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Introduction
• Current study is part of a larger 

research program aimed at 
understanding interparental 
dynamics within unmarried 
couple families from low-
income backgrounds and 
associated child outcomes 



Introduction
• Efforts to push against the 

negative portrayals and 
narratives that such parents 
engage in poor parenting and 
other misperceptions (e.g., 
fathers with low income or 
fathers of color absent or 
uninvolved) 



Introduction
• Changing family structure in US—increased rates of divorce, 

number of single parents, and nonmarital births—led USDHHS 
to launch the Healthy Marriage and Responsible Fatherhood 
(HMRF) initiative in 2006 

• Goal was to provide relationship skills education to couples with 
low income to reduce family instability 

• Funded by Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) 
legislation, which has provided nearly $3 billion 

• Reached over 2.5 million individuals with low income 
(Hawkins et al., 2022)



Introduction
• With 2.5 million individuals with low income reached, are HMRF 

programs effective? Mixed findings with limited impact



Introduction
• Healthy Marriage Programs: Small positive effects on 

couple relationship quality, communication skills, mental 
health, and coparenting; no effects on relationship stability 
(including marriage rates), IPV, parenting, child well-being  

• Responsible Fatherhood Programs: Small positive 
effects on father involvement and coparenting; no effects 
on fathers’ employment, economic well-being, child 
support payments 

• BSF, SHM, and PACT with most rigorous study designs

(Hawkins et al., 2008; 2022; Hawkins & Erickson, 2015; Holmes et al., 2020; Johnson, 2014; Rhoades et al., 2022) 



Introduction
• 7.4M families live in poverty, with families 

with young children making up large group
• ~16% of families with children <5 years 

live in poverty 
• Poverty has adverse effects on child 

development 
(Brooks-Gunn & Duncan, 1997; Cooke et al., 2022; Engle et al., 2008; Jensen et al., 2017; U.S. Census Bureau, 2023)



Introduction
• Emerging focus on resilience factors
• Fathers’ and mothers’ parental 

responsiveness: prompt and appropriate 
reactions, displays of love, acceptance

• Linked with better child outcomes 

(Brown et al., 2021; DePasquale & Gunnar, 2020; Lee et al., 2021; Saitadze & Lalayants, 2021; Ward & Lee, 2020)



Theoretical Framework
• From a family systems theory 

perspective, shared parental quality 
is important since it captures

(Cox & Paley, 1997)

interdependence between mothers and 
fathers given a shared variable influence



Shared Parental Responsiveness
• Shared parental responsiveness: mothers’ 

and fathers’ similar or mutually agreed-on 
ways of being sensitive/warm

• Despite the potential to be a protective 
factor, not well understood especially among 
families from low-income contexts  

(Galovan et al., 2017; Lee et al., 2020, 2021, 2022)



Paternal Responsiveness in Resident and 
Non-Resident Father Families
• Revised theoretical perspectives on including quality 

of father engagement (i.e., responsiveness or 
warmth) as a critical dimension of father involvement 
that benefits children 

• Such perspectives inclusive of resident and non-
resident fathers 

(Pleck, 2010)



Paternal Responsiveness in Resident and 
Non-Resident Father Families
• Non-resident fathers are warm and 

responsive to their children
• Others have noted differences in shared 

parenting practices across father types; 
mixed findings warrant additional research 

(Adamson & Johnson, 2013; Amato & Gilbreth, 1999; Jones & Mosher, 2013; Lee et al., 2018)



Aim of the Current Study: 
Informed by family systems theory, 
to examine whether shared parental 
responsiveness between fathers & 
and mothers with low income is 
linked with preschoolers’ 
developmental outcomes



Study Hypothesis
• Fathers’ and mothers’ shared 

parental responsiveness would 
be associated with more 
positive child outcomes (i.e., 
lower levels of child behavior 
problems, higher levels of 
prosocial behaviors, higher 
levels of receptive language)
(Cox & Paley, 1997; Lee et al., 2020, 2021)



Study Hypothesis
• Also, explored potential 

differences in these 
links for resident and 
non-resident father 
families

• No directional 
hypothesis given mixed 
findings 



Study Contributions
1. Racially diverse mothers and fathers from low-income contexts 

are underrepresented in research and studied from a deficit lens 
(i.e., focus on poor parenting) 

2. Critical need to adopt a strength-based perspective and examine 
the positive parenting of such parents, especially the ways in 
which mothers and fathers work together to benefit their children

3. Use of mother-child & father-child interaction observational data  
4. Inform the development of antiracist and culturally responsive 

family-strengthening practices and policies 



METHODS



Data Source
• Building Strong 
Families (BSF) 
project, evaluation of 
healthy marriage and 
relationship education 
programs for ~5000 
families  

• 8 U.S. locations  
• 2005-2011



Data Source
• Eligibility: mother and father 
(a) had to provide informed 
consent, (b) needed to be at 
least 18 years old, (c) were 
either expecting a baby or had 
a baby under 3 months old, (d) 
were unmarried at the time of 
the focal child’s conception, 
and (e) were romantically 
involved



BSF Intervention
• Families were randomized into treatment vs. control groups
• 30-42 hours of group-based relationship skills education, family 

coordinators, referral services 
• BSF had no impact on couples’ relationship quality, marital status, 

coparenting, father engagement, and family stability
• Small negative effects on fathers’ time spent with child and financial 

support, small positive effect on socioemotional development 
• Using BSF data for secondary analysis, with BSF randomization status as 

a control variable 

(Wood et al., 2012)



• Data collected at three time points:

Baseline 15 months 36 months
Couples enrolled into 
the BSF project

Telephone interviews Telephone interviews,
Direct observations

Data Collection



Participants
•Families who took part in the direct 
assessment of parent-child interactions at 
the 36-month follow-up 

•N = 1,173 families with 3-year-old 
children 



Participants
• Resident father families: fathers and mothers 
reported living with each other all the time since focal 
child’s birth across three time points (n = 651) 

• Non-resident father families: fathers and mothers 
reported they did not live with each other since focal 
child’s birth or had discrepant reports (n = 521)



Measures: Independent Variable 
Variable Measures Example Item or 

Dimensions
Rating/

Reliability

Parental 
responsiveness

Two-bags task 
(ACF, 2002), a 
10-min semi-
structured 
parent-child 
interaction that 
was recorded 
and coded 
using NICHD 
ECCRN 
(1999) ratings

Parenting five 
dimensions: (1) 
sensitivity; (2) positive 
regard; (3) detachment 
(reversed); (4) cognitive 
stimulation; (5) quality of 
parent-child relationship 
(e.g., closeness) 

7-point Likert 
scale, ranging 
from 1 = very 
low to 7 = 
very high; 
fathers 𝛼 = 
.84, mothers 
𝛼 = .85  



Measures: Dependent Variables 
Variable Measures Example Item or Dimensions Rating/Reliability

Child prosocial 
behaviors

Social Interaction Scale of 
the Preschool and 
Kindergarten Behavior 
Scales-Second Edition 
(PKBS-2; Merrell, 2002)

Mothers asked to report on 9 items 
related to frequency of child 
behaviors (e.g., child show affection 
for other children, child comfort 
other children who are upset) in the 
past month 

4-point Likert scale, 
ranging from 0 = 
never to 3 = often; 
mothers 𝛼 = .75 

Child behavior 
problems

Behavioral Problem Index 
(BPI; Peterson & Zill, 1986)

Mothers asked to report on 26 
items about child’s behaviors (e.g., 
child demands a lot of attention, 
child has very strong temper and 
loses it easily)

3-point Likert scale, 
ranging from 0 = 
never to 2 = often 
true; mothers 𝛼 = .86

Child receptive 
language

Peabody Picture 
Vocabulary Test-Fourth 
Edition (PPVT-4; Dunn & 
Dunn, 2007), a 20 min test 
in which children instructed 
to point to drawings that 
matches target words 

Items represent 20 content areas 
(e.g., actions, vegetables, tools) 
and parts of speech (e.g., nouns, 
verbs, attributes) across all levels of 
difficulty 

Not applicable 



• A robust set of sociodemographic and other control variables: 
• Mother’s and father’s ages 
• Couple’s race and ethnicity: Black, Latine/Hispanic, White, Other 
• Couple’s education: neither HS degree, 1 person HS degree, both HS degree 
• Couple’s marital status (yes)
• Child’s sex (boy) 
• Number of biological children
• Mother’s and fathers’ depressive symptoms 
• Fathers’ resident status 
• BSF site locations: Atlanta, Houston, Indiana, Oklahoma City 
• BSF randomization status (treatment) 

Measures: Control Variables 



Analysis Plan 
• Dyadic analysis using an adaptation of common 

fate modeling (CFM) within a structural equation 
modeling framework

• CFM allows for modeling shared variance 
between mothers and fathers on a given variable 
as a latent dyadic variable 

(Galovan et al., 2017; Gonzalez & Griffin, 2012; Ledermann & Kenny, 2012)



Analysis Plan 
• Latent variable #1 (shared parental 

responsiveness): observed indicators of fathers’ & 
mothers’ responsiveness, factor loadings set to 1 

• Latent variable #2 (individual residual variance): 
fathers’ and mothers’ leftover variance, constrained 
to be equal at 1 to use as a predictor 

(Galovan et al., 2017; Gonzalez & Griffin, 2012; Ledermann & Kenny, 2012)



Analysis Plan 
• Child outcomes regressed on both latent constructs: 

(1) shared parental responsiveness; (2) individual 
residual variance 

• Model fit assessed using CFI, RMSEA, and SRMR  
• Moderation by fathers’ resident status



RESULTS



Preliminary Results 
Table 1: Descriptive statistics and bivariate analysis results of study variables by fathers' resident status

Variable 

Total sample
(N = 1,173)

Resident father
(N = 651)

Non-resident father
(N = 521)

M (SD)/n (%) M (SD)/n (%) M (SD)/n (%) tlx2 df p

Mother responsiveness 4.64 (.85) 4.65 (.85) 4.63 (.86) -0.35 1170 .724

Father responsiveness 4.58 (.86) 4.57 (.86) 4.60 (.86) 0.45 1170 .652

Child prosocial behavior 2.39 (.49) 2.36 (.50) 2.44 (.47) 2.98 1167 <.01

Child behavior problems 0.39 (.26) 0.37 (.24) 0.42 (.28) 2.96 1167 <.01

Child receptive language 90.24 (15.33) 90.33 (16.35) 90.14 (14.27) -0.17 809 .863

Mother age 23.20 (4.75) 23.70 (4.93) 22.59 (4.47) -3.99 1170 <.001

Father age 25.52 (6.17) 26.19 (6.13) 24.69 (6.13) -4.14 1170 <.001

Mother depressive symptoms 4.51 (5.67) 3.87 (0.21) 5.30 (0.26) 4.28 1161 <.001

Father depressive symptoms 3.86 (5.42) 3.05 (4.54) 4.87 (0.27) 5.75 1157 <.001

Number of biological children 1.35 (.72) 1.39 (.75) 1.30 (.67) -2.27 1170 .023

Couple married, baseline 94 (8.01) 70 (10.75) 24 (4.61) 14.82 1 <.001

Couple married, 36 months 358 (30.52) 300 (46.08) 58 (11.13) 166.63 1 <.001



Preliminary Results (cont.)
Table 1: Descriptive statistics and bivariate analyses of study variables by fathers' resident status

Variable

Total sample
(N = 1,173)

Resident father
(N = 651)

Non-resident father
(N = 521)

M (SD)/n (%) M (SD)/n (%) M (SD)/n (%) tlx2 df p

Parent race/ethnicity, n (%) 117.92 3 <.001

Latine/Hispanic 209 (17.91) 179 (27.67) 30 (5.78)

White 231 (19.79) 144 (22.26) 87 (16.76)

Black 610 (52.27) 265 (40.96) 344 (66.28)

Other 117 (10.03) 59 (9.12) 58 (11.18)

Parent education, n (%) 0.99 2 .609

Neither parent high 
school 180 (15.38) 104 (16.02) 76 (14.62)

One parent high school 426 (36.41) 229 (35.29) 197 (37.88)

Two parents high school 564 (48.21) 316 (48.69) 247 (47.50)

Treatment group, n (%) 13.44 1 <.001

Control 571 (48.68) 286 (43.93) 285 (54.70)

Treatment 602 (51.32) 365 (56.07) 236 (45.30)



Child 
Behavior 
Problems

Child 
Prosocial 
Behaviors

Child 
Receptive 
Language

Father 
Responsiveness

Mother 
Responsiveness

Individual 
Residual 
Variance

Shared Parental 
Responsiveness

-0.01 (0.01)

14.85 (2.23)***

-0.01 (0.004)**

0.05 (0.013)

0.33 (0.028)

Common Fate Modeling Results

CFI = 1.00, RMSEA = .00, SRMR = .01 



Moderation Analysis Results 
• Fathers’ resident status did not moderate any of the 

relationships tested 
• The chi-square difference test showed no statistical 

difference between the moderation and non-moderation 
models, χ2(6, 1087) = 11.82, p = 0.66, suggesting that 
the two models fit the data equally well and thus the 
non-moderation model should be retained 

• Tested process likely similar for resident and non-
resident father families 



DISCUSSION



Summary of Key Findings 
1. Both mothers and fathers from low-income contexts displayed 
moderate levels of parental responsiveness

2. Mothers’ and fathers’ shared parental responsiveness was linked 
with higher levels of their preschoolers’ prosocial behaviors 

3. Mothers’ and fathers’ shared parental responsiveness was linked 
with higher levels of their preschoolers’ receptive language

4. Fathers’ resident status did not moderate any of the examined 
relationships 



Interpretation of Key Findings
• Racially diverse parents from low-income contexts engage in 

positive parenting that benefit their young children’s 
development 

• When such mothers and fathers exhibit shared parental 
responsiveness, it may provide young children with a sense 
of stability and predictability linked with their prosocial and 
language development 

(Meteyer & Perry-Jenkins, 2009; Rinaldi & Howe, 2012; Tavassolie et al., 2016)



Interpretation of Key Findings
• Supports findings from prior 

studies on mothers’ and fathers’ 
parental responsiveness and 
their links to preschoolers’ 
cognitive abilities and the broader 
literature on parental sensitivity 
and child language development 

(Lee et al., 2021; Madigan et al., 2019; Meteyer & Perry-
Jenkins, 2009; Ward & Lee, 2020) 



Interpretation of Key Findings
• Notable that there was a null relationship between 

shared parental responsiveness and child 
behavior problems 

• This is both consistent and inconsistent with prior 
research, especially that using BSF data 

• Methodological differences and child effects as 
possible explanations

(Barnett et al., 2021; Cooke et al., 2022; Lee et al., 2018; Pleck, 2010; Ward & Lee, 2020)



Interpretation of Key Findings
• Other reasons for differences: 

• Child effects, behavior problems’ stronger effect 
on shared responsiveness than other way around

• BSF families volunteered so low levels of 
behavior problems, lack of variance 

• Combined internalizing and externalizing items 



Interpretation of Key Findings
• No moderation by 

fathers’ resident status 
suggests that shared 
responsiveness may be 
a dimension that is 
important for children 
irrespective of fathers’ 
resident status 

(Barnett et al., 2021; Cooke et al., 2022; Lee et al., 2018; 
Pleck, 2010; Ward & Lee, 2020) 



Limitations and Future Directions 
• Additional work on: what vs. how? 
• Cross-sectional study design 
• Parents who volunteered so 

findings not generalizable 
• Mothers’ reports of child behavior 

problems and prosocial behaviors 



Limitations and Future Directions 
• Strengths include application of 

family systems theory to a large 
and racially diverse sample of 
families from low-income 
contexts, dyadic analysis, use of 
observational parental 
responsiveness, moderation by 
fathers’ resident status 



Implications for Family Practice & Policy
• In early parent education programs, practitioners can 

encourage fathers and mothers to be aware of how 
they display responsiveness toward their children
• Support couples working toward aligning 

responsive behaviors and, more broadly, 
coordinating their parenting styles to work as a joint 
team and thus promote their children’s healthy 
development 



Implications for Family Practice & Policy
• Shared parental responsiveness is 

beneficial for children even after their 
mothers and fathers are no longer in 
romantic relationships
• Promote shared parental 

responsiveness in mothers’ and 
non-resident fathers’ 
coparenting relationships 



Implications for Family Practice & Policy

• Family-strengthening policies to 
focus on promoting shared 
parental responsiveness (instead 
of marriage per se) 
• Leveraging values present in 

families of color is more aligned 
with antiracist and culturally 
responsive approaches to serving 
diverse families and children 



Implications for Family Practice & Policy 
• A more strength-based approach to HMRF  
• Soliciting community input, including preferences of parents reflected
• Leverage online delivery of programs (e.g., more timely delivery of 

sessions, overcoming of multiple barriers) 
• Putting unmarried and married couples together
• Most effective fatherhood interventions occur in the community with 

fathers convened in groups
• Broader set of supportive resources and structures for parents with 

low income to address economic and material needs 
(Hawkins et al., 2021; Henry et al., 2020; Whicher et al., 2022)
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Father 
Responsiveness

Mother 
Responsiveness

Individual 
Residual 
Variance

Shared Parental 
Responsiveness

Measurement Model Results

CFI = 0.98, RMSEA = .03, SRMR = .04 



More on Common Fate Modeling

(Galovan et al., 2017) 



More on Common Fate Modeling

(Gonzalez & Griffin, 2012) 



Common Fate Modeling Code
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