
ABSTRACT 

WESOLOSKI, JENNIFER MICHELLE. Predicting Father-Child Interactions for Young 
Children: The Role of Paternal Attitudes. (Under the direction of Theodore Greenstein, 
Maxine Atkinson, and Anna Manzoni). 
 

Given the changing historical, cultural, and familial ideologies used to guide parental 

caregiving roles, research establishing predictors of parental involvement is needed, 

specifically for fathers. A secondary analysis using third year data of the Fragile Families 

dataset, examining mothers and fathers whose relationship status were classified as single at 

baseline data collection is used as a way to explore these predictors.  Specifically, the role of 

paternal attitudes in predicting levels of father-child interactions in fragile families for 

children ages two-to-four years living with their father all or most of the time is studied in 

this paper. The current study extends the research literature regarding father-child 

interactions by using an updated conceptualization of the three main forms of paternal 

involvement and by including paternal attitudes as the predictor variable, which is very 

limited in the existing literature thus far. This research attempts to answer two focal research 

questions: how do father’s attitudes associated with assessment and interpretation affect the 

level of interaction they have with their children, and do assessment and interpretation type 

attitudes differ in terms of how they predict FCI. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Although history has generally shown the father’s main parental role as economic 

support, new roles such as the nurturant father have emerged over the last two decades in the 

United States (Cabrera 2010).  Perhaps as a consequence of  a larger percentage of women 

entering the workforce (Beitel and Parke 1998; Sayer, Bianchi, and Robinson 2000) fathers 

increasingly engage in more active, emotional, and participative roles in the family (Almeida, 

Wethington, and McDonald 2001; Beitel and Parke 1998; Marsiglio 1991; Yeung, Sandberg, 

Davis-Kean, and Hofferth 2001).  Specific characteristics associated with the new role of the 

father include “nurturing and caregiving, engaging in leisure and play activities, providing 

the child’s mother with emotional and practical support, and providing moral guidance and 

discipline” (Carlson 2006:139).  

While the role of the father is evolving, certain aspects of the father-child relationship 

remain constant since some relational characteristics between the father and child strengthen 

or weaken the paternal bond. Arguably, fathers spending more time with their children may 

strengthen this relationship, while a consistent absence may weaken the father-child 

relationship. Higher levels of paternal participation are beneficial to both father and child  in 

many ways (Almeida and Galambos 1991; Almeida et al. 2001; Beitel and Parke 1998; 

Bianchi and Robinson 1997; Pleck 2007). For children, paternal involvement has been 

known to improve a child’s perception of higher paternal acceptance (Almeida and Galambos 

1991), increase levels of future social capital (Bianchi and Robinson 1997), facilitate positive 

social development (Almeida et al. 2001; Beitel and Parke 1998; Pleck 2007), and produce 

positive cognitive developmental benefits (Beitel and Parke 1998; Pleck 2007). Moreover, 
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low levels of father-child interaction (FCI) during adolescence may have lasting effects. A 

father’s negative attitudes regarding fatherhood may be a product of his attitude toward the 

quality of parenting he received as a child, particularly in single-earning families (Barnett 

and Baruch 1987). Further, increased FCI allows fathers to become more warm, sensitive, 

and accepting (Almeida and Galambos 1991), while also improving their parenting skills as a 

result of repeated practice (Almeida et al. 2001). This may provide a greater sense of parental 

competence (Beitel and Parke 1998; Pleck 2007). Additionally, higher levels of paternal 

involvement have been positively associated with father-child bonds (Almeida and Galambos 

1991) and higher levels of paternal satisfaction (Beitel and Parke 1998; Pleck 2007). 

Most of the research on father/child dynamics focuses on three major topics: the 

influence of fathers on their children, behavioral and deviant outcomes for children who have 

relatively little or no access to their fathers, and gender differences in parental interactions. 

Few studies focus on father-child interactions, and even fewer studies directly focus on the 

role of paternal attitudes on FCI (just a few have been found to date: (Beitel and Parke 1998; 

Bruce and Fox 1999).  Given the positive outcomes associated with higher levels of FCI for 

fathers and children, I choose to continue this line of research and focus on the role of 

paternal attitudes in predicting father-child interactions. This research attempts to answer two 

focal research questions:  

Research Question 1: How do father’s attitudes associated with assessment and 

interpretation affect the level of interaction they have with their children? 

Research Question 2: Do assessment and interpretation type attitudes differ in 

terms of how they predict FCI? 
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I answer these questions by using the Fragile Families Dataset (Brooks-Gunn, Garfinkel, 

McLanahan, and Paxson 2011) which focuses on families of children born to parents who are 

not married during the first wave of data collection, although relationship status of the 

parents may change throughout different waves of the data collection process. 

CONTRIBUTING LITERATURE 

Familial Attitudes and FCI 

The lack of research examining attitudes regarding fatherhood and family and FCI is 

discouraging considering paternal attitudes play a significant role in predicting FCI (Beitel 

and Parke 1998). Negative emotions, perceptions, or attitudes regarding parenthood possibly 

limit certain behaviors, such as FCI (Larson and Almeida 1999). The genesis of negative 

or/and positive attitudes may originate both inside and outside the home environment. Within 

the home,  Beitel and Parke (1998) found maternal and paternal attitudes predict involvement 

between a father and his child. Larson and Almeida (1999) indicate negative attitudes 

influence FCI and those attitudes may be transmitted to other family members, including the 

mother, decreasing her levels of interaction with a child.  

Negative paternal attitudes are likely to have an undesirable effect on emotional 

support, a form of FCI, and conflictual interactions between fathers and children. Therefore, 

negative moods may result in fathers being unresponsive, inattentive, and sometimes hostile 

towards children. Two outcomes arise from this behavior; there is an increased likelihood of 

conflict between the child and parent (Almeida et al. 2001) or the father socially withdrawals 

from the child resulting in decreased FCI.  
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Outside of the home chronic job stress and role strain, generally associated with work 

hours, family size, ages of children (Guelzow, Bird, and Koball 1991; Marshall and Barnett 

1992; O'Neil and Greenberger 1994), occupational prestige (Frone, Russell, and Cooper 

1992; O'Neil and Greenberger 1994), race, occupation, and social class (Frone et al. 1992; 

Marshall and Barnett 1992), may cause negative attitudes which may carry over into family 

life. When unresolved conflict exists between work and family, the result may be  role 

overload, depression, and emotional distress, which are also linked to parent-child conflict 

(Perry-Jenkins, Repetti, and Crouter 2000). Chronic job stress is related to family interactions 

that are “less sensitive and responsive and more negative and conflictual” (Perry-Jenkins et 

al. 2000: 988). High stress days may result in withdrawing from the family, in what Repetti 

(1992) calls social withdrawal, in order to assist the adult in dealing with that day’s stressors. 

A logical assumption would posit this social withdrawal would be possibly linked to 

decreased FCI. On the one hand, the disengagement from family members may decrease 

emotional responsiveness and social interaction (Repetti 1992), but negative and conflictual 

interactions between the father and his child are likely to decrease. 

Examining the influence of predictors of FCI, including attitudes, is an important step 

in comprehending the quality of father-child relationships (Almeida and Galambos 1991). 

Understanding what contributes to the quality of the father-child relationship, including 

attitudes, may provide ways to improve these relationships and decrease undesirable 

outcomes associated with negative attitudes, relationships, and interactions.  



 

5 

Forms of Paternal Involvement 

The main forms of paternal involvement, otherwise known as constructs of parental 

involvement, have evolved since originally conceptualized in 1985. Originally, Pleck et al. 

(1985) and Lamb et al. (1985), categorized engagement, accessibility, and responsibility as 

the three constructs of paternal participation (Marsiglio 1991; Pleck 2007; Pleck 2010). 

Paternal engagement was measured by direct interaction in the form of play, caretaking, or 

leisure; accessibility was measured as the presence and availability of the father in the home; 

and responsibility was determined by financially supporting the child and arranging for 

resources for the child (Cabrera, Tamis-LeMonda, Bradley, Hofferth, and Lamb 2000; Lamb 

et al. 1985; Marsiglio 1991; Pleck 2010; Pleck, Lamb, and Levine 1985; Yeung et al. 2001).   

Since the 1980s, the academic investigation and understanding of family units has 

evolved. As a result, the original constructs were re-conceptualized. Now, engagement is 

better measured by reviewing the positive activities shared between a father and child. 

Warmth and responsiveness gauges the closeness felt between a father and his child (Carlson 

2006), previously operationalized by questions including the frequency of hugging between 

the father and the child, the father telling the child he appreciated something he/she did, and a 

father telling his child he loves him/her (Hofferth 2003) . Financial support is no longer the 

primary indicator of responsibility; rather, control is now the focus with an emphasis on 

monitoring and parental decision making (Pleck 2010).    

Predictors of Paternal Involvement 

Many factors may potentially contribute to varying levels of FCI, including paternal 

demographic characteristics, paternal work characteristics, child’s characteristics, and 
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additional household characteristics. Maternal characteristics, including maternal attitudes 

and maternal interactions may also possibly contribute to varying levels of FCI.  

Paternal demographic characteristics. Some paternal demographic characteristics 

influencing FCI may include the father’s income, his education level, his race, and his age. 

Income has been found to have a notable effect on FCI (Cooksey and Fondell 1996; Cooksey 

and Craig 1998; Yeung et al. 2001). Two predominant views exist regarding the effect of 

income on father-child interactions. One view accepts the notion that a positive association 

exists between income and levels of paternal involvement with children as a result of an 

increase in available resources (Cooksey and Fondell 1996; Cooksey and Craig 1998). The 

opposing view finds income has a significant and negative effect on the amount of time 

fathers spend with their children since men earning higher incomes generally have more 

prestigious jobs that place higher time demands on them (Yeung et al. 2001). These time 

demands may limit FCI, especially when accounting for varying levels of work-family 

spillover. 

Paternal educational background has also been found to result in varying levels of 

FCI (Beitel and Parke 1998; Cooksey and Fondell 1996; Cooksey and Craig 1998; Marsiglio 

1991; Yeung et al. 2001). Extant research indicates paternal education is positively 

associated with higher levels of parent-child interaction (Bianchi and Robinson 1997; 

Guryan, Hurst, and Kearney 2008; Hofferth and Sandberg 2001; Marsiglio 1991; Sayer et al. 

2000), especially in engagement interactions, such as reading to the child or being read to by 

the child (Bianchi and Robinson 1997; Hofferth and Sandberg 2001).  Assisting with reading 
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and homework, an engagement activity, has been previously positively associated with 

paternal education for 5-18 year-old children (Marsiglio 1991).   

Age and race of the father may also predict varying levels of FCI (Cooksey and Craig 

1998).  Sayer and colleagues (2000) indicate the effect of  paternal age in predicting FCIs is 

unclear at this time, but they do suggest older parents are more committed to parenthood due 

to age-related maturity. Father-child interaction is higher for Black families than for other 

families (Yeung et al. 2001), based on the idea that kinship ties and family values are more 

important to Black families than to White or Hispanic families (Cooksey and Craig 1998).  

Paternal work characteristics. Paternal employment and work circumstances have a 

noteworthy effect on FCI (Cooksey and Fondell 1996; Crouter, Perry-Jenkins, Huston, and 

McHale 1987; Gaertner, Spinrad, Eisenberg, and Greving 2007; Hall, Walker, and Acock 

1995; Marsiglio 1991; Yeung et al. 2001), although the overall consensus of what effect 

these two variables have varies. The effects of paternal work characteristics on FCI vary 

based on different measures, such as number of hours worked per week and working a 

standard or non-standard work schedule. Number of work hours alone may have little overall 

influence on FCI (Cooksey and Fondell 1996), but may have a negative influence on specific 

types of activities, such as reading (Beitel and Parke 1998; Marsiglio 1991) or leisure 

activities (Crouter et al. 1987).  

The effect of irregular work hours seems to be clearer. Father-child interactions 

decrease if a father works non-standard work hours since his work hours may not correspond 

with a child’s schedule (Marsiglio 1991). Additionally, FCI increases in situations when 

mothers work irregular work hours and when fathers work regular work hours. This occurs 
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for several reasons. When the mother works irregular work hours and the father works 

standard work hours, the father shares common available time with his child, leaving the 

father as the primary caregiver for that time. Additionally, a father may be able to meet his 

child’s needs more often when the mother is inaccessible (Beitel and Parke 1998; Hall et al. 

1995) because mothers may limit a father’s involvement due to her belief that she is the 

primary engager with the child. As such, paternal interactions are more frequent when the 

mother is absent and during the weekend when the father is not working since both the child 

and the father are likely to be available during that time (Yeung et al. 2001). 

Child’s characteristics. Children’s characteristics such as age (Lundberg, 

McLanahan, and Rose 2007; Marsiglio 1991; Sayer et al. 2000) and gender (Barnett and 

Baruch 1987; Gaertner et al. 2007; Marsiglio 1991; Sayer et al. 2000), seem to be an 

additional significant predictor of FCI. Increases in FCI are associated with younger children 

in the household, perhaps because children are more dependent on adults at younger ages 

(Barnett and Baruch 1987; Hofferth and Sandberg 2001). Gender also has a clear effect; FCI 

occurs more often when all the children in the household are male versus mixed-gender 

households (Marsiglio 1991). This may occur because as male children age, they may 

become more involved in traditionally designated male activities. Additionally, Barnett and 

Baruch (1987) found a significant relationship between gender and paternal involvement 

when evaluating solo interaction time and proportional interactional time (to other children).  

Household characteristics.  

A review of the current literature indicates additional household characteristics, 

including number of children in the household under the age of 18, the relationship status of 
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the mother and father of the child, and the relationship quality between the mother and father 

of the child influences amounts of FCI. A large body of research indicates a significant 

relationship between the number of children in the household under 18 and FCI  (Beitel and 

Parke 1998; Carlson 2006; Cooksey and Fondell 1996; Cooksey and Craig 1998; Lundberg 

et al. 2007; Marsiglio 1991; Yeung et al. 2001) for two main reasons. First, more children 

within the home may decrease certain father-child interactions since more opportunities to 

play with other children, rather than adults, exist (Marsiglio 1991).  Second, additional 

children in the household may reduce individualized FCI because an increased number of 

children in the household can decrease individualized adult attention for each child (Cooksey 

and Fondell 1996; Gaertner et al. 2007).  

Relationship status (i.e. married, divorced, separated) (Carlson 2006; Cooksey and 

Craig 1998; Lundberg et al. 2007)  and relationship quality (Bumpus, Crouter, and McHale 

1999; Crouter et al. 1987) between the mother and father are also notable predictors of 

paternal involvement with children. Many author’s suggest the relationship status of the 

mother and father (i.e. married, single, divorced) of the child is the best measurement of the 

relationship between them (Carlson 2006; Cooksey and Craig 1998; Lundberg et al. 2007). 

Relationship status (i.e. married, divorced, separated) has been found to be a major predictor 

of FCI (Carlson 2006; Cooksey and Craig 1998; Lundberg et al. 2007).  

However, a small, but important, body of literature suggests perceived quality of the 

relationship between the mother and father of the focal child is more important than the 

status of the relationship between the mother and father. Larson and Almeida (1999) suggest 

FCI increases as the quality of the relationship between the mother and father of the focal 
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child increases. A lack of strain between the mother and father decreases negative attitudes, 

which in turn may lead to higher levels of FCI. Therefore, relationships with less strain (i.e. 

relationships perceived as having good quality) increase levels of FCI, and fathers with 

higher quality relationships are less likely to allow negative feelings and emotions to affect 

their interactions with their children (Bumpus et al. 1999). 

Maternal characteristics. Because mothers are typically labeled as the primary 

caregiver, even in contemporary society, certain maternal characteristics may easily affect 

the amount of FCI, possibly more than any other group of variables examined, thus far. 

These characteristics include maternal work characteristics, maternal attitudes regarding 

parenthood, and mother-child interactions (MCI). Although Pleck (2010) argues maternal 

employment does not change the nature of FCI, several authors have found significant 

relationships between maternal work hours and paternal involvement (see Barnett and 

Baruch 1987, Berry and Rao 1997, Hoffman 1989).  Maternal gatekeeping attitudes may 

decrease levels of FCI; while the father may want to play a more engaged role with his child, 

the mother may often limit him since she feels she is responsible for primary care of the child 

(Beitel and Parke 1998). For infants, maternal attitudes are found to largely account for 

variance in paternal involvement, especially when considering a mother’s perception about 

her husband’s ability to care for their child (Beitel and Parke 1998).  
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RESEARCH QUESTIONS  

In this research I ask how do a father’s attitudes associated with assessment and 

interpretation (see definition in footnote1) affect the level of interaction he has with his 

children. I also ask if assessment and interpretation type attitudes differ in terms of how they 

predict FCI.  Specifically, I am interested in the possible relationship between paternal 

attitudes and FCI for children of fragile families age two-to-four-years-old since preschool-

age is the age in which fathers participate in the highest levels of interaction (Bruce and Fox 

1999; Pleck 1997). I explore the association between paternal attitudes and levels of FCI, 

recognizing the dependent variable as FCI, the independent variable as paternal attitudes, and 

control variables organized into groups measuring paternal demographic characteristics, 

paternal work characteristics, the father’s child’s characteristics, additional household 

characteristics, and certain maternal characteristics outlined previously and below. 

Although the updated conceptualization of  FCI is generally categorized in three ways 

-- engagement, warmth and responsiveness, and control (Lamb et al. 1985; Pleck 2007; Pleck 

2010; Pleck et al. 1985) -- this research focuses solely on the engagement components due to 

data limitations. Questions posed to fathers in this survey did not address the control 

component of FCI. Questions capturing warmth and responsiveness were addressed in the 

survey, but due to a lack of dispersion and variation, the warmth and responsiveness 

variables were not included in the current analysis. However, “direct engagement is 

unquestionably a significant component” (Gaertner, Spinrad, Eisenberg, and Greving 2007: 

                                                 
1 Although discussed in more detail in a subsequent section of this paper, assessment questions and those 
attitudinal questions evaluating the father’s assessment of his responsibilities and interpretation questions are 
attitudinal questions evaluating a father’s interpretation of parenthood or his role as a parent (interpretation). 
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963). Considering data limitations and the significance of engagement-type FCI, this study 

considers whether paternal attitudes predict the frequency of FCI solely for engagement 

activities and is guided by the two research questions previously mentioned. In addition to 

trying to establish a relationship between engagement-type FCI and paternal attitudes, I 

include several sets of variables gauging paternal characteristics, paternal work 

characteristics, child’s characteristics, household characteristics, and maternal characteristics 

to verify that the relationship between attitudes and FCI remains when controlling for 

variables that have been known to affect FCI in previous literature. 

DATA  

A multitude of research using diverse methods such as time diaries, in-person 

interviews, over-the-phone interviews, and nationwide surveys exists to examine factors 

contributing to father-child interaction (FCI). More contemporary researchers evaluate 

paternal interaction through mixed methods, using more qualitative measures, such as time 

diaries or direct observations in combination with nationwide quantitative studies (Pleck 

2010). However, better survey techniques and nationally representative surveys, such as the 

Fragile Families and Wellbeing Study (Brooks-Gunn et al. 2011), cater to specific topics, 

making the selected dataset sufficient for this research project. By using these data, I can 

ensure generalizability with a nationally representative sample which is difficult with 

qualitative data or small sample sizes. 

Research questions gauging paternal attitudes and FCIs are found in the Fragile 

Families and Child Wellbeing Study (referred to as Fragile Families) dataset (Brooks-Gunn 

et al. 2011) , an ongoing birth-cohort longitudinal study. Princeton University’s Center for 
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Research on Child Wellbeing, the Center for Health and Wellbeing, the Columbia Population 

Research Center, and the National Center for Children and Families design and implement 

the survey. The Fragile Families study follows a cohort of approximately 4,900 children born 

to unwed mothers and fathers in the U.S between 1998 and 2000 using a stratified random 

sample of 77 U.S cities with 200,000 or more people.  

Most of the initial data (baseline data) were collected from the mother of the focal2 

child in the maternity ward of the hospital where she birthed her child. After maternal 

completion of the baseline interview, the father of the focal child completed the baseline 

survey, with 75% answering in-person interviews and the remainder via telephone. 

Following the initial data collection, which occurred between 1998 and 2000, four more 

waves of data were collected including surveys administered when child was one (One-Year 

Core Data), three (Three-Year Core Data), five (Five-Year Core Data), and nine (Nine-Year 

Core Data).  

Three-Year Core Data, collected between April 2001 and December 2003, are used in 

this research to assess the effect of paternal attitudes on the frequency of engagement-type 

FCI.  Since paternal attitudes and FCI are the focus of the research, my analysis centers 

solely on paternal responses during Three-Year data collection. Three-Year data are chosen 

because interactions between fathers and children seem to peak during preschool age and 

then steadily decrease as the child gets older (Amato 1988; Bruce and Fox 1999).  

                                                 
2
 Focal child refers to the child who was born prior to the completion of the survey and to whom the survey 

questions are associated. Data collected in each wave of the data from both the mother and the father is 
associated with the focal child. Therefore, information on other children within the home is missing. 
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Ethical Considerations 

 To follow ethical standards of social science research, a faculty supervisor and a 

committee of faculty sponsor and oversee the research as part of the University’s Master’s 

Thesis protocol. Since identifying information is not included in the publicly available 

dataset, use of the Fragile Families Dataset limits harm done to human subjects. However, to 

insure confidentiality, if I come across identifying information in the process of data analysis, 

I will notify the original data collectors and the faculty supervisor(s). Further, I will keep all 

identifying information confidential and follow any instructions given by the initial data 

collectors or the faculty supervisor(s) to ensure adequate participant anonymity and 

confidentiality.  

MEASURES 

Dependent Variable 

To fully assess father-child interactions, frequency of interactions must be 

appropriately measured. Conceptually, three types of paternal interactions exist (see Pleck 

2010), but due to data limitations associated with control and warmth and responsiveness 

interactions discussed in a previous section of this paper, the current analysis only considers 

engagement interactions. The Fragile Families Dataset provides ten variables, listed in 

Appendix A,3 measuring engagement interactions. For ease of interpretation of these 

engagements I created an engagement scale combining all ten engagement interactions into 

one scale indicating the number of times per week the father participated in engagement-type 

                                                 
3 A comprehensive list of these ten variables, in addition to other key variables used for the study, is found in Appendix A. 
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activities4. As an example, the mean, a 39.4 on the engagement scale indicates the father 

participates in some combination of those 10 engagement activities 39.4 times per week. 

Descriptive statistics of the paternal engagement scale, as well as other socio-demographic 

characteristics pertinent to the current research are reported in Table 1, Descriptive Statistics 

of Variables Used in the Analysis Predicting FCI using Paternal Attitudes. 

 

Table 1: Descriptive Statistics of Variables Used in the Analysis Predicting FCI using Paternal Attitudes, 

N=1,946 

 

 
 
* Indicates the reference category for use in OLS regression analysis 
  

                                                 
4 Although the individual questions measure the days per week the father participates in individual activities, number of 

days per week a father participates in an activity are closely related to the number of times per week he participates in the 
activity. Therefore, if the father participates in an activity 7 days a week, it can be argued that he participated in that activity 
at least seven times.   

Dependent Variables

Paternal Engagement Scale 39.418 12.670 0 70

Independent Variables

Paternal Attitudes

Interpretation

Att 1: How do you feel about yourself as a father?

Excellent* 0.480 0.500 0 1

Very Good 0.367 0.482 0 1

Good 0.150 0.357 0 1

Not Very good 0.002 0.045 0 1

Att 2: How important are family relationships to your happiness?

Very Important* 0.872 0.335 0 1

Somewhat Important 0.119 0.324 0 1

Not Important 0.009 0.096 0 1

Assessment

Att 3: Agree-- Being a parent is harder than I thought it would be 0.655 0.475 0 1

Att 4: Agree-- Taking care of a child is more work than pleasure 0.128 0.335 0 1

Att 5: Agree-- I often feel tired/worn out from raising a family 0.236 0.425 0 1

Att 6: Agree-- I feel trapped by my responsibilities as a parent 0.403 0.491 0 1
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Table 1: Descriptive Statistics of Variables Used in the Analysis Predicting FCI using Paternal Attitudes, 

Continued 

 
 
* Indicates the reference category for use in OLS regression analysis 
 
 

All of the inter-item correlations for the engagement-type variables are statistically 

significant in the correlation matrix except between paternal interaction variables measuring 

Control Variables

Paternal Demographics

Household Income (household income/10,000) 5.348 6.038 0 99.9999

Education

Less than High School (LTHS) 0.260 0.438 0 1

High School (HS) 0.336 0.472 0 1

Some college or Technical Degree (SC) 0.263 0.440 0 1

Bachelors or higher (BA+)* 0.142 0.349 0 1

Race

White 0.180 0.384 0 1

Black* 0.505 0.500 0 1

Hispanic 0.273 0.446 0 1

Other 0.043 0.202 0 1

Age 31.940 7.068 18 67

Paternal Work

Weekly Hours 44.623 11.809 0 80

Works Non-standard work hours 0.659 0.474 0 1

Focal Child's Demographics

Male 0.528 0.499 0 1

Age 36.179 2.844 30 52

Age*Male 19.060 18.153 0 52

Household Characteristics

Number of Child <18 in the HH 1.890 1.304 0 5

Fathered another child since focal child's first birthday 0.224 0.417 0 1

Quality of relationship with focal child's mother

Excellent* 0.383 0.486 0 1

Very Good 0.371 0.483 0 1

Good 0.175 0.380 0 1

Fair/Poor 0.071 0.257 0 1

Married/not married to focal child's mother

Romantic or married* 0.946 0.227 0 1

Non-Romantic 0.054 0.227 0 1

Maternal Characteristics

Interactions: total number of engagement-type interactions 44.950 10.770 4 70

Attitudes: Mother has negative attitudes 0.873 0.334 0 1

Work: Number of hours mother works per week 35.199 13.440 0 120

Work: Mother regularly works non-standard work hours 0.507 0.500 0 1

Work: Mother sometimes works non-standard work hours 0.292 0.455 0 1
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frequency of father taking the focal child to visit relatives and the father taking the child out 

to eat.5 I then computed a Cronbach’s alpha to determine the internal consistency of the 

scales. The alpha coefficient for engagement interactions was relatively high at 0.7295 and is 

at an acceptable level for social science research, helping to further validate the use of the 

scale. 

Independent Variables 

I choose six attitudinal questions as primary independent variables to determine if a 

relationship exists between paternal attitudes and FCI. I categorize these six questions into 

two groups, as either questions evaluating the father’s assessment of his responsibilities 

(assessment) or as questions evaluating a father’s interpretation of parenthood or his role as a 

parent (interpretation)67.   I categorize these six variables into two groups to help me more 

clearly deduce an answer research question 2, which asks which of these two types of 

attitudinal questions most highly predicts FCI, assessment or interpretation. 

The assessment category consists of four attitudinal questions: 1) being a father is 

harder than the respondent thought, 2) respondent feels taking care of child is more work 

than pleasure, 3) respondent feels worn out or tired from raising a family, 4) respondent feels 

trapped by his responsibility as a parent. The answers of these four questions are structured 

and coded in the same way. Each of these questions has four Likert-scale style answers 

which are: “strongly agree,” “agree,” “disagree,” and “strongly disagree.” I recode these four 

questions into dichotomous variables, combining those answering “strongly agree” and 

                                                 
5 Correlation matrix can be found in Appendix B 
6
 Questions included in assessment and interpretation categories are found in Appendix A. 

7 Factor analysis run post facto support placing these questions into the two categories—see appendix C. 
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“agree’ into one category (“agree”) and those who answered “strongly disagree” and 

“disagree” into another category (“disagree”), to make the categories slightly more evenly 

distributed. The reference category for these four attitudinal questions coded as 

“agree”/”disagree” is “agree.” 

I group the remaining two attitudinal questions into the interpretation category. 

Responses to the first interpretive attitudinal question, how important family relationships are 

to respondent’s happiness, include “very important,” “somewhat important,” and “not 

important.”  The second interpretive attitudinal question, how does respondent feel about 

himself as a father, includes the responses “excellent,” “very good,” “good,” and “not very 

good.” The reference category for the first interpretive attitudinal question is “very good” and 

the reference category for the second interpretive attitudinal question is “excellent.” 

Control Variables 

To verify that the effect of paternal attitudes on father-child interaction remains net of 

all other variables, I use variables indicated by the literature to have an effect on FCI as 

controls. These variables are categorized into groups such as father’s demographic 

characteristics, father’s work characteristics, child’s demographic characteristics, additional 

household characteristics, and maternal characteristics. Each group is detailed below. 

 The group of control variables indicating the father’s demographic characteristics 

includes income, education, race, and age. To measure income, generally associated with 

employment prestige, I use a variable which measures household income with imputed 

values.  Although the Three-Year Core Data of the Fragile Families Dataset includes several 

income measures, I select this measure because it represents the total household income, 
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prior to deductions, and includes income from secondary jobs, public assistance, rents, and 

interest and dividend earnings. The paternal age and paternal race variables are applied to the 

model in their original forms. For the categorical race variable, “black” is used as the 

reference category. 

To control for education, I constructed an education variable which captures current 

paternal education level. Baseline education level8 is combined with educational increases 

reported in Year-One Data and Year-Three Data to more accurately reflect paternal increases 

in education.  The new education variable is coded to include 0-12 years of education as less 

than high school (LTHS), 12 years of education as high school or equivalent (HS), 13-15 

years of education as some college or technical school (SC), and 16 or more years of 

education as a bachelor’s degree or higher (BA+). “Bachelor’s” degree is chosen as the 

reference category. Recoding education in this manner is supported theoretically, a large 

income and job prestige differential exists between each of the recoded levels of education; 

median weekly earnings associated with a less than high school education ($451), high 

school degree ($638), with some college or an associate’s degree ($719-$768), and with a 

Bachelor’s Degree or higher ($1053-$1665) are significantly different (BLS 2011).      

I use two variables to control for paternal work characteristics, including number of 

hours worked per week and if the father works non-standard work hours.  I combine four 

variables found in the original data set, the father works evenings, weekends, nights or 

varying schedules, to create a dichotomous variable indicating the father, in fact, works non-

                                                 
8 Determined during the original data collection 
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standard work hours. To control for paternal work hours, I use a variable measuring weekly 

work hours at the father’s primary place of employment.  

Variables measuring child’s characteristics, such as age and gender, are also used as 

controls as I examine the relationship between paternal attitudes and FCI.  The continuous 

age variable is left unchanged for the current analysis. Age ranges for children in Three-Year 

Core Data are 30 months (2.5 years) to 54 months (4.5 years). To control for gender, I use a 

dummy variable which represents “male,” while also using an interaction term measuring the 

interaction between gender and a child’s age. 

 This research uses several variables to control for the effect of household 

characteristics on FCI.  Quality of relationship and type of relationship (married/not married) 

between the mother and father of the focal child and the number of children under 18 in the 

household are included in this category. I use a variable measuring the paternal-perceived 

relationship quality. I collapse the original four categories (“excellent,” “very good,” “good,” 

and “fair or poor”) into 3 categories, where “fair” and “poor” are merged into one category 

representing “not very good”, due to the low number of cases. “Excellent” is chosen as the 

reference category for quality of relationship with child’s mother. Relationship status is also 

used as a control variable coded dichotomously with the reference category indicating the 

mother and father of the focal child are “romantic or married.” Although this is the Fragile 

Families dataset, it is noteworthy that 94.6% of the sample are married to or are in a romantic 

relationship with the focal child’s mother at the time of Year Three data collection. To 

control for number of children under 18 in the household, I recode the original variable (min 

0, max 10) to reflect 0, 1, 2, 3, 4, and 5 or more children.   
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In addition to paternal characteristics, child characteristics, and household 

characteristics, characteristics of the mother may influence levels of father-child interactions.   

I use three variables to control for maternal work characteristics: work hours and two 

dichotomous variables indicating the mother works non-standard work hours—one specifies 

that she regularly works non-standard work hours and the second specifies she sometimes 

works non-standard work hours. The two standard/non-standard maternal work hours 

variables are coded identically to the paternal irregular work hours variable; they consist of 

four combined variables found in the original data set9.  

Maternal attitudes are also used as a control in this analysis, using the same attitudinal 

questions used previously to measure paternal attitudes. Since I am only using maternal 

attitudes as a control, rather than testing a direct effect on FCI, I create a dichotomous 

variable using all six attitudinal questions indicating the mother did or did not have negative 

attitudes. If she had a negative attitude for any of the six questions, she is coded as having a 

negative attitude.  Finally, I control for the frequency of interactions between the focal child 

and the mother. A scale including engagement-type maternal interactions is used and is 

created in the same manner as the paternal engagement-type interaction scale. Variables 

capturing maternal characteristics are obtained from the same wave of data as the father, but 

are found in the maternal questionnaire. Therefore, these data were merged with the paternal 

data. 

                                                 
9 These include if the mother works evenings, weekends, nights or varying schedules 
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ANALYTIC TECHNIQUES 

I used OLS regression to answer my research questions: how do a father’s attitudes 

associated with assessment and interpretation affect the level of interaction he has with his 

children and do assessment and interpretation type attitudes differ in terms of how they 

predict FCI? I first calculated zero-order correlations with each of the attitudinal questions 

with paternal engagement interaction frequencies on each of the attitudinal measures 

separately, and then conducted several multivariate analyses. This established associations 

between the main independent variables and the dependent variable. To answer my research 

questions, I used nested regressions. I used unstandardized coefficients to verify the 

relationship between paternal attitudes and FCI remained net of other factors generally 

known to affect FCI. To answer research question 2, do attitudes regarding assessment and 

interpretation differ in terms of predicting FCI, I use standardized coefficients to compare 

effects within models. Given the beta coefficients found in the table are all in the same 

standardized units, I was able to compare the strength of the two sets of attitudinal questions 

as predictors of FCI to answer research question 2.   

In addition to using standardized coefficients to answer research question 2, I ran two 

additional OLS regression models; both models included the dependent variable, with one 

model including the assessment-type attitudinal questions and the second model including 

the interpretation-type attitudinal questions. These models were used to capture the R2 for 

each set of attitudinal questions to determine the variance explained by each set of questions.   

 Six nested regression models were run. Model one, using the main independent 

variables, shows effects for engagement-type interactions on the previously mentioned six 
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attitudinal variables categorized as either assessment of responsibility or interpretation. In 

Model 2, I added paternal characteristics, including parental age, income, race and education 

to Model 1. Model three added paternal work characteristics, such as number of hours 

worked per week and working irregular work hours, to Model two.  In Model 4, I added the 

focal child’s characteristics, such as age, gender, and the interaction between age and gender 

to Model 3. The fifth model added additional household characteristics variables into the 

model, including the number of children under 18 in the household, if the father had another 

child since the focal child’s first birthday, the relationship between the father and the mother 

of the focal child, and the relationship quality between the father and the mother of the focal 

child. The sixth and final model included maternal characteristics, such as number of work 

hours, a dichotomous variable capturing irregular work hours, maternal attitudes, and 

maternal interactions.     

RESULTS 

Sample Size and Missing Data 

The original sample size at baseline data collection was 4,898. 1,599 men 

participating in the baseline survey did not participate in the Year-three data collection. 

Attrition largely accounts for the discrepancy between the sample size at baseline and at 

Three-Year data collection. The analysis sample for this project consists of 2,287 males 

whose primary child lived with him most or all of the time and who answered all the 

attitudinal and interaction questions. Of the 2,287 males included in the analysis sample, 53 
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were not asked questions needed in the analysis leaving the working sample at 2,234. 10 After 

determining how many codable responses there were to all of the items necessary for my 

analysis, the final sample size for this analysis is 1,946 after accounting for missing data. 

Since the missing data were spread across so many variables and the response rate was 87%, 

imputation would not be reasonable; a handful of cases for each variable had missing values. 

Therefore, listwise deletion was used to account for the missing data.  

Research Question 1 

In model 1, three of the six attitudinal questions negatively and statistically 

significantly predict the amount of time a father spends in engagement-type interactions with 

his child. Table 3 provides the results of the hierarchical OLS regression analysis using 

unstandardized coefficients for engagement interactions between the father and the focal 

child, including items such as singing, playing, reading, and feeding the child. Model 1, 

Table 2 shows the predicted value of engagement activities as 42.50 times per week when all 

variables in the model are equal to zero. Recall the range for these activities is 0 to 70. 

Overall, negative attitudes on the part of the father seem to have a predicted negative effect 

on FCI. All categories associated with attitude 1, how a father feels about himself as a 

parent, have a predicted negative effect on paternal engagement interactions, when compared 

to the reference category. Particularly notable is the large decrease in FCI when a father feels 

he is “not a very good father.” Compared to fathers who feel they are “excellent” parents, a 

father with extreme negative feelings regarding his role as a father decreases father child 

                                                 
10 These skipped responses are found in the variable measuring relationship quality. The relationship quality 
question was only asked of those respondents in a romantic relationship. Fifty-three people in the analysis were 
not in a romantic relationship and were therefore skipped when asked the relationship quality question. 
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engagement interactions by 21.85 instances per week. Attitude 2, How important family 

relationships are to the father’s happiness also shows a predicted statistically significant and 

negative relationship, but only for those fathers indicating family relationships are 

“somewhat important” (b = -2.959).  Attitude 4, Feeling trapped by responsibilities as a 

parent, also has a predicted negative and statistically significant effect on engagement-type 

FCI (b = -3.021), although all other attitudes in the model show no predicted effect at all.  

Model 2, Table 2 added paternal demographics including paternal income, race, age, 

and income. This model shows the predicted value of engagement activities as 44.87 times 

per week when all variables in the model are equal to zero. All attitudinal questions found to 

be statistically significant in Model 1 remain significant with the addition of these paternal 

demographic variables. The predicted negative effect on FCI actually grows larger for all 

categories in attitudinal question 1 (“very good,” b = -4.618; “good,” b = -7.7752; “not very 

good,” b = -22.18; p<0.05 for all categories) and for the “somewhat important” category in 

attitudinal question 2. Similarly to model 1, the decrease in engagement-type FCI is still very 

large for fathers who view themselves as “poor” parents. The predicted effect found in Model 

1, attitude 4 remains statistically significant but the unstandardized coefficient decreases 

slightly from -3.021 to -2.937. A father’s age has a statistically significant and predicted 

negative effect on FCI, but the effect is quite small (b = -0.0899) and the additional variance 

explained in this model is slightly larger than the previous model (7.3% versus 7.5%). 

Additionally, the partial F-test statistic indicating the presence of useful predictor variables in 

the model is not statistically significant. All other paternal demographics seem to have no 

predicted effect on FCI according to the model.  



 

26 

Table 2: OLS Models Predicting FCI using Engagement Interactions11 
Variables Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 

Adjusted R2 0.0726 0.0752 0.0765 0.0780 0.0937 0.0922 
Constant 42.503* 44.867* 46.993* 53.321* 56.650* 56.888* 
F-test statistic 17.91* 1.68 2.40 2.01 6.55* 0.40 
Attitude 1: How father feels about himself as parent Ref- excellent       

Very Good -4.585* 
-0.175* 

-4.618* 
-0.176* 

-4.586* 
-0.175* 

-4.580* 
-0.174* 

-3.791* 
-0.144* 

-3.753* 
-0.143* 

Good -7.554* 
-0.213* 

-7.752* 
-0.219* 

-7.792* 
-0.220* 

-7.705* 
-0.217* 

-6.853* 
-0.193* 

-6.817* 
-0.192* 

Not Very Good -21.845* 
-0.078* 

-22.178* 
-0.079* 

 

-22.242* 
-0.080* 

-21.587* 
-0.077* 

-20.741* 
-0.074* 

 

-20.608* 
-0.074* 

Attitude 2: How important are family relationships to your happiness? (ref: very)       
Somewhat Important -2.959* 

-0.076* 

-3.034* 
-0.078* 

-3.024* 
-0.077* 

-3.026* 
-0.077* 

-2.736* 
-0.070* 

-2.732* 
-0.070* 

Not Important -4.370 
-0.033 

-4.544 
-0.034 

-4.820 
-0.036 

-4.899 
-0.037 

-3.981 
-0.030 

-3.924 
-0.030 

Attitude 3: Being a parent is harder than thought 0.801 
0.030 

0.788 
0.030 

0.782 
0.029 

0.790 
0.030 

0.862 
0.032 

0.892 
0.033 

Attitude 4: Feel trapped by responsibilities as parent -3.021* 
-0.080* 

-2.937* 
-0.078* 

-2.980* 
-0.079* 

-2.998* 
-0.080* 

-2.905* 
-0.077* 

-2.921* 
-0.077* 

Attitude 5: Taking care of child more work than pleasure 0.419 
0.014 

0.309 
0.010 

0.275 
0.009 

0.332 
0.011 

0.603 
0.020 

0.612 
0.021 

Attitude 6: Fell tired/worn out from raising family -0.159 
-0.006 

-0.108 
-0.004 

-0.061 
-0.002 

-0.102 
-0.004 

0.215 
0.008 

0.223 
0.009 

Income/10,000  -0.057 
-0.027 

-0.039 
-0.019 

-0.0424 
-0.020 

-0.058 
-0.028 

 

-0.060 
-0.029 

Father’s Race (Black Ref.)       
White  0.432 

0.013 

0.464 
0.014 

0.433 
0.013 

0.364 
0.011 

0.333 
0.010 

Hispanic  -0.684 
-0.024 

-0.685 
-0.024 

-0.702 
-0.025 

-0.737 
-0.026 

-0.753 
-0.026 

Other Race  1.181 
0.019 

1.267 
0.020 

1.271 
0.020 

1.164 
0.019 

1.171 
0.019 

Father’s Age  -0.090* 
-0.050* 

-0.091* 
-0.051* 

-0.094* 
-0.052* 

-0.095* 
-0.053* 

 

-0.0952* 
-0.053* 

 

                                                 
11 Note: Sample size for all analyses 1,946. * = coefficient that is as least twice its standard error. Standard font cell entries are unstandardized regression coefficients; italic font cell entries 

are standardized regression coefficients. Model 1 = Paternal Attitudes; Model 2 = Paternal demographics, expanded; Model 3 = Paternal Work, expanded; Model 4 = Child Demographics, 
expanded; Model 5 = Household Characteristics, expanded; Model 6 = Maternal Characteristics, expanded 
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Table 2, continued: OLS Models Predicting FCI using Engagement Interactions12 
Paternal Education (BA+ ref)       

LTHS  1.512 
0.052 

1.549 
0.054 

1.544 
0.053 

1.529 
0.053 

1.512 
0.052 

HS  0.648 
0.024 

0.728 
0.027 

0.734 
0.027 

0.684 
0.026 

0.671 
0.025 

SC or Tech  1.210 
0.042 

1.210 
0.042 

1.112 
0.039 

0.915 
0.032 

0.911 
0.032 

Paternal Work Hours   -0.053* 
-0.050* 

-0.051* 
-0.047* 

-0.054* 
-0.050* 

-0.054* 
-0.050 

Father Works Non-Std work hours   0.182 
0.007 

0.237 
0.009 

0.415 
0.016 

0.418 
0.016 

Child’s Age    -0.160 
-0.036 

-0.188 
-0.042 

-0.180 
-0.040 

Boy    -1.093 
-0.043 

-0.471 
-0.019 

-0.097 
-0.004 

Age*Boy    0.001 
0.002 

-0.014 
-0.020 

-0.025 
-0.037 

Father and mother in non-romantic relationship     0.965 
0.017 

0.980 
0.018 

Fathered another child when focal child <1 y.o.     0.427 
0.014 

0.415 
0.014 

Number of kids <18 in HH     -0.445* -0.444* 
Relationship Quality: Excellent- Ref     -0.046* -0.046* 

Very Good     -3.015* 
-0.115* 

-3.041* 
-0.116* 

Good     -3.885* 
-0.117* 

-3.926* 
-0.118* 

Fair/Poor     -4.645* 
-0.094* 

-4.671* 
-0.095* 

Mother has negative attitudes      -0.396 
-0.010 

Mother’s engagement scale      0.013 
0.011 

Mother’s number of work hours      -0.012 
-0.013 

Mother sometimes works irr. Hours      -0.061 
-0.002 

Mother regularly works irr. Hours      -0.543 
-0.021 

                                                 
12 Note: Sample size for all analyses 1,946. * = coefficient that is as least twice its standard error. Standard font cell entries are unstandardized regression coefficients; italic font cell entries 

are standardized regression coefficients. Model 1 = Paternal Attitudes; Model 2 = Paternal demographics, expanded; Model 3 = Paternal Work, expanded; Model 4 = Child Demographics, 
expanded; Model 5 = Household Characteristics, expanded; Model 6 = Maternal Characteristics, expanded 
 

 



 

28 

Model 3 added paternal work characteristics to the previous models including 

variables such as number of work hours and working non-standard work hours. The predicted 

value of engagement activities in Model 3 occur 46.99 times per week when all variables in 

the model are equal to zero, which is slightly higher than the previous two models. Again, all 

attitudinal variables found to be statistically significant in previous models still remain as 

such with the addition of paternal work characteristics. These negative attitudes regarding the 

role as a parent, importance of family relationships to overall happiness, and feeling trapped 

by responsibilities as a parent have a statistically significant, predicted negative effect on 

engagement-type FCI. Although non-standard work hours seem to have no predicted effect 

on engagement-type FCI, work hours have a predicted negative and statistically significant 

effect. However the effect is quite small (b = -0.0531; p<0.05), the additional variance 

explained in this model is slightly larger than in the previous model (7.5% versus 7.7%), and 

the incremental F-test statistic is not statistically significant. 

Model 4 added child’s characteristics such as age, gender, and the interaction between 

age and gender to the previous models. Engagement activities in model 4 occur 53.32 times 

per week when all other variables in the model are equal to zero. All attitudinal variables 

found to be statistically significant in previous models still remain so with the addition of the 

child’s characteristics. These negative attitudes regarding the role as a parent, importance of 

family relationships to overall happiness, and feeling trapped by responsibilities as a parent 

have a statistically significant and predicted negative effect on engagement-type FCI. The 

effect of a father feeling he is a “poor” parent is still quite large and consistent across the 

models (b = -21.59, p<0.05). Age of the father and the father’s work hours also remain 
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statistically significant predictors of engagement-type FCI with the addition of the child’s 

characteristics. However, child’s characteristics seem to play no role in the number of 

engagement-type FCI participated in weekly. Again, the effects of paternal work hours and 

age remain statistically significant predictors in model 4, but the variance explained in this 

model compared to model 2 is quite small (7.5% versus 7.8%) and the incremental F-test 

statistic is not statistically significant indicating these variables in model four are not useful 

predictor variables. 

Model 5 added household characteristics to the previous models including variables 

measuring type of relationship between the mother and the father of the focal child 

(“romantic/non-romantic”), the quality of the relationship between the mother and the father 

of the focal child, the number of children under 18 in the household, and the birth of another 

child before the focal child’s first birthday. All attitudinal variables found to be statistically 

significant in the previous models remain as such with the inclusion of household 

characteristics into the model. The effect of feeling like a “poor” father is still quite large, 

especially when compared to other statistically significant effects found in the model. The 

statistically significant and predicted negative effect of paternal age and work hours remains 

relatively the same in this model, as well. Number of children in the household under 18 

seem to have a statistically significant predicted negative effect on engagement-type FCI, 

although the effect is small (b = -0.445; p<0.05). Relationship quality between the mother 

and the father of the focal child seems to have a larger predicted effect than all other control 

variables introduced to the model thus far. Compared to mother’s and father’s with 

“excellent” relationships, engagement-type FCI decrease as the relationships quality between 
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the mother and the father decrease (b=-3.015 for “very good,” b= -3.885 for “good,” b= -

4.645 for “fair/poor”). This variable seems to add healthy prediction power to the model 

indicated by a jump in the explained variance in the previous model from 7.8% to 9.4% in 

the current model. In support, the F-test statistic for this model is 6.55, a statistically 

significant coefficient < 0.05 indicating the variables included in this model are important 

variables in predicting FCI.    

The final model, Model 6 included maternal characteristics, such as presence of 

negative maternal attitudes, the sum of engagement and warmth activities she participates in, 

number of hours worked per week, and working irregular work hours. This model accounts 

for lesser variance in engagement-type paternal involvement than the previous model (9.4% 

in model 5 versus 9.2% in model 6). This is a bit unusual, but given an adjusted R2 is used in 

the analysis and the adjusted R2 takes into account the number of variables in the model, it is 

possible for the variance to decrease from one model to the next when additional variables 

are added to the model and the prediction power doesn’t increase very much.   The model F-

test statistic is not statistically significant, either. None of the maternal characteristics in 

model 6 prove to be statistically significant indicators of engagement-type FCI. However, all 

variables statistically significant in previous models remain as such.  

Research Question 2 

Results across all models show larger standardized coefficients for several of the 

categories in attitudinal question 1 than in any other attitudinal question. The largest of these 

occurs for those who answered ‘good’ to the question: how father feels about himself as a 

father. The betas here range from -0.220 to -0.192 indicating one standard deviation increase 
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in feeling good about himself as a father compared to excellent results in a -0.220 to -0.192 

standard deviation decrease in the number of engagement-type activities participated in per 

week with the focal child. Overall, across all the interpretation models, the beta coefficients 

seem to be largest across models two and three which include variables paternal 

demographics and paternal work hours, although the changes in the betas across all models 

are very minute. The second highest set of betas occurs for those answering ‘very good’ to 

attitudinal question one: how father feels about himself as a parent. These betas range from   

-0.176 to -0.143. For the remaining statistically significant attitudinal questions13, the 

standardized coefficients are quite similar. 

To answer research question 2, I also used separate two regression tables, one for 

interpretation-type attitudinal questions and one for assessment-type attitudinal questions to 

determine what prediction power, if any, assessment and interpretation-type questions 

offered the model14. The explained variance using the adjusted R2 in the model including 

interpretation attitudinal questions and the dependent variable was 6.82% compared to 1.0% 

in the model including the dependent variable and assessment attitudinal questions. These 

statistics, in addition to the standardized coefficients found in Table 2 offer support that the 

nature of the effects on FCI does vary for interpretation versus assessment-type attitudinal 

questions and that the effect is greater for interpretation-type attitudinal questions.15 

                                                 
13 These questions include question 1: how does father feel about himself as parent with the ‘not very good’ 
response, attitudinal question 2: how important are family relationships to your happiness with a ‘somewhat 
important’ response, and attitudinal question 5: taking care of child is more work than pleasure  
14 These models are not included in this paper but are available upon request. 
15 Interpretation-type attitudinal questions include ‘how do you feel about yourself as a father’ and ‘how 
important are family relationships of your happiness.’ 
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DISCUSSION  

This research attempted to answer two focal research questions: how do a father’s 

attitudes associated with assessment and interpretation affect the level of interaction they 

have with their children and do assessment and interpretation type attitudes differ in terms of 

how they predict FCI.  

Answering research question 1, father’s attitudes associated with assessment and 

interpretation seem to have a partial effect on FCI, but only for three of the attitudinal 

questions. The greatest predicted effects for engagement-type interactions came from 

attitudinal question 1, how does the father feel about himself as a parent. These findings are 

fairly consistent with Almeida, et al.’s (2001) work; they posit interactions between the 

father and child increase as the father gains confidence in his role as a father. A father 

viewing himself negatively when gauging his role as a parent has a statistically significantly 

negative predicted effect on FCI in all models regardless of the type of interaction or the 

number of control variables added to the models, the most significant finding in this research. 

However, it is important to note the small percentage of the sample fitting into this category 

(<1%); given the small percentage of men included in this category, it is difficult to make 

overall assumptions about men who fit into the “not very good” category. However, a pattern 

still remains for men with an attitude other than “excellent;” as a father’s opinion of himself 

as a father decreases, the number of engagement type interactions with his focal child also 

decreases. Additional reasons for the predicted negative effect are not completely clear, but 

one explanation could be that engagement-type interactions, such as reading and playing, 

may not be as necessary to a father who feels so negatively about himself in his paternal role, 
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whereas other types of interactions may be more necessary, such as showing a child 

affection.  

In answering research question 2, the nature of the effects of attitudes regarding 

assessment and interpretation do seem to differ in terms of predicting FCI when examining 

engagement-type interactions. The coefficients remain relatively stable regardless of the 

control variables introduced into the models. The largest standardized coefficients are found 

in the interpretation-type questions, specifically for attitudinal question 1: how the father 

feels about himself as a parent. For those answering ‘very good’ the beta is between -0.176 

and -0.144 and for those answering ‘good’ the beta is between -0.220 and -0.192. The 

coefficients for those responding ‘not very good (beta is between -0.80 and -0.074)’ are quite 

similar to those coefficients reported in attitudinal question 2: how important are family 

relationships to your happiness, for those answering ‘somewhat important (beta is between -

0.078 and -0.070)’ and in attitudinal question 4: taking care of a child is more work than 

pleasure (beta is between -0.080 and -0.077). By looking at the size of the standardized 

coefficients, I felt it was clear a greater effect occurred for interpretation-type attitudinal 

questions versus assessment-type questions. This is most clear in the ‘very good’ and ‘good’ 

responses found in attitudinal question 1; the standardized coefficients for categories found in 

attitudinal question 1, gauging how a father sees himself as a parent, are much larger than the 

standardized coefficients for any of the other attitudinal questions. These coefficients are 

large throughout all categories in the question, including the categories “very good” and 

“good”, especially compared to the coefficients in the assessment-type questions.  
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Research question 2 was further answered by comparing the adjusted R2 squared 

values for assessment-type questions and interpretation-type questions. The explained 

variance in a model including interpretation of parenthood was much larger than the model 

including the dependent variable and assessment attitudinal questions (6.8% versus 1%). 

These statistics offer support that the nature of the effects on FCI does vary for interpretation 

versus assessment-type attitudinal questions. 

Other than the support found for Almeida et al.’s work mentioned previously, the 

majority of the findings in this analysis are inconsistent with the literature previously 

reviewed. Paternal work characteristics seem to have no notable effect; income and FCI have 

previously been found to indicate both positive  (Cooksey and Fondell 1996; Cooksey and 

Craig 1998) and negative (Yeung et al. 2001) relationships, while paternal non-standard work 

hours were found to predict FCI (Marsiglio 1991). However, this research did not come to 

the same conclusions. The number of weekly paternal work hours had a minor but 

statistically significant effect on engagement-type interactions, but since little prediction 

power was added to the model determined by the variance explained and incremental F-tests 

the effect of paternal work hours seems quite insignificant.  

Support for the effect of paternal demographics on FCI found in previous research 

was also lacking. No support was found regarding paternal educational levels or for race, but 

some support was found regarding the effect of paternal age on FCI. For engagement-type 

FCI, a negative predicted relationship existed between paternal age and FCI; holding all other 

variables in the model at zero, for each unit increase in age, FCI was predicted to decrease 

approximately 1 activity per week. Although a negative and statistically significant result 
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was found, this research is consistent with Sayer and colleagues (2000); in this particular 

research, the effect of age and FCI is unclear since the added prediction power offered to the 

model indicated by the small R2 and incremental F-test was quite small when added into the 

model. The focal child’s age and gender offered little explanation for FCI in the OLS models 

run, which is interesting given the amount of research indicating child’s age (Lundberg et al. 

2007; Marsiglio 1991; Sayer et al. 2000) and gender (Barnett and Baruch 1987; Marsiglio 

1991; Sayer et al. 2000) as having some sort of effect on FCI.  

When examining household characteristics, the only statistically significant predictor 

of FCI is relationship quality. Previous research has indicated that relationship quality may 

be a greater predictor than relationship status when predicting FCI. Partial support exists in 

the current research since some of the categories of the variable measuring relationship 

quality are statistically significant. However, the current research does indicate that when 

holding all other variables in the model at zero, as the relationship quality deteriorates the 

amount of time the father spends with the focal child decreases between 3 and 4.6 instances 

per week for engagement-type FCI. Maternal characteristics offer little explanation in regards 

to paternal attitudes and FCI. Maternal attitudes, discussed above, have no predicted effect on 

FCI. Maternal work hours also have no effect on FCI.  

Contributions and Limitations 

This research contributed to the current discussion on paternal involvement in many 

ways. As mentioned previously, the inclusion of attitudes as a predictor variable of FCI in 

previous research was lacking. By including paternal attitudes as a predictor of FCI, I was 

able to find support for the existence of a relationship between attitudes and FCI. Now that 
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this relationship has been established, this could possibly lead to future research identifying 

the causes of these negative and positive attitudes, such as work-family spillover or gendered 

roles in the household using various theoretical perspectives, thus increasing our 

understanding of FCI. 

While previous research examined various influences on paternal interactions with a 

child, the updated conceptualization of the three main forms of paternal interaction has 

emerged (see Pleck 2010) and should be utilized from 2010 and forward. Prior to the 

redeveloped conceptualization, previous analyses examined all interactions between fathers 

and their children. The evolved conceptualization accounts for positive interactions between 

a father and his child and not simply a father’s presence. Positive interactions are seen as 

having a greater influence on father-child relationships and accounting for such interactions 

specifically emerged as a way to most accurately evaluate FCI and outcomes related to 

interactions. As a result, current and future research should measure father-child interactions 

by examining positive interactions or sub-sets of different types of positive interaction. This 

research employs this new conceptualization. Although I was unable to use all three 

constructs of paternal interactions, I was able to use one construct in the current research to 

measure father-child interactions. This helped to determine what effect paternal attitudes 

have on engagement-type FCI. 

There are several limitations to the current research. The greatest issue with the 

current research is a lack of prediction power for paternal attitudes on engagement-type 

interactions. Although negative attitudes do seem to have some type of effect on FCI, 

especially negative attitudes about one’s role as a father, the overall prediction power offered 
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in the models is quite small. In the engagement-type interaction model, 10.8% of the variance 

was explained in the final model and 7.7% was explained by paternal attitudes alone. Clearly 

paternal attitudes do not largely explain engagement-type FCI.  

Data limitations also exist. Fathers used in the current analysis are male survey 

respondents who indicated that the focal child lived with the father all or most of the time. 

With increasing numbers of divorced families and blended families, children living with each 

of their parents full-time is no longer realistic, nor the majority. In order to explore FCI in 

these arrangements, data need to be collected which more accurately reflects these changes in 

the modern family. Variables measuring parental living arrangements or the amount of time a 

father is with his child weekly are needed, since these variables clearly affect FCI.    

Another series of important variables needed to examine FCI are questions related to 

the father’s current partner and her children or children they may have together. Again, after 

reviewing the data and using data pertaining to the current research, sample sizes associated 

with respondent’s current partner, her children, and their children together became non-

existent or too small to include in the proposed analysis.  

Establishing causality is also a serious limitation in this line of research since 

attitudes and interactions are measured at the same time. While it is assumed that attitudes 

cause varying levels of FCI, it is conceivable that FCI may also influence paternal attitudes. 

If a father has negative attitudes regarding his role as a parent, he may limit the time he 

spends with his child. However, spending less time with his child may also cause negative 

attitudes about his role as a parent, especially when exploring questions asking how a father 

may feel about himself as a parent. Some fathers may assume an inability to spend time with 
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his children, regardless of the outside circumstances, may make him a bad father. Given the 

longitudinal nature of the Fragile Families and Child Well-Being Study, causality could be 

established if paternal attitudes were measured at Time 1 and interactions were measured at 

Time 2. However, a longitudinal model using that method is also not without its faults.  

Length of time between waves would pose a problem; attitudes at Time 1 may not 

necessarily carry through to Time 2 or have an impact on interactions at Time 2. 

Theoretical Implications 
Although the role of paternal attitudes on FCI is an infrequently studied topic, little 

theoretical support has been used in this line of research. Use of theoretical support may 

strengthen the relationship found in this or other previous research, or more importantly 

provide a framework for future research. Certain theories or perspectives may be particularly 

appropriate to guide research studies examining FCI and may provide useful information that 

can be applied to the current or future research. Although many authors find relational 

conflict to have such negative effects on the family (Cummings, Merrilees, and Ward George 

2010), very little research examines parental relationship quality and the role of attitudes in 

predicting FCI. Therefore, framing this line of research on the fathering vulnerability thesis 

may be a better guideline when exploring this topic and topics similar to it. The father 

vulnerability thesis states “negative marital relationships will have stronger negative effects 

on father child relations compared to mother child relationships” (Cummings, Merriles, and 

George 2010:158). Therefore, low marital satisfaction may cause father-child relationships 

may be more vulnerable than mother-child relationships. Further, research shows emotional 

distress caused by tension within the home between a mother and father can cause social 
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withdrawal which in turn may limit FCI (Cummings et al. 2010). With a large proportion of 

my sample indicating they are in a romantic relationship or married, determining if a direct 

relationship between relationship quality and negative attitudes exist, followed by their 

effect, if any on FCI may be worthwhile. By focusing more on these effects, a clearer answer 

may exist when predicting FCI.   
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Appendix A: Key questions analyzed to predict FCI using paternal attitudes 

 
Dependent Variable, ENGAGEMENT, scaled using the following original variables: 

1. Days/week: sing songs or nursery rhymes with child 
2. Days/week: take child to visit relatives 
3. Days/week: go to restaurant/out to eat with child 
4. Days/week: assist child with eating 
5. Days/week: put child to bed 
6. Days/week: sing songs or nursery rhymes to child 
7. Days/week: let child help you with simple chores 
8. Days/week: read stories to child 
9. Days/week: tell stories to child 
10. Days/week: play inside with toys with child 

 
Key Independent Variables, Attitudinal Questions: 

1. Assessment 
a. Agree/Disagree: Being a parent is harder than I thought it would be 
b. Agree/Disagree: Taking care of child is more work than pleasure 
c. Agree/Disagree: I often feel tired/worn out from raising a family 
d. Agree/Disagree: I feel trapped by my responsibilities as a parent 

2. Interpretation 
a. How do you feel about yourself as a father? 
b. How important are family relationships to your happiness? 

 
Control Variables: 

1. Demographics (father) 
a. Constructed: Household income (with imputed values) 
b. Father baseline education (combined report) combined with recent wave data 

reporting the highest grade of school R completed 
c. Father Race (all waves combined) 
d. Constructed: Father’s age (years) 

2. Paternal Work  
a. Father’s work 

i. How many hours do you usually work at that job? 
ii. Combination and recode of--   Did you sometimes work: evenings, 

nights, weekends, different schedules to capture standard/non-

standard work hours  
3. Demographics (Focal Child) 

a. Constructed: focal child’s gender 
b. Constructed: child age at time of father interview (in months) 
c. Age * Gender 

4. Household Characteristics 
a. Number of children under 18 in the household 
b. Fathered another child since focal child’s first birthday 
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c. Your relationship with mother is? (quality of relationship) 
d. Are you married/not married to the focal child’s mother 

5. Maternal Characteristics 

a. Interactions: scaled using the following variables  
i. Days/week: sing songs or nursery rhymes with child 
ii. Days/week: take child to visit relatives 
iii. Days/week: go to restaurant/out to eat with child 
iv. Days/week: assist child with eating 
v. Days/week: put child to bed 
vi. Days/week: sing songs or nursery rhymes to child 
vii. Days/week: let child help you with simple chores 
viii. Days/week: read stories to child 
ix. Days/week: tell stories to child 
x. Days/week: play inside with toys with child 

b. Maternal attitude: Mother has a negative attitude regarding her parenting role 
c. Mother’s work 

i. How many hours do you usually work at that job? 
ii. Combination and recode of--   Did you sometimes work: evenings, 

nights, weekends, different schedules to capture standard/non-

standard work hours  

iii. Combination and recode of--   Did you always work: evenings, nights, 
weekends, different schedules to capture standard/non-standard work 

hours  
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Appendix B: Correlation matrix evaluating relationships between engagement-type interaction variables  

 
Correlation Matrix of 10 Paternal Interaction Measures: Engagement16 
 Engage 

1 

Engage 

2 

Engage 

3 

Engage 

4 

Engage 

5 

Engage 

6 

Engage 

7 

Engage 

8 

Engage 

9 

Engage 

10 

Engage 1 1.0000          
Engage 2 0.2022* 1.0000         
Engage 3 0.3242* 0.2918* 1.0000        
Engage 4 0.4233* 0.2612* 0.3631* 1.0000       
Engage 5 0.4526* 0.2709* 0.4135* 0.6813* 1.0000      
Engage 6 0.3338* 0.3092* 0.3825* 0.3710 0.3830* 1.0000     
Engage 7 0.1384* 0.1729* 0.1241* 0.1122* 0.1563* 0.1912* 1.0000    
Engage 8 0.0784* 0.1073* 0.1302* 0.1045* 0.1295* 0.1326* 0.3450* 1.0000   
Engage 9 0.0967* 0.0687* 0.1636* 0.0959* 0.0991* 0.1546* 0.0116 0.0845* 1.0000  
Engage 10 0.2176* 0.1506* 0.1840* 0.2249* 0.1988* 0.2634* 0.1485* 0.1084* 0.1510* 1.0000 

∗ Indicates significance p< 0.05 

 
 

 

  

                                                 
16 These numbers associated with interactions in the table are directly associated with the numbers given to the in Appendix A.  
Please refer to Appendix A to specify which paternal interaction variables are being referred to. 
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Appendix C: Factor analysis results of six paternal attitudinal questions 

Variable Factor 1 Factor 2 Uniqueness 

Interpretation Q1: How do you feel about yourself as a father -0.2184 0.6043 0.5872 
Interpretation Q2: How important are family relationships to your happiness? 0.0559 0.8273 0.3125 
Assessment Q1: Being a parent is harder than I thought 0.6871 0.0615 0.5242 
Assessment Q2: I feel trapped by my responsibilities as a parent  0.6576 -0.1294 0.5508 
Assessment Q3: Taking care of a child is more work than pleasure 0.6882 -0.0392 0.5248 
Assessment Q4: I often feel tired/worn out from raising a family 0.6774 -0.0146 0.5409 

 

 

 

 

 


