contact to occur.  

Following Furstenberg (1995) we extend the application of the package deal hypothesis, 

arguing that it not only predicts declines in involvement after breakup, but also that subsequent 

transitions into new partner and parenting roles may also pose significant added barriers to 

involvement.  As the father and mother of a child enter into new “family-like” relationships they 

may feel considerable pressure to enact the cultural norm of the package deal with the new 

family without the interference of prior partners or children from past partnerships.  These 

processes are especially relevant for couples who bear children outside of marriage, as such 

transitions are far more common among them (Graefe and Lichter, 2007).  The impact of these 

subsequent transitions is also particularly important in the U.S. context, as Andersson (2002) has 

shown that American couples with children, both married and cohabiting, are significantly more 
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likely to break up than couples in other industrialized countries, and they are also far more likely 

to repartner than in most other countries.  

With one exception (Stewart 1999), the study of transitions into subsequent partnerships 

have been limited to divorce and remarriage, thus ignoring the many transitions that occur 

outside of a marital bond.  When divorced fathers and mothers remarry, paternal visits and child 

support payments decline (Stephens 1996; Juby et al. 2006; Seltzer and Bianchi 1988), though 

the effect of a mother’s remarriage is weak.  The sole study (Stewart 1999) which considers 

fathers’ transitions into both cohabiting and marital relationships finds that the dampening effect 

of father’s new partnerships is stronger for cohabitation than for marriage.  No similar study we 

know of considers mothers’ transitions to new partnerships outside of marriage.  In terms of 

transitions to parental roles, while the impact of nonresident fathers’ transitions into new 

parental roles have been studied (Manning and Smock 2000; Manning, Stewart and Smock 2003; 

Juby et al. 2006), the impact of mothers’ transitions in this domain have not.  In these studies, the 

findings on involvement are inconsistent, though effects on support payment are significantly 

negative. 

Beyond the lack of attention to mothers, these studies have several other limitations.  First, 

all the data sources used suffer from significant under-representation problems, problems which 

are minimized in the data set we use.  Second, none consider both the mother’s and father’s 

transitions together.  Third, no study focuses specifically on fathers and mothers of nonmarital 

children; indeed, because of the tendency to focus on divorced couples and remarriage behaviors, 

many studies do not even include them.  The lack of attention to the impact of subsequent 

relationship transitions on father involvement among unmarried parents in particular is 

somewhat surprising, as levels of multiple-partner fertility are dramatically higher among them. 
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Recent data suggests that about 60 percent of all fathers of nonmarital children born between 

1998 and 2000 already had at least one child by another partner at the time of this child’s birth 

(Carlson and Furstenberg 2006).  Given that the average father surveyed in this study was only in 

his mid-20s at the time, the proportion of unmarried fathers who will eventually split up, 

repartner, and have subsequent children with new partners is likely to be very high.  

For this large and growing subset of parents, we expect that transitions into subsequent 

relationships, and subsequent fertility within those relationships, are key mechanisms though 

which father involvement declines over time.  First, it is likely that as fathers move on to 

subsequent partners and parental roles, the demands inherent in maintaining these new 

relationships could supersede obligations to children from prior relationships.  Second, it is 

equally likely that mothers’ transitions into subsequent partnerships and parent roles might cause 

them to exclude the biological father in favor of the new father figure in the home.  

 
 

DATA AND METHODS 

 

Data 

In the analyses that follow, we use four waves of the Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing 

Study to examine levels and changes in father involvement among fathers who had a nonmarital 

birth, focusing on how subsequent partnerships and new parental roles of both mothers and 

fathers affect this involvement.  The Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study follows a 

cohort of nearly 5,000 children born in 20 U.S. cities between 1998 and 2000.  The study 

interviews mothers and fathers at the time of the child’s birth and again after one year, three 

years, and five years.  The survey contains a large oversample of nonmarital births and, when 

weighted, the data are representative of all U.S. cities with populations larger than 200,000. Both 
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the mother and father are interviewed at each follow-up, regardless of their relationship status. 

These data are ideal for the study of father involvement not only because of the large sample of 

unmarried and nonresidential fathers, but because they contain detailed longitudinal economic, 

attitudinal, and behavioral information collected independently from both the mother and the 

father.  

At each survey wave, our analyses are based upon the subsample of children in the Fragile 

Families Study who were born outside of marriage, who live with their biological mother, whose 

mother responded to the survey, and for whom we have nonmissing data on parents’ relationship 

status and father involvement from mothers’ surveys.  This results in sample sizes of 3,243 at the 

1-year survey, 3,123 at the 3-year survey, and 3,050 at the 5-year wave of the study.  In our 

analyses we pool data across survey waves and restrict the sample to unmarried fathers who are 

non-resident at the time of the interview, which yields 4,890 person-observations for 2,266 

unique cases. 

Nonresponse and attrition were higher for unmarried mothers and fathers in the Fragile 

Families data than for married parents.  At baseline 87% of eligible mothers agreed to participate 

in the survey, and 75% of the fathers were interviewed.  At subsequent survey waves, response 

rates for unmarried mothers were 90% at Wave 2, 88% at Wave 3, and 87% at Wave 4.  Mothers 

who dropped out of the study were more likely to be White or Latino, were less likely to be 

married to the father when the child was born, and had lower average socioeconomic status 

(Cooper et al. 2007).  Fathers had higher attrition rates, at 70%, 68%, and 66% for Waves 2, 3, 

and 4, respectively.  Fathers who dropped out of the study were less likely to be involved with 

their children and were less likely to be residing with the mother of the focal child.  Because 

fathers’ attrition is nonrandom and correlated with our outcome of interest, we use mothers’ 
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reports of father involvement.  For fathers’ independent variables, we use fathers’ reports if they 

are available, mothers’ reports if fathers’ reports are unavailable, and single imputation if neither 

mothers’ nor fathers’ reports are available.1  Item-nonresponse for our analysis variables was 

generally low, in most cases less than 5 percent.  The items for which nonresponse was higher 

include whether the father repartnered (9%), whether the father was employed (8%), father’s 

earnings (20%), and whether the father had subsequent children (10%).  

Measurement  

The main dependent variable in our study is father involvement.  We use mothers’ reports of 

fathers’ involvement because fathers have higher rates of attrition which are systematically 

related to their level of involvement.  Fathers were coded as seeing child yearly if the mother 

reported that the father had seen the child since the last interview.  This measure captures one 

extreme of father involvement - whether fathers have any contact at all with their child.  We also 

use a more intensive measure of father involvement, the number of days in the past month a 

father saw the child.  This is a continuous variable ranging from 0 to 30 days. 

 We use several measures to capture the subsequent relationship characteristics of 

unmarried mothers and fathers in our sample.  We measured the time since parents stopped 

coresiding as an ordinal variable which indexes the number of survey waves the parents have not 

lived together.  For example, in the fourth survey wave, parents were coded as 0 if they still lived 

together, 1 if they were living together at the third wave but are not living together at the fourth, 

2 if they were living together at the second wave, but not in the third or fourth wave, and 3 if 

they were living together at the first wave but not any of the subsequent ones.  Parents who never 

lived together during the study period were coded as 4.  This indexing was repeated for each of 

the survey waves.  We also measured at each wave whether the father has a new partner, the 
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mother has a new partner, the father has subsequent children with different partner, and the 

mother has subsequent children with different partner.  Fathers’ relationship and fertility 

measures were taken from their own reports if available and from mothers’ reports if they were 

unavailable.  For the purposes of this paper, we are concerned primarily with relationships and 

fertility that occur after the birth of the focal child.  Many parents in the Fragile Families sample 

had children by different partners prior to the birth of the focal child (Carlson and Furstenberg 

2007).  While this is important to consider in the overall role that multiple-partnered fertility has 

on the wellbeing of children, it does not directly bear on our examination of how father 

involvement changes for this particular focal child after parents stop living together.   

Time-Constant Controls.  Father’s race and ethnicity was determined using his own report 

if available, and using the mother’s report if his own was not available.  Fathers were classified 

into the mutually exclusive categories: non-Hispanic white, non-Hispanic black, non-Hispanic 

other race, and Hispanic.  Father’s age was measured at the time the child was born.  Father’s 

education was coded as a series of dummy variables for less than high school, high school or 

GED, some college, and college plus.  We experimented with also including comparable 

measures for mothers’ background characteristics, but mothers’ and fathers’ measures are highly 

correlated so we include only father’s measures in our regression analyses.  We also include a 

dummy variable indicator for whether the child is male, whether the parents have additional 

shared children together, and a dummy variable indicating whether the mother lived in a two-

parent family when she was a child.  Finally, we include a dummy variable indicator for whether 

the father made financial contributions to the mother during her pregnancy.  All of these 

measures were taken from the Wave 1 baseline survey taken shortly after the child was born. 
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Time-Varying Controls.  The parents’ relationship status was categorized as married, 

cohabiting, romantically involved, or no relationship based upon the mothers’ reports at each 

wave.  Couples were defined as cohabiting if they were romantically involved and living 

together all or most of the time.  Parents’ residential status was defined as living together if 

mothers reported they lived together all or most of the time and as not living together otherwise. 

Fathers were coded as employed if they reported doing any regular work for pay during the week 

prior to the interview.  Father’s annual earnings was measured in $1,000s of dollars.  Father 

ever in jail is a dummy variable coded 1 at each survey wave if the father (or mother) reported 

that he had ever been in jail.  Finally, we include a dummy variable indicator at each wave if the 

father used drugs.  Again, we relied on the fathers’ reports if they were available and the 

mothers’ reports if they were not available from the fathers.  

Analysis 

Our central research question asks what happens to father involvement after parents stop 

living together and father-child contact is no longer “automatic.”  To address this question, we 

structure the data in person-period format where child enters the sample at the first survey wave 

when his or her two biological parents are no longer living together.  Children and their parents 

contribute observations to the dataset at each wave that the father is nonresident.  The number of 

survey waves the father is nonresident is indexed by the time since coresidence ended variable, 

which ranges from 1 to 4 waves.  We experimented with using dummy variables to index survey 

waves but found that an ordinal variable for survey wave fit the data just as well as the dummy 

variables so we use the ordinal measure in our analyses. 

We first use random effects models to examine what happens to father involvement after 

coresidence ends.  The models use variation within and between couples to estimate how 
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fatherhood declines after parents stop living together, after parents enter new romantic 

relationships, and after parents have subsequent children with new partners.  We also include a 

series of time-invariant and time-varying controls to account for potential confounders that could 

influence both fathers’ involvement and parents’ subsequent relationship and fertility behavior.   

We also estimate fixed effects regression models that examine only within-couple 

variation in father involvement and control for all time-constant differences between couples.  In 

these models, we identify how changes in parents’ subsequent relationship or fertility status are 

related to changes in the father’s contact with his nonresident biological child.  In the fixed 

effects models we also include time-varying controls for changes certain father characteristics 

known to be associated with involvement including employment, earnings, prior incarceration, 

and drug use.   

 One potential concern is that our measures of subsequent relationships are endogenous to 

father involvement.  That is, the subsequent relationships transitions are themselves a product of 

father involvement, rather than vice versa as we test in this paper.  Our fixed effects models 

using the monthly father involvement measure provide the most stringent test of this because our 

t - 1 measure of father involvement was measured prior to the subsequent relationship variables 

while our measure of involvement at time t was measured after the subsequent relationships were 

formed.  We exclude relationships that were formed during the period of time in which the 

measure of father involvement at time t was measured.  We also draw on qualitative research 

about fathers in low-income families that finds that subsequent relationships for both parents 

reduce the amount of contact fathers have with their children (Edin, Tach, and Mincy 

forthcoming).  
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RESULTS 

Table 1 shows descriptive statistics at baseline for all fathers who had a nonmarital birth and 

for fathers who both had a nonmarital birth and become non-resident by the 5-year follow-up.  In 

general, there are only small differences between all unmarried fathers and unmarried fathers 

who become non-resident.  All unmarried fathers have relatively low levels of education, 

employment, and earnings.  Many of them have spent time in jail, and about 10 percent report 

problems with drugs.  Unmarried fathers are also disproportionately black.  About 30 percent of 

unmarried parents have a prior shared child together, and over 80 percent made financial 

contributions to the mother during her pregnancy.  About half of unmarried fathers are 

cohabiting with the mother at the time of the child’s birth, and only 18 percent are not 

romantically involved with the mother.   

Fathers who eventually become non-resident are only slightly more disadvantaged than 

unmarried fathers as a whole.  They have slightly less education and lower earnings, are a bit 

more likely to be black, and fewer of them made financial contributions to the mother during her 

pregnancy.  The major difference between non-resident fathers and other unmarried fathers is 

that they are less likely to have been in a coresidential relationship and more likely to be in no 

romantic relationship with the mother at the time of the birth.  

The relationships between unmarried parents change rapidly over the five years after a 

nonmarital birth.  Table 2 shows that while fathers’ characteristics remain relatively stable across 

the follow-up survey waves, their romantic and cohabiting relationships with mothers end 

quickly.  By the 5-year follow-up, about 16 percent were married, about 18 percent remained in 

cohabiting unions, less than 5 percent were romantically involved, and over 60 percent were no 

longer in a relationship.  This does not mean that the parents remained single for long, because 
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the transition out of a coresidential relationship is associated with rapid transitions into new 

romantic relationships for both mothers and fathers.  Around one year after the child’s birth, one-

quarter of unmarried parents where the father is nonresident had new romantic partners.  By five 

years, about half of unmarried couples with nonresident fathers had a new romantic partner, and 

over a quarter had a subsequent child with a new partner.   

Table 2 also details the proportions of nonmarital children that had contact with their 

biological father at 1, 3, and 5 years.  Both coresidence and involvement rates among unmarried 

fathers begin high but decline throughout the first five years of a child’s life.  Over half of 

nonmarital children reside with their father around the time of their first birthday, but this figure 

declines to only 35 percent by the time of their fifth birthday.  At the first birthday, 63 percent of 

non-resident fathers saw their child in the past month.  By the child’s third birthday, only 73 

percent had seen their child since the previous survey.  And by the time children reached five 

years of age, only about a quarter (26 percent) still saw their father several times a week. 

Next, we examine non-resident father involvement at the five-year follow-up by parents’ 

subsequent relationship and fertility statues.  The first panel of Table 3 shows levels of father-

child contact when neither parent has a new partner, when only the mother has a new partner, 

when only father has a new partner, and when both parents have a new partner.  Involvement 

declines by all measures when one parent has a new partner, but the declines are particularly 

strong when the mother has repartnered.  When neither parent has repartnered, children saw their 

father on average 10 days in the past month, but when the mother or both parents have new 

partners this number drops to 4.  

The second panel examines father involvement by parents’ subsequent multi-partnered 

fertility.  In only 6 percent of cases do both parents have subsequent children with new partners, 
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and involvement in these cases is quite low.  What is most striking is the low level of 

involvement once the mother has had a subsequent child, where only 42 percent of fathers have 

seen their children in the past year, for an average of two days in the past month.  Compare this 

to the rates where there is father-only or no multi-partnered fertility, where involvement rates are 

substantially higher at over 70 percent since the past survey wave and over five days in the past 

month.   From these top two panels it is clear that mothers subsequent partners and children are 

strongly associated with lower levels of father involvement, much more so than fathers’ own 

subsequent partners and children.  

The next two panels in Table 3 focus in detail on levels of father involvement when each 

parent is in different stages of forming new relationships and families.  Mothers’ repartnering 

and new children are strongly associated with lower levels of father involvement.  In contrast, 

fathers’ subsequent relationships not as strongly associated with their involvement: 63 percent of 

fathers have had contact with their child since the last survey wave when they have a new partner 

and new child, compared to only 45 percent when mothers have both a new partner and new 

child.     

In the bottom panel of Table 3, we compare these associations with other known factors that 

influence father involvement.  The lower involvement rates associated with subsequent partners 

and children for mothers are comparable in magnitude to the lower involvement rates among 

fathers who have been in jail, abused drugs, and who are unemployed.2   

Despite the strong descriptive findings in Table 3, we must be cautious about their 

interpretation for several reasons.  First, it is possible that there are unobserved characteristics 

associated with entering new relationships and having children with new partners that are also 

associated with low levels of father involvement.  In this case, the associations may be spurious 
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and due to omitted variable bias.  Second, it is possible that those who are in subsequent 

relationships and have new children simply ended their unions earlier than those who did not.  If 

father involvement declines after parents stop living together, the observed associations could be 

simply due to having more time to create a new family.  Finally, it is possible that subsequent 

partners and children are themselves affected by low levels of initial father involvement and 

couples where fathers initially had low levels of involvement were more likely to repartner than 

couples where involvement was high.  In this case, it is possible that the observed associations 

are due to reverse causality.  To address these concerns, we next examine father involvement in a 

longitudinal framework that accounts for observed and unobserved differences between couples, 

takes into account the duration since coresidential unions ended, and properly specifies the 

causal ordering of the independent and dependent variables.   

 In Table 4 we show the results from random and fixed effects logistic regression models 

predicting whether a father had no contact with his child since the previous survey.  Model 1 

includes exogenous background characteristics.  The length of time since coresidence ended is 

strongly related to having no father-child contact.  For every survey wave that parents have not 

been in a relationship, the odds that the father has no contact with his child increase three fold. 

Both Hispanic and white fathers are less likely to have any contact with their nonresident 

children than black fathers.  Father contact is higher in couples where there were prior shared 

children and when the father made financial contributions during the pregnancy.  In Model 2 we 

add the indicators for whether each parent has a subsequent partner at that survey wave and 

whether they had a new child.  Mothers’ subsequent partners and children are strongly associated 

with a lower likelihood of father-child contact, while fathers’ subsequent partners and children 

are not.  Model 3 adds fathers’ time-varying characteristics.  Fathers’ employment and earnings 
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increase the likelihood of contact, while fathers who used drugs had lower odds of contact.  The 

strong effects of mothers’ subsequent relationships and children persist after including these 

characteristics of the fathers, suggesting that it is not behaviors or characteristics of the fathers 

driving this association.3 

In Models 4 and 5 we estimate fixed effects, or conditional, logit models that predict the 

likelihood of having no contact, conditional on having contact in the prior wave.  This is 

regressed on whether each parent got a new partner or had a new child with a new partner 

between survey waves.  Mothers’ subsequent relationship transitions remain highly significant in 

these models, suggesting that it is not other, time-constant unobserved factors driving these 

results.  In the fixed effects models, fathers’ transitions into employment are associated with an 

increased likelihood of child contact, while fathers who spent time in jail increased their odds of 

no contact by half.  

Next, we repeat the analyses in Table 4 for our second measure of father involvement, 

number of days in the past month father saw the child.  These are shown in Table 5.  The 

coefficients can be interpreted as the number of days that a particular independent variable 

increases or decreases father involvement.  For example, Model 1 shows that each wave fathers 

are nonresident lowers involvement by about 2 days per month.  Fathers who made financial 

contributions during pregnancy saw their children about 4.5 days more per month. Hispanic and 

white fathers see their children about one day less per month.  We add the subsequent 

relationship variables in Model 2, and find that fathers see their children three days less per 

month when mothers who have new partners.  When fathers themselves have new partners, they 

see their children about two fewer days per month.  Finally, fathers see their children about one 

day less per month when mothers have subsequent children, but there is no difference when 
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fathers have subsequent children.  These findings hold up when we include the time-varying 

controls for fathers’ characteristics in Model 3, even though each of them is also strongly related 

to father involvement.  Fathers who were employed at the previous wave see their children about 

two more days per month, while fathers who used drugs saw their children about three days less 

per month.  In Models 4 and 5 we run the fixed effects regressions.  The dependent variable is 

the change in the number of days fathers saw their children between survey waves, and the 

changes in the independent variables occurred between those two points in time.  Father 

involvement declines by about two days per month after a mother gets a new romantic partner, 

and by about one day per month when a father gets a new romantic partner.  The transitions to 

having new subsequent children are not significant in the fixed effects models.  These results 

also hold net of changes in fathers’ employment, earnings, incarceration, and drug use in Model 

5.  To estimate the consequences of father involvement for a combination of these factors, the 

coefficients can be added together.  (Interaction models were tested but they were usually not 

statistically or substantively significant.)   For example, when both the mother and the father 

repartner between waves, this is associated with a three day decline in father contact.  

Subsequent models (not shown) tested whether the duration of these subsequent unions mattered, 

but we found that the declines in involvement occur very quickly – by the next survey wave – 

and do not continue to decline significantly in future follow-ups. 

Our analyses demonstrate that mothers’ subsequent relationships, not fathers, are the main 

factor driving declines in father involvement.  At one extreme, mothers’ subsequent partners and 

children are associated with increases in the probability that the biological father will have no 

contact with his child.  In this case, fathers’ own subsequent partners and children are not nearly 

as important as mothers.  At the other extreme, both mother’s and father’s subsequent romantic 
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partnerships are associated with declines in the intensity of father involvement in the past month, 

although mothers’ subsequent relationships are still nearly twice as strong as fathers.  Fathers’ 

economic and behavioral characteristics play a stronger role in this more intense measure father 

involvement.   In the following section, we discuss the interpretation of our findings and their 

implications for child wellbeing and public policy.  

 

DISCUSSION 

Our analysis shows that transitions to subsequent partner and parental roles, especially 

those of the mother, may bring additional risk to children via declines in father involvement.  

Changes in mothers’ partner and parental status are strongly related to declines in paternal 

involvement, and are at least as great in magnitude as changes in fathers’ economic 

characteristics or personal characteristics.  If mothers are indeed partnering up, one can see how, 

given the often undesirable characteristics of their children’s fathers, they might be tempted to 

trade “old dad” for “new dad.”  Changes in fathers’ status are not predictive of whether or not the 

father has contact with the child, but they are related to the intensity of his involvement, 

suggesting a “crowding out” effect.  This is consistent with evidence from a recent qualitative 

study of 165 low-income nonresident fathers, most of whom have had at least one nonmarital 

birth, which indicates that fathers hold strong norms about maintaining involvement with past 

cohorts of children even while in new partnerships and parenting roles.  However, their limited 

resources are often strained by such arrangements, and a decline in the frequency of contact often 

results (Edin, Tach, and Mincy 2007).  All in all, the evidence points more strongly to the role of 

mothers “swapping daddies” than it does to the role of fathers “swapping kids.” 
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 We should note several limitations to our study.  First, our analyses are restricted to 

parents’ relationships and fathers’ involvement during a short five year window of time.  We 

therefore miss relationships before the focal child was born and relationships that will occur after 

our five year window of observation ends.  Our findings thus underestimate the prevalence of 

multiple partner relationships and fertility in the lives of the children in our sample.  Second, it is 

likely that we underestimate the extent of multiple partner relationships and fertility among the 

unmarried fathers in our sample.  We rely on either fathers’ or mothers’ reports of fathers 

behavior and involvement, and if that father has completely lost contact with the mother it is 

possible that he was not surveyed and the mother did not know about his subsequent 

relationships or children.  Finally, our study focuses on only one narrow measure of father 

involvement, which is his frequency of contact with his biological child.  This does not reflect 

the types of activities the father and child do together and it does not reflect the parenting that 

fathers do with other biological or social children.  

Unmarried couples with children are far more likely than couples who bear children within 

marriage to break up and have children in multiple unions (Graefe and Lichter 2007; Carlson and 

Furstenberg 2006).  Demographers have shown that the typical woman who has a first child 

outside of a marital bond is likely to experience a series of partnership transitions, both inside 

and outside of marriage (Graefe and Lichter 2007).  The emerging literature on this topic shows 

that the consequences for child wellbeing of these transitions for children are usually either 

neutral or negative (Bzostek 2007, but see Coleman et al. 2000), but can be positive if the tie 

with new surrogate father is strong (Amato and Sobolewski 2004) and the partnership is stable 

(Yuan and Hamilton 2006).  Two analyses show that such women do typically “trade  up”—that 

is, improve the quality of their partners via this process of serial partnering—over time (Bzostek 
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et al., 2007; Graefe and Lichter, 2007; see also Hofferth 2006).  However, it is also likely that 

these new partnerships are quite unstable (Lichter and Graefe 2007).  The coming and going of 

multiple surrogate fathers may well be harmful to child wellbeing (Lichter, Qian and Crowley 

2005, Manning and Lamb, 2003; Fornby and Cherlin 2007; Osborne and McLanahan 2006).  

Especially for the mother, new partnerships may provide strong motivation to give the new 

partner the role of father, particularly once the mother has a child with that partner.  For his part, 

the father may be under considerable pressure to use his scarce emotional and financial resources 

to fulfill the demands of his new partner and parenting roles, which he can enact within the 

context of a conjugal relationship.  Because fatherhood is generally enacted in a meaningful way 

within the context of a conjugal union, because the fragility of these unions is high, and because 

repartnering and subsequent childbearing is common, children born to unmarried parents are 

likely to experience multiple father figures who represent a series of temporary commitments 

rather than a life long obligation.  As stability is critical for child wellbeing, the shifting cast of 

fathers and father figures in children’ lives is likely to detract from, not add to, their wellbeing 

(Fornby and Cherlin 2007). 

                                                 
1 Single imputation was conducted using Stata’s impute command for missing values in mother’s 

and father’s survey reports. The imputation model includes variables reported by mothers and 

fathers that are associated with either the dependent variable of interest, father involvement, or 

the likelihood of having missing data (Allison 2002). This includes parents’ relationship status at 

baseline, parents’ employment and educational characteristics, fathers’ race, child gender, and 

fathers’ history of drug use and incarceration.  
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2 Of course, lack of biological father involvement does not mean that there is no involvement on 

the part of a social father and we address the role of social fathers in greater detail at the end of 

the paper. 

3 We also ran these models with mother’s background characteristics in the models rather than 

father’s.  The results remained the same. 
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Table 1. Descriptive Statistics for Couples who had a Nonmarital Birth

All Unmarried 

Couples

Father Non-Resident at 

Wave 4

Baseline Characteristics

Father Race/Ethnicity

     Hispanic 40 35

     Non-Hispanic White 13 13

     Non-Hispanic Black 43 48

     Non-Hispanic Other 5 3

Father Age (in years) 26.9 26.2

Father Education

     Less than high school 40 43

     High school or GED 38 39

     Some college 16 14

     College or more 4 2

Intact Family at 16 36 31

Mother Age (in years) 23.4 22.9

Mother Education

     Less than high school 44 45

     High school or GED 38 36

     Some college 16 16

     College or more 2 1

Mother Health 3.8 3.8

Child is Male 53 52

Prior Shared Children (#) 28 25

Financial Contributions in Pregnancy 80 74

Father Employed 79 77

Father Earnings ($) 17,341 16,691

Father Drug Use 7 8

Relationship Status

      Married 0 0

      Cohabiting 51 38

      Romantically Involved 31 36

      No Relationship 18 26

N 3,710 2,019

Notes: Weighted by national sampling weights for each survey wave.

All values are percentages unless otherwise indicated.  
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Table 2.  Behavioral and Relationship Characteristics after a Nonmarital Birth

1 Year 3 Year 5 Year

All Unmarried Fathers

     Father Employed 74 71 76

     Father Earnings ($) 19,507 20,669 22,757

     Father Ever in Jail 39 50 53

     Father Drug Use 10 12 15

     Relationship Status with Biological Mother

         Married 11 15 16

         Cohabiting 37 26 18

         Romantically Involved 12 6 5

         No Relationship 40 53 61

     Resident Fathers 48 44 36

     Non-Resident Fathers 52 56 65

Non-Resident Fathers

     Mother New Partner 26 41 51

     Father New Partner 23 44 51

     Mother New Child by New Partner ----- 18 24

     Father New Child by New Partner ----- 9 26

     Saw child since previous survey 87 73 66

     Saw child in past month 63 49 46

     Mean number of days father saw child 8.9 6.6 5.8

N 3,243 3,123 3,050

Notes: Weighted by national sampling weights for each survey year.

All values are percentages unless otherwise indicated.  
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Past Year Past Month

Number of Days 

in Past Month

% Nonresident 

Fathers

All Nonresident Fathers 66 46 5.8 100

Both Parents' Subsequent Relationships

New Partner

     Neither Parent 77 60 9.7 34

     Mother Only 62 38 3.8 20

     Father Only 65 44 5.1 18

     Both Parents 59 39 3.8 28

New Child with New Partner

     Neither Parent 73 53 7.3 59

     Mother Only 42 24 2.3 15

     Father Only 71 47 4.8 20

     Both Parents 53 37 4.5 6

Mother Only Subsequent Relationships

     No Partner or Child 77 58 8.6 45

     Partner but No Child 67 44 4.3 33

     Child but No Partner 44 28 3.3 7

     Partner and Child 45 27 2.7 15

Father Only Subsequent Relationships

     No Partner or Child 71 51 7.4 44

     Partner but No Child 60 41 4.7 30

     Child but No Partner 75 56 7.9 9

     Partner and Child 63 40 3.5 17

Father Characteristics

     No Drugs in Past Year 69 50 6.7 80

     Drugs in Past Year 54 30 2.4 20

     Never Been in Jail 70 54 7.1 36

     Ever Been in Jail 64 41 4.9 64

     Employed at Prior Survey Wave 70 52 6.6 68

     Not Employed at Prior Survey Wave 60 32 3.8 32

     Earned More than $15,000 65 43 5.2 62

     Earned Less than $15,000 68 50 6.7 38

Notes: N =2,019. Figures are weighted by national sampling weights. Sample is restricted to couples who were unmarried

at child's birth and father is nonresident at 5-year followup.

Table 3. Non-Resident Father Involvement by Economic, Behavioral, and Subsequent Relationship 

Characteristics at 5-Years
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Table 4. Random and Fixed Effects Logistic Regression Models Predicting No Contact With Child In Past Year

Coef. OR Coef. OR Coef. OR Coef. OR Coef. OR

(S.E.) (S.E.) (S.E.) (S.E.) (S.E.)
Subsequent Relationships

     Mom has new partner ----- 0.59 1.81 *** 0.57 1.77 *** 0.60 1.82 ** 0.61 1.83 **

(0.13) (0.13) (0.18) (0.19)

     Dad has new partner ----- -0.03 0.97 -0.02 0.98 -0.08 0.92 -0.06 0.94

(0.13) (0.13) (0.18) (0.18)

     Mom has new child ----- 0.98 2.66 *** 0.96 2.62 *** 0.70 2.01 ** 0.69 1.99 *

(0.17) (0.17) (0.27) (0.27)

     Dad has new child ----- -0.12 0.89 -0.12 0.89 0.11 1.11 0.11 1.11

(0.17) (0.18) (0.26) (0.26)

Dad Employed at Prior Wave ----- ----- -0.36 0.70 ** ----- -0.55 0.58 *

(0.13) (0.19)

Dad Earnings (in $1,000s) ----- ----- -0.01 1.00 ** ----- -0.00010 1.00

(0.00) (0.0009)

Dad Ever in Jail ----- ----- -0.0014 1.00 ----- -0.71 0.49 *

(0.1475) (0.29)

Dad Used Drugs ----- ----- 0.32 1.38 * ----- -0.13 0.88

(0.16) (0.24)

Time Since Coresidence Ended 1.02 2.79 *** 0.86 2.36 *** 0.86 2.35 *** 0.88 2.41 *** 0.97 2.63 ***

(0.07) (0.07) (0.07) (0.10) (0.11)

Father Race

    Hispanic 1.12 3.07 *** 1.12 3.08 *** 1.24 3.45 *** ----- -----

(0.18) (0.17) (0.18)

     Non-Hispanic White 0.36 1.44 0.35 1.41 0.46 1.59 + ----- -----

(0.26) (0.26) (0.27)

     Non-Hispanic Other 0.10 1.11 0.13 1.14 0.14 1.15 ----- -----

(0.44) (0.44) (0.44)

Father Age (in years) 0.013 1.01 0.025 1.03 * 0.030 1.03 ** ----- -----

(0.010) (0.011) (0.011)

Father Education

     Less than high school 0.22 1.24 0.18 1.20 0.09 1.09 ----- -----

(0.16) (0.16) (0.16)

     Some college -0.67 0.51 ** -0.64 0.53 ** -0.54 0.58 * ----- -----

(0.22) (0.22) (0.22)

     College or more 0.09 1.09 0.10 1.11 0.40 1.49 ----- -----

(0.45) (0.45) (0.46)

Child is male 0.06 1.06 0.00 1.00 0.01 1.01 ----- -----

(0.14) (0.14) (0.14)

Prior Shared Children (#) -0.38 0.68 * -0.39 0.68 * -0.44 0.64 * ----- -----

(0.17) (0.17) (0.17)

Non Intact Family at 16 0.30 1.35 + 0.33 1.39 * 0.34 1.41 * ----- -----

(0.16) (0.16) (0.16)

Financial Contributions in Pregnancy -1.45 0.23 *** -1.47 0.23 *** -1.46 0.23 *** ----- -----

(0.16) (0.16) (0.16)

Constant -4.62 *** -4.88 *** -4.64 ***

(0.41) (0.41) (0.42)

Fixed Effects X X

+ p < .10  * p < .05  ** p < .01  *** p < .001

Notes:  Sample is restricted to couples who had a nonmarital birth and father is nonresident at at least one survey wave. 

Regressions are based on 2,266 unique cases and 4,890 person-wave observations.

Model 1 Model 2 Model 5Model 4Model 3



Table 5. Random and Fixed Effects Regression Models Predicting Days Father Saw Child In Past Month

Coef. Coef. Coef. Coef. Coef.

(S.E.) (S.E.) (S.E.) (S.E.) (S.E.)

Subsequent Relationships

     Mom has new partner ----- -2.84 *** -2.62 *** -2.26 *** -2.10 ***

(0.15) (0.28) (0.34) (0.33)

     Dad has new partner ----- -1.84 *** -1.85 *** -0.94 ** -0.86 *

(0.29) (0.28) (0.35) (0.34)

     Mom has new child ----- -0.86 * -0.68 + -0.22 -0.16

(0.41) (0.40) (0.51) (0.50)

     Dad has new child ----- -0.17 -0.04 -0.31 -0.27

(0.40) (0.39) (0.49) (0.48)

Dad Employed at Prior Wave ----- ----- 1.75 *** ----- 1.79 ***

(0.29) (0.36)

Dad Earnings (in $1,000s) ----- ----- 0.03 ** ----- 0.04 **

(0.00) (0.01)

Dad Ever in Jail ----- ----- -1.75 *** ----- -2.05 **

(0.29) (0.60)

Dad Used Drugs ----- ----- -2.72 *** ----- -2.08 ***

(0.38) (0.49)

Time Since Coresidence Ended -1.90 *** 1.32 *** -1.18 *** -1.09 *** -0.93 ***

(0.13) (0.15) (0.14) (0.19) (0.19)

Father Race

    Hispanic -1.23 ** -1.25 ** -1.69 *** ----- -----

(0.46) (0.44) (0.44)

     Non-Hispanic White -1.11 + -0.73 0.62 ----- -----

(0.67) (0.65) (0.64)

     Non-Hispanic Other -1.11 -0.99 -0.88 ----- -----

(1.08) (1.04) (1.02)

Father Age (in years) 0.009 -0.029 -0.051 * ----- -----

(0.027) (0.027) (0.026)

Father Education

     Less than high school -1.02 * -0.98 * -0.32 ----- -----

(0.43) (0.41) (0.40)

     Some college 0.40 0.47 -0.16 ----- -----

(0.37) (0.51) (0.50)

     College or more 0.37 0.15 -1.98 + ----- -----

(1.19) (1.15) (1.14)

Child is male 0.41 0.54 0.48 ----- -----

(0.37) (0.36) (0.35)

Prior Shared Children (#) 1.09 * 1.13 ** 1.54 *** ----- -----

(0.42) (0.41) (0.40)

Non Intact Family at 16 0.38 0.27 0.24 ----- -----

(0.41) (0.39) (0.38)

Financial Contributions in Pregnancy 4.52 *** 4.43 *** 4.25 *** ----- -----

(0.45) (0.43) (0.42)

Constant 8.73 *** 10.23 *** 10.44 *** 11.39 *** 10.59 ***

(0.95) (0.93) (0.95) (0.39) (0.56)

Fixed Effects X X

+ p < .10  * p < .05  ** p < .01  *** p < .001

Notes:  Sample restricted to couples who had a nonmarital birth and father is nonresident at at least one survey wave. 

Regressions are based on 2,266 unique cases and 4,890 person-wave observations.

Model 5Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

 


