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ABSTRACT

Antecedents and Correlates of Father Involvement

This paper would explore antecedents and correlates of father involvement for resident and non-resident fathers.  It will explore alternative measures of involvement and compare the results for the two types of fathers. The NSFG Cycle 6 is uniquely suited for this exploratory work because the survey contained detailed questions about fathers’ activities with their children, (e.g. helping with homework, reading to the child); the circumstances surrounding the birth of their child/children, (e,g. wantedness, living arrangements); sexual activity, (e.g. age  of initiation, number of sexual partners); attitudes and beliefs, (e.g. divorce, religion); family background, (e.g. lived with both parents at age 14); and  basic demographics such as  employment, race, and ethnicity.  The NSFG is a representative sample of men ages 15 to 44 years of age living in households in the United States. Of the total number of male respondents (4,928), 47 percent report fathering at least one child. Of those reporting having a child, seventy three percent reporting living with their minor child/children. The design and sample, therefore, insure adequate numbers of cases for all analyses outlined below.  
This paper will have five sections. The first section, based on existing studies and theory, will identify potential antecedents and correlates of father involvement. The second section will explore the construction of separate father involvement variables for resident and non-resident fathers. The third section will discuss the methodology used to identify the antecedents and correlates of father involvement. The fourth section will discuss the findings and the final section will discuss the implications for further research using the NSFG and other data sources and for policy.

Section 1: Identification of potential antecedents and correlates. The literature on father involvement has increased substantially over the past several decades but understanding of the differences in the roles resident and non-resident fathers play in their children’s lives is still incomplete, at best. Nor do we have substantial evidence of what leads fathers to greater involvement and if the antecedents and circumstances of that involvement are different for fathers who live with there children and those who do not. As a way of linking this study to other work in the field, the father involvement literature will be examined to determine what characteristics, past and present, have been found or theorized, to be important for father involvement. Several “state of the field” publications will be used for this review. These include: Nurturing Fatherhood (Federal Interagency Forum); Handbook of Father Involvement ( Tamis-LeMonda and Cabrera, eds); Conceptualizing and Measuring Father Involvement (Day and Lamb, eds); Generative Fathering (Hawkins); and Involved Fathering and Men’s Adult Development (Palkovitz).  
Section 2: Operationalize father involvement.  Much of the work on fathering to date, with the exception of the Fragile Families and Child Well-Being Study and the Early Head Start Demonstration Evaluation, has been unable to assess parenting behaviors by both resident and non-resident fathers. (For example see Lamb in LeMonda and Cabrera) The NSFG-Cycle 6, however, asked the same questions of both resident and non-resident fathers about their activities with children under 5 years of age and activities with children 5 and above. The NSFG also has a nationally representative population unlike the Fragile Family sample which is a birth cohort sample from large urban areas and the Early Head Start sample which is limited to low-income fathers whose children participated in the Early Head Start Demonstration program. Although the NSFG asked the same questions of resident and non-resident fathers, researchers should not assume that identical answers imply identical involvement by the two types of fathers (or that different answers imply different levels of involvement). A key contribution of this paper is to illustrate whether and why this may be.  Primarily, involvement by resident and nonresident fathers reflects more than choice and desire on the part of the man.  Many non-residential fathers also have their involvement  constrained by law.  Accordingly, some non-resident fathers cannot be more involved than the law allows them to be, and one of the most common visitation pattern is still “every other weekend.” Therefore one way to measure involvement might be to look at the patterns between reported level of contact and reported level of activities. (Note this does not quite get at what is legally permitted since some Dads may not visit as often as the law allows, but it does take attempt to provide a fix by assuming that involvement is a combination of accessibility and engagement.) One simply strategy, for example, is to express level of activities as a function of level of contact.  After standardizing all relevant variables to have a common time metric (e.g., times per year), it will be possible to compute simple measures such as Read to Child times per year/Contact with Child per year).  A man who sees his son only monthy, but who reads to him monthly (producing a value of 12/12 = 1.0) is a more consistent and predictable reading partner than is the father who reads to his son monthly, but who lives with his son (12/365 = 0.033). Whether such high levels of involvement conditional on levels of contact matter is the empirical question we address.  
Section 3:  Methodology. The paper would assess correlates of involvement for four different groups of fathers:: resident fathers with children under 5; resident fathers with children 5 and above; non-resident fathers with children under 5; and non-resident fathers with children 5 and above. The rationale for using different groups and then examining the differences and similarities of the various correlates and antecedents for these groups is straightforward. Currently there is insufficient knowledge about the measurement of resident and nonresident fathers’ involvement, either using direct responses to the survey questions or as constructed variables such as those proposed in this project to be confident that the dependent variables are comparable. Additionally since the questions about children who are under 5 and 5 and older were different, this procedure reduces the possibility that the reported involvement might not have the same correlates/antecedents across the age distribution. 

For each group, a nested series of multiple regressions will be estimated.  First, basic socio-demographic characteristics (e.g., age, race, and education) will be entered to establish basic levels of involvement associated with each.  In step 2, the family-of-origin characteristic indicating living with 2 biological parents at age 14 is entered. Subsequent models add, in order, , past sexual and relationship activities (e.g. onset of sexual activity, multiple partner fertility), family circumstances (e.g., out-of-wedlock, cohabiting) and attitudes/values (e.g. importance of  fathering, religion).  Preliminary bivariate analysis does not seem to indicate any strong associations between father activities and particular characteristics or circumstances, although this analysis has not included attitudes/values or past sexual activities or relationships.
Section 4: Findings.  This section will discuss the findings for each of the groups identified above and then discuss similarities and differences in the identified correlates for each group. 

Section 5: Implications for Research and Policy. The last section of the paper will discuss both research and policy implications of the findings. Research implications will include an assessment of whether the operationalization of father involvement for non-resident fathers used in this paper may be relevant for analysis with other data sets that contain more extensive information on the kind of activities that fathers do with their children. Policy implications will be tied into the responsible fatherhood and healthy marriage demonstration activities authorized under the Deficit Reduction Act of 2005 as well as other HHS departmental initiatives relating to marriage and fatherhood.  
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