Who Is the Residential Parent?

Explaining Discrepancies in Unmarried Mother and Father Reports of Children’s
Primary Residence

Maureen R. Waller
Maggie R. Jones
Department of Policy Analysis and Management
Cornell University

September 23, 2011

Despite efforts to evaluate reporting bias on survey measures of paternal involvement, there is little
research examining the consistency of unmarried mothers’ and fathers’ reports of where their children
reside. This paper uses data from the Fragile Families Survey (N=1,255) to compare parents’ reports of
children’s residence 5 years after a nonmarital birth in situations where parents indicate they are living
in separate households. Information from matched pairs show apparent discrepancies in about 34% of
cases in response to a direct question about children’s residence and in about 12% of cases to questions
on the household roster. Findings from logistic regressions show that parents’ part-time cohabitation
status is highly predictive of discrepant reports on both measures. Discrepancies are also strongly
related to mothers holding traditional gender beliefs and fathers giving positive assessments of their
own parenting, suggesting some social desirability in their responses. Implications for survey
measurement and policy are discussed.
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Introduction and Background

A growing body of research examining the characteristics of families formed outside of marriage has
shown that relationships in these families are quite diverse. In addition to differences between families
headed by cohabiting and non-cohabiting parents, there appear to be important distinctions among
unmarried parents who live apart. For example, while most “non-cohabiting” parents have ended their
romantic unions, others maintain a romantic relationship and may even live together some of the time.
There is also significant variation in the amount of time unmarried, nonresident fathers spend with their
young children.

Although we have learned a great deal about children’s living arrangements following a nonmarital
birth, some research points to continuing difficulties in measuring the amount of time children spend
with their “nonresident” parent, typically their father. Part of this difficulty is related to the fact that
surveys often use different measures of paternal contact (Argys et al., 2006). However, we also know
that mother and father reports of paternal contact and involvement also differ significantly, with
mothers consistently reporting lower levels of involvement than fathers. Fathers’ residential status and
the quality of the relationships between parents have been found to predict discrepancy in mother-
father reports, but not always in the same direction (Coley and Morris, 2002; Mikelson, 2008). It is
possible that the ambiguity in unmarried parents’ cohabitation status and household boundaries may
also explain some of these discrepancies (Brown and Manning, 2009; Knab and McLanahan, 2006).

Despite these efforts to evaluate reporting bias on survey measures of paternal involvement, there is
little research examining the consistency in unmarried mothers’ and fathers’ reports of where their
children reside. From a research perspective, getting this measurement correct is important because
resident and nonresident parents are asked a different set of questions in surveys regarding their
economic support of children and interactions with them (Pleck, 2007). It is also important to have an
accurate assessment of where children are living because this provides a more realistic picture of how
they are parented on a day-to-day basis.

This paper uses data from the Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Survey to compare mothers’ and
fathers’ reports of children’s living arrangements 5 years after a nonmarital birth in situations where
parents indicate they are living in separate households. We begin by looking at two different questions
about children’s residence to assess the discrepancy in paired mother-father reports descriptively. We
then use logistic regression analyses to examine factors such as parental gender role attitudes and self-
assessments, reports of relationship quality, and “part-time” cohabiting arrangements which could
predict these apparent discrepancies.

Data and Methods

This project analyzes data collected from mothers and fathers who participated in wave 4 of the Fragile
Families and Child Wellbeing Study. Data for the Fragile Families survey was collected in 20 U.S. cities.
When weighted, the sample is representative of all births to unmarried parents in cities with
populations over 200,000. Surveys with both parents were initially conducted when their child was born
and follow-up interviews took place when their child is one, three, and five. Response rates at baseline
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were 87% for unmarried mothers and 76% for unmarried fathers. Fathers were not eligible to
participate in the study if their child’s mother was not interviewed. By Year 5, 84% of unmarried
mothers and 61% of unmarried fathers whose partners were in the baseline survey continued to
participate. The sample in this analysis includes 1,255 cases in which parents were unmarried at their
child’s birth, the father was still living, the mother said she was not living with the father full time, both
parents participated in the baseline and 5 year survey, and information about child’s living
arrangements was available from both parents.

Dependent Variables: The paper examines two measures of children’s living arrangements at Year 5.
The first question asks mothers and fathers to report how much time the focal child lives with them
(response categories include: “most, half, some, weekends, or none of the time”). A dichotomous
measure was used to indicate an apparent discrepancy in matched pairs of parents where: 1) both
parents said the child lives with them most of the time, or 2) one parent reports the child lives with
them most of the time and the other parent says the child lives with them half of the time (Table 2).

The second measure was constructed from information mothers and fathers reported in the household
roster. For these questions, parents were asked to report how many people were currently living with
them (as defined by who was “sleeping in their home most nights”). A dichotomous measure was
created from the matched pairs of parents to indicate a discrepancy if both parents reported that the
focal child was living with them and sleeping in their home most nights (Table 3).

Explanatory Variables and Controls: The main explanatory variables include measures of parents’
relationship quality and of their part-time cohabitation status. Relationship quality is a continuous
measure of both parents’ assessments of their relationship (1= poor, 2= fair, 3= good, 4= very good, 5=
excellent). Part-time cohabitation is measured by whether or not either parent reports they are living
together “some of the time.” The sample is limited to cases in which mothers say they are not living with
the father all or most of the time. In about 13.5% of matched pairs, however, at least one parent still
reports living together at least some of the time. (Table 1) The analysis also includes measures of
mothers’ traditional gender views about which parents should have primary responsibility for children’s
care and fathers’ self-assessments as parents (ranging from poor to excellent).

The analysis controls for the number of months between mothers’ and fathers’ interviews since changes
in children’s living arrangements could occur during this time. Parents’ demographic characteristics
(fathers’ age, couples’ race, the focal child’s gender, the number of children parents have together,
mothers’ and fathers’ multi-partner fertility) and parents’ socio-economic characteristics (mothers’ and
fathers’ education and employment) are also controlled.

Analysis: The analysis estimates stepwise logistic regressions in which the discrepancy in mothers’ and
fathers’ reports of the focal child’s living arrangements is a function of: 1) parents’ and children’s
demographic characteristics; 2) parents’ socioeconomic characteristics; 3) mothers’ gender role
attitudes and fathers’ self assessments; 4) parents’ reports of their relationship quality; and 5) parents’
“part-time” cohabitation status.
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Findings

Descriptive Results. The overwhelming majority of mothers said the child lived with them most of the
time when asked about this directly and in the household roster. However, cross-tabulations of paired
mother and father reports indicated discrepancies in about 34% of cases on direct question about how
much time the child resides with them and about 12% of cases in the household roster. (More
discrepancies are found using the first measure because it also compares reports of half and full time
residence. ) Further descriptive analysis of mother reports suggests that the focal child may be spending
2-3 times more nights with the father in situations where there is a discrepancy in reports on both
measures compared to when there is no discrepancy.

Multivariate Results: Results from set of step-wise logistic regressions predicting which parent the child
lives with suggest that ambiguity of parents’ relationship status is a very strong predictor of discrepancy
in their reports (Table 4). In the full model with all controls, the odds of giving discrepant reports on the
direct measure of children’s residence are 10.6 times higher if either parent reports living together at
least some of the time. Mothers and fathers who report higher quality relationships are also more likely
to disagree with each other. However, when parents’ reports of living together on a part-time basis are
included in the model, the magnitude and statistical significance of relationship quality coefficients are
reduced (with coefficients for fathers becoming insignificant). The odds of parents giving discrepant
reports are also higher when the mother has traditional gender views about caregiving and the father
provides a higher assessment of himself as a parent. This may indicate social desirability in both
mothers’ and fathers’ responses. Discrepancies are more common when fathers are employed and less
common when they have children with other partners.

Logistic regression models predicting differences in mother and fathers reports of children’s living
arrangements in the household roster similarly show that the odds of providing discrepant reports are
14.5 times higher when either report living together some of the time (Table 5). Mothers’ assessments
of their relationship quality lose significance once part-time cohabitation status is included in the model,
whereas fathers’ assessments become negatively related to discrepancies. In the full model,
discrepancies are more likely when fathers’ give a higher self-assessment as a parent, are employed, and
both parents are white (rather than African-American).

Conclusion

The way we measure children’s living arrangements often assumes there is a resident parent, who is the
primary caretaker, and a non-resident parent, who spend less time with the child and plays more of a
secondary parenting role. Results from this study suggest that these designations may be less clear-cut
in situations where unmarried parents have remained a romantic relationship five years after their
child’s birth and consider themselves to be living together some of the time. Although the quality of
parents’ relationships appears to increase the ambiguity about children’s primary residence, this is
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largely accounted for by parents’ “part-time” cohabitation status. These findings suggest it may be

important to ask unmarried parents with ongoing romantic relationships the same questions
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“residential” parents are given in surveys. The designation of a resident and non-resident parent also
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affects who is eligible to pay (vs. receive) child support as well as parents’ eligibility for benefits such as
TANF, the EITC, and Medicaid (Sorensen and Zibman, 2001). Therefore, understanding that distinctions
between a resident and non-resident parent do not map on well to the situations of some unmarried
parents may also have implications for policy.

Discrepancies are also strongly related to mothers holding traditional gender beliefs about who should
care for the child and fathers giving positive assessments of their own parenting. As such, social
desirability may be leading both mothers and fathers to over-report how much the child lives with them.
Future studies should collect and analyze information from multiple sources, including mothers, fathers,
and children (Brown and Manning, 2009) to provide a more accurate picture of where children are
spending their time and who is parenting them on a day-to-day basis.
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Table 1. Summary statistics (N=1255)

Variable Mean/pct
Father age (years) 26.24
Couple white non-Hispanic 7.38%
Couple Black non-Hispanic 60.98%
Couple Hispanic 14.92%
Couple mixed race/ethnicity 16.45%
Boy 52.91%
Number of children together 1.58
Mother multi-partner fertility 56.49%
Father multi-partner fertility 55.66%
Time between interviews (months) 2.06
Mother H.S. education or more 60.64%
Father H.S. education or more 63.11%
Mother employed 60.40%
Father employed 68.72%
Part-time cohabitation 13.48%
Traditional gender views, mother 25.48%
Self-assessed fathering* 2.90
Relationship quality,mother report* 2.36
Relationship quality, father report* 2.83

*Scale =1-5
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Table 2. Cross-tabulations and discrepancies in mothers’ and fathers’ paired reports of where focal child lives at Year 5, based on direct

question

How much of the time does

How much of the time does child live with you, father

Discrepancy

child live with you, mother Most Half Some None Weekend Total Yes No Total
Most 209 186 346 402 15 1,158 425 830 1255
16.65 14.82 27.57 32.03 1.2 92.27 33.86 66.14 100.00
Half 30 11 4 4 0 49
2.39 0.88 0.32 0.32 0 3.90
Some 11 1 3 11 0 26
0.88 0.08 0.24 0.88 0 2.07
None 13 0 1 8 0 22
1.04 0 0.08 0.64 0 1.75
Total 263 198 354 425 15 1,255
20.96 15.78 28.21 33.86 1.20 100.00

roster

Table 3. Cross-tabulations and discrepancies in mothers’ and fathers’ paired
reports of focal child’s primary residence at Year 5, based on the household

Mother reports

Father reports child in roster Discrepancy

child in roster Yes No Total Yes No Total
Yes 149 986 1,135 149 1106 1255
85.14 91.3 90.44 11.87 88.13 100.00
No 26 94 120
14.86 8.7 9.56
Total 175 1,080 1,255
100.00 100.00 100.00
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