
expressed. Contraception may have been used inconsistently or not at
all around the conception.8

Unplanned, inconsistent contraception. Those who expressed no
desire to have a baby right then and who had been using contraception
around the time of conception, but inconsistently.9

Unplanned, no contraception. Pregnancies to those who said they were
using no contraception around the conception, but expressed no posi-
tive intention to get pregnant at the time they conceived.

Unplanned, technical contraceptive failure. Those who said they were
consistently using condoms or a hormonal method of birth control, or
who strictly adhered to the natural family planning method of birth
control around the time of conception. Our attempt was to exclude
“user failures” from this category.10

Table 2.1 shows the proportion of the pregnancies in each category.
Twelve percent were planned, 18 percent were in between, 22 percent
were the result of inconsistent contraception, 25 percent were unplanned,
and 18 percent were contraceptive failures.

Quantitative Analysis

Because we wanted to examine various correlates of pregnancies in our six
categories, we draw some additional variables from the qualitative narra-
tives. We created a measure of the seriousness of the couple relationship at
the time the conception occurred, separating relationships into three cate-
gories; serious, casual, and unstable (formerly serious but in the throes of
a breakup). We noted whether the pregnancy ended in miscarriage, abor-
tion, or live birth, and whether the respondent said she or he considered
abortion at any time during the pregnancy.11 We coded the responses to
our question of whether they had ever been in a situation where they
wanted to use birth control but couldn’t afford it or get access to it.
Reactions to the news of the pregnancy were sorted into happy, unhappy,
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Table 2.1 Proportion of Nonmarital Pregnancies in Six Categories

Planned 12%
In between planned and unplanned 18
Unplanned, inconsistent contraception 22
Unplanned, not contracepting 25
Unplanned, technical contraceptive failure 18
Unplanned, reason to believe infertile 5

N 202

Source: Authors’ calculations.



Table 2.2 Means on Selected Variables for Sample of Nonmarital Pregnancies

Female Male Overall 
Mean Mean Mean

Pregnancy type
Planned 0.13 0.11 0.12
In between 0.17 0.20 0.18
Unplanned, inconsistent contraception 0.21 0.23 0.22
Unplanned, but not contracepting 0.24 0.26 0.25
Unplanned, technical contraceptive failure 0.17 0.18 0.18
Unplanned, reason to believe infertile 0.07 0.03 0.05

Wanted to get pregnant before conception
Yes 0.19 0.10 0.15
In between 0.19 0.21 0.20
No 0.61 0.69 0.65

Considered abortion 0.38 0.57 0.46
Had abortion 0.06 0.14 0.10
Miscarried 0.11 0.09 0.10
Happiness when learned of pregnancy

Happy 0.29 0.30 0.30
In between* 0.27 0.46 0.36
Unhappy* 0.44 0.24 0.34

Good age for your child to have first child 24.43 25.19 24.75
Ever wanted birth control but couldn’t afford 0.02 0.00 0.01
Relationship at time of conception

Casual* 0.20 0.34 0.27
Unstable 0.17 0.11 0.14
Stable romantic 0.64 0.55 0.60

This was TLC3 focal child 0.35 0.32 0.33
Pregnancy number for this parent 2.50 2.68 2.58
Birth number for this parent 2.41 2.39 2.40
Respondent’s race

Black 0.56 0.54 0.55
Hispanic 0.33 0.35 0.34
White 0.11 0.10 0.11

Respondent’s education at birth of focal child (FF)
High school dropout 0.42 0.46 0.44
High school diploma/GED 0.40 0.31 0.36
Post–high school education 0.18 0.23 0.20

Depression probability (FF) 0.14 0.14 0.14
Biological parents together at fifteen (FF) 0.28 0.38 0.33
Alcohol or drugs have interfered with work 
or personal relationships in the last year (FF)* 0.02 0.10 0.06

Not romantically involved w/this parent 
by wave four 0.57 0.57 0.57

Source: Authors’ calculations.
Note: All variables coded from TLC3 data except where FF noted; these are from the FFCWBS.
*p < .05 for test of gender difference in mean.



Table 2.3 Relationship Between Nonmarital Pregnancy Type and Other Variables

Unplanned, Unplanned,  
In Between Unplanned, Unplanned, Technical Reason to

Planned and Inconsistent Not Contraceptive Believe 
Planned Unplanned Contraception Contracepting Failure Infertile N

Wanted to get pregnant before 
conception (used in coding 
planning status) 199
Yes 0.88* 0.22 0.00* 0.00* 0* 0.09
In between 0.08 0.61* 0.19 0.06* 0.14 0.00
No 0.04* 0.17* 0.81* 0.94* 0.86* 0.91

Considered abortion** 0.04* 0.19 0.32 0.76* 0.42 0.17 124

Had abortion 0.04 0.05 0.07 0.18* 0.06 0.00 202

Miscarried 0.13 0.03 0.05 0.06 0.11 0.18 202

Happiness when learned 
of pregnancy 202
Happy 0.67* 0.49* 0.27 0.08* 0.22 0.27
In between 0.33 0.43 0.30 0.34 0.33 0.36
Unhappy 0.00* 0.08* 0.43 0.58* 0.44 0.36

Good age for your child to have 
first child** 23.86 24.52 24.77 24.90 23.96 28.42* 119

Ever wanted birth control but 
couldn’t afford 0.04 0.03 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 202

(continued)



Relationship at time of conception 199
Casual 0.04* 0.14 0.23 0.41* 0.32 0.45
Unstable 0.00* 0.08 0.09 0.16 0.26* 0.36*
Stable romantic 0.96* 0.78* 0.68 0.43* 0.41* 0.18*

This was TLC3 focal child 0.38 0.49* 0.36 0.18* 0.31 0.45 202
Pregnancy number for this parent 2.92 2.32 2.50 2.90 2.19 2.64 202

Birth order for this parent 2.70 2.17 2.24 2.88* 2.00 2.45 185

Respondent’s race 202
Black 0.38 0.41* 0.50 0.70* 0.64 0.82
Hispanic 0.38 0.54* 0.41 0.16* 0.31 0.09
White 0.25* 0.05 0.09 0.14 0.06 0.09

Respondent’s education at birth 
of focal child 202
High school dropout 0.46 0.49 0.36 0.48 0.53 0.18
High school diploma/GED 0.33 0.22 0.39 0.40 0.39 0.27
Post–high school education 0.21 0.30 0.25 0.12 0.08* 0.55*

Table 2.3 Relationship Between Nonmarital Pregnancy Type and Other Variables (Continued)

Unplanned, Unplanned,  
In Between Unplanned, Unplanned, Technical Reason to

Planned and Inconsistent Not Contraceptive Believe 
Planned Unplanned Contraception Contracepting Failure Infertile N



Depression probability 0.11 0.15 0.08 0.16 0.18 0.24 193
Biological parents were together 
at fifteen 0.33 0.35 0.32 0.40 0.22 0.36 202

Alcohol or drugs have interfered 
with work or personal 0.17* 0.08 0.07 0.00* 0.06 0.00 202
relationships in the last year

Not romantically involved w/this 
parent by wave four 0.42 0.38* 0.59 0.60 0.75* 0.64 202

Source: Authors’ calculations.
Note: Numbers in pregnancy type columns are conditional means. In the case of categoric variables, these are column proportions (% of the column
pregnancy type that were in that category of the row variable). * indicates significant t test of mean difference (p < .05), always taking this category of the
row variable compared to all others combined. For example, the * for .88, the upper left-most cell, indicates that the proportion of all planned pregnancies
where respondent said that s/he wanted a pregnancy before the conception is significantly different than the proportion of all pregnancies other than
planned where respondent said she/he wanted a pregnancy before conception.
Numbers in the final column (N) are the total number of nonmissing cases for each row variable.
**Interviewers did not ask consistently about what would be a “good age for your child to have a child” or whether the respondent had considered ter-
minating the pregnancy (considered abortion). Thus, the sample sizes are lower for these questions.



Table 2.4 Proportion of Nonmarital Pregnancies

Unplanned Unplanned, 
Unplanned, Unplanned, Technical Reason 
Inconsistent but Not Contraceptive to Believe 

Planned In Between Contraception Contracepting Failure Infertile Total

Relationship at time of conception
Casual 0.02* 0.10 0.19 0.38* 0.21 0.10 1.00
Unstable 0.00* 0.11 0.14 0.29 0.32* 0.14* 1.00
Stable romantic 0.19* 0.24* 0.25 0.18* 0.12* 0.02* 1.00

Respondent’s race
Black 0.08 0.13* 0.19 0.31* 0.20 0.08 1.00
Hispanic 0.13 0.30* 0.27 0.12* 0.16 0.01 1.00
White 0.27* 0.09 0.18 0.32 0.09 0.05 1.00

Respondent’s education at birth 
of focal child
High school dropout 0.12 0.20 0.18 0.27 0.21 0.02 1.01
High school diploma/GED 0.11 0.11 0.24 0.29 0.20 0.04 1.00
Post-high school education 0.12 0.26 0.26 0.14 0.07* 0.14* 1.01

Source: Authors’ calculations.
Note: Numbers are row proportions. Totals not equaling 1.00 are due to rounding. * indicates significant t test of mean difference (p < .05), always taking
the particular pregnancy type (column variable) compared to all others combined. For example, the * for .02 in the upper leftmost cell indicates that the
proportion of pregnancies that began in a casual relationship between mother and father has a significantly different proportion of pregnancies that were
identified as planned compared to all other pregnancies types that began in a casual relationship.



Table 2.5 Odds Ratios from Multinomial Logistic Regression Predicting Pregnancy Type, Relative to Planned and In Between
Planned and Unplanned (both are the Reference Category)

Unplanned,   Unplanned,   
Unplanned, Unplanned, Technical Reason
Inconsistent Not Contraceptive to Believe

Contraception Contracepting Failure Sterile

Male 1.11 0.93 1.08 0.27

Race dummies (black = reference)
White 0.96 0.83 0.71 0.57
Hispanic 0.93 0.22* 0.42+ 0.06

Biological parents were together at age 15 1.12 2.76 0.96 3.16

Educational attainment dummies (H.S. dropout = reference)
High school diploma/GED 1.56 1.99 1.08 2.96
Post-high school 1.22 0.44 0.07** 17.32+

Depression probability 0.43 1.29 1.22 2.26

Pregnancy number 1.17 0.13*** 0.43 0.60

Pregnancy number squared 0.97 1.32*** 1.04 1.09

Before focal pregnancy 1.35 4.81** 0.62 2.11
After focal pregnancy 1.44 3.93+ 2.25 1.39

Relationship status at time of conception (stable, 
romantic = reference)
Casual 2.41 9.34** 4.89* 57.78**
Unstable 2.13 10.45** 7.60** 72.63**

Mother and father romantically involved when reported 1.96 0.57 3.69* 0.45

N 190

Source: Authors’ calculations.
***p < .001, **p < .01, *p < .05, + p < .10
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Table 2.6 How Happy Respondent Was When Nonmarital 
Pregnancy Discovered

Model 1 Model 2

Male 0.68+ 0.88*
0.36 0.39

Race dummies (black = reference)
White 0.12 0.08

0.52 0.71
Hispanic 0.33 0.16

0.37 0.40

Biological parents together at fifteen −0.52 −0.37
0.38 0.45

Educational attainment dummies (dropout = reference)
High school diploma/GED 0.63 0.87+

0.41 0.47
After high school 0.46 0.25

0.45 0.54

Depression probability 0.50 0.55
0.54 0.63

Pregnancy number −0.04 −0.52+
0.26 0.30

Pregnancy number squared 0.00 0.07+
0.03 0.04

Birth before focal pregnancy −0.97** -0.84*
0.33 0.35

Birth after focal pregnancy −0.86* −0.78+
0.37 0.40

Relationship status at time of conception (serious romantic = reference)
unstable −1.51*** −1.15**

0.34 0.42
casual −0.81* −0.35

0.41 0.43
Mother and father not romantically 
involved when reported −0.05 −0.02

0.38 0.37

Pregnancy type dummies (planned = reference)
Between planned and unplanned −0.68

0.63
Unplanned, inconsistent contraception −2.19**

0.77
Unplanned, not contracepting −3.06***

0.62
Unplanned, technical contraceptive failure −2.18**

0.78

(continued)



planned pregnancies (table 2.3). The percentage considering abortion gets
higher as conceptions are less planned. Table 2.6, which predicts happi-
ness level, shows a similar pattern net of sociodemographic variables such
as race, education, family background, pregnancy number, and so on.19

Staying with these four categories, the clear predictors are the charac-
teristics of the relationship with the partner. Again here, the four cate-
gories—planned, in between, unplanned with inconsistent contraception,
and unplanned with technical contraceptive failure—are clearly ordered
with the former entailing more serious relationships. Table 2.3 shows
that the more stable the romantic relationship, the higher the degree of
intent. The same patterns are evident in table 2.5, net of other factors.

The unplanned, no contraception category does not fit these patterns.
There is no evidence that those contraceptions were really revealed pref-
erences that the couples even ambivalently wanted a child at the time
(as is the case in the in-between category and perhaps for those who use
contraception inconsistently). Hardly any were happy when they learned
of the pregnancy and more than 75 percent considered an abortion. One
key to why these pregnancies caused so much anguish is their relational
context. Other than the small group of those who thought they were
sterile, this category had the highest percentage of casual relationships.
This is true even net of socioeconomic and other factors (see table 2.5).
The multivariate analysis in table 2.6 shows that, net of other precursors,
parents were the least happy to hear the news when the conception
occurred under these circumstances. Both the men and the women
report more unhappiness than in any other group, but this unhappiness
is especially pronounced among the women—72 percent of women ver-
sus 36 percent of men, the largest gender difference within any category
(results not shown).20

Some might wonder whether there is a learning curve, so that those
with early pregnancies in the unplanned but no contraception category

Forming Fragile Families 47

Unplanned, reason to believe sterile −1.47+
0.75

cut 1 −1.24 −3.41
cut 2 0.44 −1.43

N 190

Source: Authors’ calculations.
Notes: Ordered categories of happiness are happy, in-between and unhappy. Numbers
in italics are standard errors.
***p < .001, **p < .01, *p < .05, + p < .10

Table 2.6 How Happy Respondent Was When Nonmarital 
Pregnancy Discovered (Continued)

Model 1 Model 2
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cohabiting at the time of the discussion. Table 3.1 provides descriptive
statistics.

The proportion of couples in our sample who were married at the birth
of the child that got them into the study was 41 percent of the wave three
and 36 percent of the wave four sample. Because some of the TLC3
unmarried couples married between wave one and the couple discus-
sions two to four years later, however, and because a few of our couples

Table 3.1 Descriptive Statistics on Romantically Involved Couples 
Who Participated in Couple Conflict Discussion

Wave Three Wave Four

Mother’s race
Black 43% 47%
Hispanic 35 32
White 22 21

Father’s race
Black 46 45
Hispanic 35 36
White 19 19

Mother and father do not identify 
as the same race 17 15

Mother’s educational attainment at baseline
Less than high school graduation 24 26
High school graduate 39 40
Post–high school education 37 34

Father’s educational attainment at baseline
Less than high school graduation 26 30
High school graduate 37 38
Post–high school education 37 32

Relationship status
Couple married at birth 41 36
Couple cohabiting at birth 50 57
Couple married at discussion 56 60
Couple cohabiting at discussion 44 38

Discussion is with a new social father 6 13

Mother has children who are not 
biologically current partner’s in 
the household 31 45

Father (non-social only) has children who 
are not biologically current partner’s 33 39

N 54 47

Source: Authors’ calculations.
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were more likely to identify the father as wanting a stricter parenting
regime as an issue.12

Common Conflicts

Table 3.2 shows the percentage of couple discussions that identified each
of the issues as one of the two important issues, for wave three, wave four,
and either (a couple is counted here if they chose this as one of their two
most important issue in either wave). By far the biggest issues were
women wanting more attention from men and men wanting a stricter
regime (and women a less strict regime) in child rearing. About 30 percent
of couples identified each of these issues as one of the two important
issues chosen for discussion.

The two biggest issues—strictness and attention—were clearly gen-
dered. Whereas 34 percent of couples had an issue where the father
wanted things stricter for children, only 15 percent had the opposite
problem—that the mother thought things should be stricter. Similarly,
where 33 percent of couples had an issue with the mother wanting more
attention from the father (whether emotional, verbal, or sexual), only 8 per-
cent reported the father as wanting more attention. Nor was it just that men
complained about lack of sex and women complained about lack of emo-
tional intimacy; if either partner complained about the other’s willingness

Table 3.2 Romantically Involved Couples Identifying Selected Subjects as
One of Two Main Conflicts

Wave Three Wave Four Ever

Father wants stricter child discipline 28% 28% 34%
Mother wants stricter child discipline 9 15 15

Mother wants more attention from father 22 28 33
Father wants more attention from mother 2 9 8

Mother wants father to do more 
housework or child care 17 11 21

Father wants mother to do more 
housework or child care 4 4 5

Money issues (combines three 
categories below) 24 19 30

Mother irresponsible in father’s view 6 9 10
Father irresponsible in mother’s view 11 6 11
Spending priorities differ 7 4 10

Number of Couples 54 47 61

Source: Authors’ calculations.
Note: Percents do not add up to 100% because each couple was asked to select two
issues, and because the residual category, other conflicts, is not shown.
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Economic Improvements 
and Marriage Decisions
Economic theory offers one plausible explanation as to why marriage may
be motivated by economic circumstances yet not described in those terms.
The concept of revealed preferences (Samuelson 1947) indicates that the
choices individuals make are the best indicator of what their desires are.
Under this framework, actions trump words. Therefore, as indicated 
by this theory, even if couples do not reference economic improvements in
their explanations of marriage, they may nevertheless wait to marry until
they have seen positive financial changes, believing that these are the ideal
conditions under which to marry. If this account is true, then meeting a
limited economic bar should be highly correlated with those who marry.

An alternative view, mentioned earlier, is that the bar has little explana-
tory power, but does serve as a socially acceptable excuse for avoiding
marriage. People may find it easier to reference poor financial circum-
stances than to discuss other reservations, such as personal concerns
about their partner. If so, then changes in economic circumstances are
unlikely to be associated with marital decisions.

To see which of these accounts is more plausible, I again coded couples
into one of four groups: married, met limited economic bar; married, did
not meet limited economic bar; not married, met bar; and not married, not
met bar. The results are presented in table 4.1. If the proposed connections
between the economic bar and marriage is correct, then the table should
indicate that most cases fall into one of two cells: those who married and
met the economic bar, and those who did not marry or meet the eco-
nomic bar.

The results largely confirm what the economic barrier to marriage the-
sis would predict. Of the thirty-six couples observed, seven met the bar

Table 4.1 Cross-tabs of Meeting Limited Economic Bar versus 
Getting Married

Met Bar Not Meet Bar Total

Married 7 5 12
Row percentage 58.3 41.7
Column percentage 77.8 18.5 33.3

Not married 2 22 24
Row percentage 8.3 91.7
Column percentage 22.2 81.4 66.7

Total 9 27 36
25.0 75.0

Source: Author’s calculations.
Pearson chi2(1) = 10.6667; Pr = 0.001
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infidelity as sexual interaction with a person outside the focal relationship
during a time when at least one partner in the couple believed they were
committed to sexual exclusivity. These criteria included relationships in
which sexual intercourse did not occur but the respondent described
some sexual contact (for example, “fooling around” or kissing), and infi-
delity that occurred during short, contested breakups or separations.6

Not surprisingly, partners did not always agree on whether infidelity
occurred. For instance, one father reported that the focal mother had a

Table 5.1 Descriptive Statistics of the TLC3 Couples Included in 
Analysis (n = 40)a

Mean/Proportion
Number of Sample

Baseline relationship status
Cohabiting 30 .75
Dating 10 .25

Wave four relationship status
Married 8 .2
Cohabiting 14 .341
Dating 4 .098
Broken up (never married) 12 .293
Married but separated 1 .024
Divorced 1 .024

Highest educational grade achieved 
by either partner
Some high schoolb 14 .341
High school diploma 11 .275
Some college 13 .317
College degreec 2 .049

Couple’s race
Black (non-Hispanic) 15 .375
Hispanic 14 .341
White (non-Hispanic) 2 .049
Interracial 9 .22

Mean age of parents (standard 
deviation in parentheses)
Mother — 23.5 (5.0)
Father — 25.65 (5.0)

Source: Author’s calculations.
Note: Based on baseline and wave four TLC3 individual interviews.
aAll demographic data collected at study entry, except relationship status at wave four
interview.
bThis category includes individuals with a GED.
cThis category includes one couple in which both partners have graduate degrees.
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couples fall between the two (53 percent).9 The lower the combined edu-
cational attainment of a couple, the more likely they report some history
of infidelity. In addition, black and interracial couples were more likely
than Hispanic to report cheating. With only two white couples in the sam-
ple, no meaningful white-nonwhite comparison could be made. In addi-
tion, the sub-group differences that do exist are not statistically significant
and may be the result of response bias rather than real differences.10

Sexual jealousy is even more prevalent than infidelity among the
unmarried TLC3 parents (table 5.3). Nearly three-fourths of the couples
describe sexual distrust or jealousy as a problem in their relationships.
Not surprisingly, couples that have a history of infidelity are more likely
to report problematic sexual jealousy than those that do not. It is striking,
however, that many of the couples with no history of infidelity also report
some problem with sexual jealousy (ten of seventeen couples). Unlike
infidelity, reports of sexual jealousy varied little by educational attain-
ment or race. The breakdown of who is jealous in the relationship mirrors
the statistics on who commits infidelity. That is, men are more likely to

Table 5.2 Prevalence of Infidelity Among Unmarried TLC3 Couples

Infidelity
Total (Percentage)

All couples 40 23 (58%)

Wave four relationship status
Married 7 3 (43)
Cohabiting or dating 19 10 (53)
Broken up, divorced, or separated 14 10 (71)

Highest educational grade achieved by either 
partner (at the birth of the focal child)
Some high schoola 14 9 (64)
High school diploma 11 7 (64)
Some college 13 6 (46)
College degreeb 2 1 (50)

Couple’s race
Black (non-Hispanic) 15 9 (60)
Hispanic 14 6 (43)
White (non-Hispanic) 2 1 (50)
Interracial 9 7 (78)

Source: Author’s calculations.
Note: Based on combined report of mothers and fathers in TLC3 wave four individual
interviews. The associations between reported infidelity and the demographic variables
(relationship status, education, and race) are not statistically significant.
a This category includes individuals with a GED.
b This category includes one couple in which both partners have graduate degrees.
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cheat and women are more likely to be jealous. Interestingly, parents
report problematic sexual jealousy at high rates regardless of relationship
type, although it is most common among cohabiting or dating couples.

The Nature of Infidelity

Taken together, couples’ stories offer insight into common dimensions of
infidelity: how and when infidelity occurs and is discovered, the degree
to which sexual exclusivity was an expectation of the relationship, the
couples’ process of coping with a breach of commitment, and the conse-
quences of infidelity for relationships. Here we look at detailed case stud-
ies of three TLC3 couples, plus supporting evidence from other couples
in the sample, to understand these common dimensions.

Table 5.3 Prevalence of Problematic Sexual Jealousy Among TLC3 Couples

Problematic Sexual 
Total Jealousy (Percentage)

All couples 40 29 (73%)

History of infidelity
Yes 23 19 (83)
No 17 10 (59)

Wave four relationship status
Married 7 4 (57)
Cohabiting or dating 19 16 (84)
Broken up, divorced, or separated 14 9 (64)

Highest educational grade achieved by either 
partner (at the birth of the focal child)
Some high schoola 14 11 (79)
High school diploma 11 9 (82)
Some college 13 8 (62)
College degreeb 2 1 (50)

Couple’s race
Black (non-Hispanic) 15 11 (73)
Hispanic 14 10 (71)
White (non-Hispanic) 2 1 (50)
Interracial 9 7 (78)

Source: Author’s calculations.
Note: Based on combined report of mothers and fathers in TLC3 wave four individual
interviews. The associations between reported sexual jealousy and the demographic
variables (relationship status, education, and race) are not statistically significant.
a This category includes individuals with a GED.
b This category includes one couple in which both partners have graduate degrees.
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said she cannot forgive. After this, she reports that she broke up with him
for good. She says, “ I just completely left him. I didn’t want nothing to do
with him. It was over.” Shortly after the breakup, she began dating
another man who is also involved with drugs. By the second year of the
study, she has another baby and is living with this man in another state,
and Marco is in jail. By the end of the study, she has another baby with a
third man.

What Happens after a Breakup?

After a breakup, partners may start a new relationship, reconcile, or—
less commonly—stay single. Because mothers usually stay in the former

Figure 6.1 Typical Trajectory of a Breakup

Relationship
Problems

Couple Under Stress (1) Problem Incident (2)

Crisis (3)

Break up (4)

Reconciliation New Partner Single

Source: Author’s calculations.
Note: Numbers indicate the order of events; dotted line represents the breakup. 
Relationship problems place a couple under stress. A problem flares up and provokes a
crisis, which results in a breakup. Afterwards, partners either remain single, find new 
partners or the couple reconciles. Couples that reconcile often start the cycle again 
because stressors that led to the first breakup are usually still present.



Table 6.1 Respondents’ Reports of Problems that Contributed to their Breakup

Financial Domestic Verbal Abuse/ No Substance 
Cheating Stress Violence argue Love Mistrust Abuse Incarceration

C-01 1 0 0 1 1 1 0 0
C-05 1 1 0 0 0 1 0 0
C-07 1 0 1 0 0 0 1 1
C-09 0 0 1 0 1 0 0 0
C-12 1 1 1 1 0 1 0 0
C-18 1 0 0 0 0 1 0 0
C-22 0 0 1 0 0 1 0 0
C-23 0 1 0 0 0 1 0 0
C-24 0 1 1 0 0 1 0 1
M-01 0 0 0 1 1 1 1 0
M-05 1 0 1 1 1 1 0 0
M-14 0 1 0 0 1 1 1 0
M-15 1 0 0 0 0 1 0 0
M-16 1 0 1 0 0 1 0 0
M-17 1 0 1 0 0 1 1 0
M-18 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
M-19 1 0 0 0 0 1 0 0
M-21 1 0 0 0 1 0 0 0
M-22 1 0 1 1 1 1 0 0
M-24 1 0 0 0 0 1 0 1
N-02 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 1
N-13 0 0 0 1 1 0 0 0

Source: Author’s calculations.
Note: Highlighting helps show which problems are most prevalent. A couple receives a score of 1 if one or both partners report a problem contribut-
ing to the breakup. Bold text indicates couples that reconciled by the end of the study, and italic text indicates a couple that reconciled, but whose
current status is unknown because both are incarcerated.
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tension between them. He says that her brother and family were causing
problems between them, accusing him of cheating on Priscilla. He denies
choking her and says that he was trying to keep her from hitting him the
night of the breakup. He says he was upset about the breakup at first, but
then happy to have his freedom.

He then went to Puerto Rico. She got pregnant by an older man she
says was possessive and abusive and stole from her. After having the
baby, she went to Puerto Rico to escape this baby’s father. While she was
there, she let Rafael see their son. Rafael says that he tried to get back
together with Priscilla then, but she wasn’t interested. By the third year
of the study, Priscilla has returned to her original city and is living with a
third man, Juan, whom she met at work. They are thinking of getting mar-
ried, but he needs to get a divorce from his ex-wife first. Rafael is also back
in the same city by the end of the study, and is living with his current girl-
friend, Neva, who is pregnant. He says he is more mature now, and that
he and Neva are “taking it slow.”

Economic Concerns

Financial and economic issues figure heavily in the divorce literature, yet
they do not play a central role in TLC3 couples’ accounts of their
breakups. Couples who break up also do not appear to be more disadvan-
taged economically than other TLC3 couples. As shown in table 6.2,
couples who experienced a breakup, along with those who broke up per-
manently, have average household incomes similar to couples who did
not break up during the study. In fact, both mothers and fathers who
broke up report working more than couples that stayed together. For
example, 47 percent of mothers who ended up breaking up report work-
ing at least part-time at baseline, compared with 23 percent of mothers
who eventually married and 32 percent who were still together at the
study’s end. There were less striking differences for fathers, with 80 per-
cent of those who broke up reporting having a job at baseline, compared
with 77 percent of those who married, and 74 percent of those who stayed
together. Fathers’ incomes, however, were on average considerably

Table 6.2 Comparison of Baseline Income and Work for Couples Who
Broke Up, Married, or Were Still Together by Wave Four

Household Income Mothers Working Fathers Working

Breakup $2,061 47% 80%
Marry $2,092 23 77
Stay together $1,890 32 74

Source: Author’s calculations.
Note: Income is monthly.



example, they make the bottle and then hand it to the mother so that she
can feed the baby. Only rarely would a marginally involved father spend
time alone with the baby.

Looking at table 7.1, more than half (53.3 percent) of the men from cou-
ples who are plagued with problems are only marginally involved with
their children. A much smaller percentage of their counterparts—men
from happy couples who have problems, and from happy and stable
couples—are only marginally involved (15.8 percent and 17.4 percent
respectively). This is not unexpected. Surprisingly, though, nearly half
of the men from happy couples with problems (47.4 percent) are highly
involved fathers, but only about a third (34.8 percent) from happy and sta-
ble couples are. The relationship between couple relationship quality and
father involvement is statistically significant at the .10 level, which is
meaningful given a sample size of only fifty-seven.

Although I have used nuanced qualitative data to describe both the
quality of the couple relationship and the level of father involvement, this
simple cross-tabulation does not tell the whole story, nor does it answer
the question of why father involvement is higher for couples with mid-
dling levels of relationship quality. The qualitative analysis I present gets
under the surface of these patterns to show that gender ideology, work
schedules, and economic distress create some surprising patterns within
and between categories that one might not expect.

First, gender ideology guides the actions of most fathers. This prompts
a greater level of involvement than may have been typical in earlier gen-
erations, but still limits their involvement to the helper and playmate role
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Table 7.1 Cross-tabulation of Father Involvement by Relationship Quality

Relationship Quality

Plagued with Happy, Happy and 
Problems but Problems Stable Total

Father involvement
Marginally 8 3 4 15
involved 53.3% 15.8% 17.4% 26.3%

Involved 4 7 11 22
26.7% 36.8% 47.8% 38.6%

Highly 3 9 8 20
involved 20.0% 47.7% 34.8% 35.1%

Total 15 19 23 57
100% 100% 100% 100%

Source: Author’s calculations.
Note: Father involvement from TLC3 round one data. Relationship quality from TLC3 rounds
one and two data.
Chi square = 8.523 (df = 4, p = .074), Somers’ d = .183 (p = .129).



had had at least one serious romantic relationship prior to the focal part-
nership, but only 42 percent had children from those unions. Therefore, I
limit my analysis to the couples for whom either the mother, the father, or
both, have children from previous partnerships. These parents range in
age from nineteen to thirty-five, with a mean age of twenty-four for
women and twenty-six for men. Roughly 60 percent are African
American, some 30 percent are Hispanic (largely Puerto Rican and
Mexican American), and about 10 percent are white. Sixteen mothers and
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Table 8.1 Unmarried Stepfamily Sample

Other Other 
Children Children
Live with Live Apart Couple Couple 

Couple Couple from Couple Breaks Up Marries

She has other children, he does not
Cache & Raheem M X
Claudia & Don M
Gloria & Oscar M
Melissa & Ted M
Samantha & Ali M

He has other children, she does not
Calista & Gavin F
Camille & Freddie F X
Christina & Justin F
Dahlia & Tony F
Janell & Leonard F X
Katrice & Tim F
NaKeisha & Reggie F F X
Priscilla & Rafael F X
Sherise & Anton F X
Tamika & George F X
Veronica & Jason F

Both have other children
Adrienne & Ollie M F X
Beverly & Andre M F
Ciana & Kenneth M&F
Daisy & Paulo M F
Delilah & Trevor M F X
Gabriella & Travis M F
LaShawnda & Tyrone M F X
Lauren & Michael M F X X
Michelle & Daryl M F X
Rochelle & Alex M F X
Tabitha & Howie M&F

Source: Author’s compilation.
Note: M denotes children of the mother, F denotes children of the father.



gotten married (and subsequently separated) and half of the mothers
were cohabiting with a new partner (social fathers). The couples share
on average 1.3 children, and mothers and fathers have a total of about
3.8 and 4.3 children, respectively. The majority of both mothers and
fathers are black, and on average mothers and fathers were twenty-
three and twenty-five years old, respectively, at the time of the focal
child’s birth.

Frequency of Visitation and Gatekeeping

Among the eighteen couples, eleven fathers had contact with the focal
child in the previous two months based on mother or father report
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Table 9.1 Descriptive Statistics for Analytic Sample

Number Proportion of Sample

Baseline characteristics
Relationship status

Married 5 0.28
Cohabiting (not married) 9 0.50
Dating (not cohabiting) 4 0.22

Mother’s race
Black (non-Hispanic) 12 0.67
White (non-Hispanic) 1 0.06
Hispanic 5 0.28

Father’s race
Black (non-Hispanic) 11 0.61
White (non-Hispanic) 0 0.00
Hispanic 7 0.39

Wave Four characteristics
Divorced-separated 7 0.39
Mean age

Mother 26.89
Father 28.72

Mean number of children together 1.29
Mean total number of childrena

Mother 3.75
Father 4.30

Father-child contact in past two months 11 0.61
Father report of gatekeeping (n = 14) 7 0.50
Mother report of gatekeeping (n = 16) 12 0.81
Mother resides with new partner 9 0.50

Source: Author’s calculations.
n = 18 couples. Some numbers based on total available reports, n = 16 mothers, 
n = 14 fathers.
a This average includes number of children together.



(table 9.1). Maternal gatekeeping is common in this sample, with at
least one parent reporting it in 75 percent of the couples. Table 9.2 pre-
sents the relationship between gatekeeping and father visitation in the
previous two months. This table shows that five couples report no gate-
keeping and recent father-child contact, six report gatekeeping and recent
father-child contact, and seven report gatekeeping and no recent father-
child contact.

Table 9.3 presents the reasons for gatekeeping for the full sample and
then by whether the father has recently visited the focal child. In the full
sample, poor relationship is the most commonly cited reason for gate-
keeping and safety-lifestyle the next most common. However, when the
reasons are examined by whether the father had contact with the child
in the previous two months, poor relationship and absence are the most
common among couples with no recent father-child contact, and safety-
lifestyle is the most common among couples with recent father-child
contact.

From the initial descriptive analysis, three types of couples emerge:
easy involvement, contested involvement, and gatekeeper mom–
uninvolved dad (table 9.2). Tables 9.4 through 9.6 present descriptive sta-
tistics for the parents by each of the three couple types. Given the small
sample sizes, caution should be used in interpreting any differences.
Mothers in the easy involvement group are less likely to be repartnered,
and both mothers and fathers in this group are slightly older on average
than the other couples. Additionally, the gatekeeper mom, uninvolved
dad group have broken up more recently, just under two years ago,
whereas the other two groups have been broken up for slightly more
than two years (not shown). Finally, though not shown in tables 9.4
through 9.6, the same proportion of fathers in each group were formally
employed (50 percent), paid formal or informal child support (60 per-
cent), and repartnered. Similarly, the couples reported cheating and
problematic jealousy during their relationship at the same frequencies
across these groups.7
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Table 9.2 Father-Child Contact in Previous Two Months 
by Maternal Gatekeeping

Yes No

Maternal Contested involvement Gatekeeper mom,
gatekeeping uninvolved dad 
Yes n = 6 (33.3%) n = 7 (38.9%)

Easy involvement
No n = 5 (27.8%) 0

Source: Author’s calculation.



Easy Involvement Five of the eighteen couples report easy involvement,
which I define as no reported gatekeeping and father-child contact within
the previous two months. As noted, these parents are slightly older than
average, and none of the mothers lives with a new partner. These couples
appear to either support each other’s roles as parents regardless of their
feelings toward each other or need help with the day-to-day child care of
their shared child or children.

One example of this type is Marilyn and Damian, both of whom are
African American. Damian, who was twenty-four when he entered the
study, and Marilyn, who was twenty-nine, have a formal visitation agree-
ment.8 They have two children together, and though neither lives with a
new partner, both are dating other people. They have been to court on
several occasions to discuss both visitation and child support, and their
current visitation agreement provides for shared custody of the children.
The children live primarily with Marilyn, but Damian sees them every
other weekend and every Wednesday.

Damian and Marilyn have had a volatile relationship and still have
animosity towards each other. However, each says that the other parent
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Table 9.3 Reasons for Gatekeeping by Father-child Contact

Number Proportion

Full sample (n = 13)
Reasons for gatekeepinga

Lies-unreliability 3 0.21
Poor relationship 6 0.43
Absence 4 0.29
Safety-lifestyle 5 0.36

Father-child contact in past two months (n = 6)
Reasons for gatekeepinga

Lies-unreliability 2 0.33
Poor relationship 1 0.17
Absence 0 0.00
Safety-lifestyle 4 0.67

No father-child contact in past two months (n = 7)
Reasons for gatekeepinga

Lies-unreliability 1 0.13
Poor relationship 5 0.63
Absence 4 0.50
Safety-lifestyle 1 0.13

Source: Author’s calculation.
a Counts are total number of couples in which reason was cited; couples could cite more
than one reason. Proportion based on number of times cited out of number of couples;
therefore, total can be greater than 100%



is important to their children, so they try to make things work. Marilyn
wants the children to spend time with Damian because he is their father,
but she does not ask them what they do with him when they come home
from a visit. She says, “I don’t want her to feel guilty, like she can’t love
him.” She says that asking her daughter what she does with her father
might make her daughter feel like she must report to her mother about
Damian, and Marilyn does not want this.

Marilyn and Damian both indicate that their current relationship is
only about the children. Marilyn says, “we only talk about the kids.
Nothing else to talk about. I mean, he’s a liar, so why else would I talk
to him?” Similarly, Damian says, “other than days when it’s time to pick
them up, I try not to make contact with her.” Although they do not seem
to get along with each other, they both realize the importance of two par-
ents for their children. Damian says that he respects Marilyn because she

214 Unmarried Couples with Children

Table 9.4 Descriptive Statistics for Couples, Easy Involvement

Number Proportion

No gatekeeping, father-child contact
n = 4 father interviews, n = 4 mother interviews

Baseline characteristics
Relationship status

Married 2 0.40
Cohabiting (not married) 3 0.60
Dating (not cohabiting) 0 0.00

Mother’s race
Black (non-Hispanic) 4 0.80
White (non-Hispanic) 0 0.00
Hispanic 1 0.20

Father’s race
Black (non-Hispanic) 4 0.80
White (non-Hispanic) 0 0.00
Hispanic 1 0.20

Wave Four characteristics
Divorced-separated 2 0.50
Mean age

Mother 31.00
Father 33.80

Mean number of children together 1.25
Mean total number of childrena

Mother 3.33
Father 3.67

Mother resides with new partner 0 0.00

Source: Author’s calculation.
a This average includes number of children together.



is his children’s mother. Neither couple reports any gatekeeping, but
Marilyn might not need to do any because the existing visitation order
controls Damian’s access to the children.

Unlike Damian and Marilyn, Nubia, a twenty-six-year-old mother,
and Sean, a thirty-two-year-old father, both African American and
married when they entered the study, do not talk about the impor-
tance of the other parent in their child’s life. However, they do focus
on the need for shared child care. Specifically, Nubia wants Sean’s
help “raising her [their daughter].” Sean and Nubia are currently sep-
arated and, in contrast to Damian and Marilyn, do not have a formal
visitation agreement. Sean says that he sees his daughter regularly,
including picking her up from school, and he spends a lot of his free
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Table 9.5 Descriptive Statistics for Couples, Contested Involvement

Number Proportion

Gatekeeping, father-child contact
n = 4 father interviews, n = 6 mother interviews

Baseline characteristics
Relationship status

Married 1 0.17
Cohabiting (not married) 3 0.50
Dating (not cohabiting) 2 0.33

Mother’s race
Black (non-Hispanic) 2 0.33
White (non-Hispanic) 1 0.17
Hispanic 3 0.50

Father’s race
Black (non-Hispanic) 2 0.33
White (non-Hispanic) 0 0.00
Hispanic 4 0.67

Wave Four characteristics
Divorced-separated 1 0.17
Mean age

Mother 24.67
Father 25.83

Mean number of children together 1.33
Mean total number of childrena

Mother 4.00
Father 4.80

Mother resides with new partner 4 0.67

Source: Author’s calculation.
a This average includes number of children together.



time at Nubia’s house caring for her. Neither Nubia nor Sean resides
with other partners.

Nubia argues that Sean needs to take responsibility for the day-to-day
care of their daughter. She says:

I want him to do everything. Like I told him, and I’ve been telling him since
she was born, “You wanted this child. You need to do it. I did not want her.
I didn’t want to potty train anyone else. I didn’t wanna teach anybody how
to spell they name. Stop watchin’ soap operas and teach her how to spell
her name.” That’s just my thing. You wanted her, you take care of her.

Nubia does not report any gatekeeping, and since their separation Sean
has been in contact with their daughter regularly. Although Nubia indi-
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Table 9.6 Descriptive Statistics for Couples, Gatekeeping 
and No Involvement

Number Proportion

Gatekeeping, no father-child contact
n = 7 father interviews, n = 7 mother interviews

Baseline characteristics
Relationship status

Married 2 0.29
Cohabiting (not married) 4 0.57
Dating (not cohabiting) 1 0.01

Mother’s race
Black (non-Hispanic) 6 0.86
White (non-Hispanic) 0 0.00
Hispanic 1 0.14

Father’s race
Black (non-Hispanic) 5 0.71
White (non-Hispanic) 0 0.00
Hispanic 2 0.29

Wave Four characteristics
Divorced-separated 4 0.50
Mean age

Mother 25.86
Father 27.57

Mean number of children together 1.29
Mean total number of childrena

Mother 3.71
Father 4.14

Mother resides with new partner 5 0.71

Source: Author’s calculation.
a This average includes number of children together.



child support system by wage withholding. Six were providing infor-
mal support, that is, in-kind goods or cash paid directly to the mother,
not through the state system. This leaves five fathers who offered their
children little or no support.

On average, fathers’ contributions to their noncustodial children were
modest. We estimated that these eighteen fathers on average contributed
$1,404 per year in formal and informal cash support to their noncustodial
children, amounting to about 10 percent of their average yearly earnings
($13,619). However, this average masks considerable heterogeneity. For
the thirteen who paid anything, the figure was $2,303. As expected, con-
tributing fathers also had higher average earnings ($20,834).

Formal Child Support Payments

The fathers making the largest contributions to their noncustodial chil-
dren were those who had had the strongest ties to the labor market and
higher levels of earnings as well as formal child support orders (see
table 10.2). Tyrone, an African American twenty-nine-year-old father
of two, explained that he does not mind that some of his wages are
withheld for child support. Having just started a full-time job, he was
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Table 10.1 Descriptive Characteristics of TLC3 Analytic Samples

Wave One Samplesa Wave Four Sampleb

Noncustodial
Fathers Mothers Couples

Cohabitating with TLC3 partner 12 13 7
(wave one)

White 0 2 1M/0F
Black 13 9 9M/8F
Hispanic 5 4 3M/5F
Mothers’ age ∼ 24 22
Fathers’ age 26 ∼ 23
High school degree or higher 7 10 8M/6F
Chicago 8 6 4
New York 3 3 0
Milwaukee 7 6 9
Average household incomec $ 24,719 $ 17,500 $ 26,081

Sample size 18 15 13

Source: Authors’ calculations.
a These TLC3 parents have children from previous relationships; analyses of this sample focus
on transfers to these older children.
b These TLC3 couples were no longer in a romantic relationship by the fourth wave of data
collection; analyses of this sample focus on transfers to TLC3 focal child.
c For couples this is the mothers’ household income.



working more than forty hours a week as a bus driver, earning about
$34,000 a year after taxes. He estimated that, given his current job,
about $3,600 would be withheld from his wages over the next year.
Although the order was set when he was working mandatory overtime
and his hours had since been reduced, he did not try to get the pay-
ments lowered. He explained, “you know it’s going to my daughter, it’s
not really a big issue . . . it’s like extra.” Four years later, Tyrone, was
still driving a bus and both his salary and his child support payments
had increased, with pre-tax earnings of about $60,000, he was paying
about $5,532 a year in child support.

Fathers with the means to pay support to their noncustodial children
were likely to do so, though few had earnings as high as Tyrone did. Most
explained that though it was important to contribute to their noncustodial
children, they often found paying financially difficult. Gavin, an African
American father of two noncustodial children, explained. “They expect
you to pay the impossible. Barely make enough and they want to charge
you an arm and a leg.”

The experience of Freddie, a twenty-year-old Hispanic father of three,
illustrates how fathers’ employment was linked with meeting formal
child support obligations. When first interviewed, Freddie was paying
$400 a month for two children from a previous partner. He earned just
over $1,000 from his factory job and was living with his mother. He
described how paying child support affected his economic situation.
“And even though I might not buy little extra things for them, you know,
but still, it’s a big chunk out of what I make. So, basically I work for my
kids. When you think about it, I really don’t have much spending money
for me.”

Over the four years we knew him, Freddie had difficulty keeping a
job. By the end of the study, he was working as a sketch artist in a mall.
He explained that he was not an employee, but an independent contrac-
tor, and thus was paid a portion of the proceeds he earned. He usually
brought home about $350 a week, though last month he only made
about a quarter of that amount because business was slow. He was
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Table 10.2 Child Support Among Unmarried Fathers with Noncustodial
Children During Wave One

Formally Employed Not Formally Employed Total

No support 1 4 5
Informal support 2 4 6
Formal support 7 0 7
Total 10 8 18

Source: Authors’ calculations.



packaging company, and had a part-time sales job on the weekends to
make an additional $300 a month. He explained that he had not been pro-
viding support before because he had been out of work, “I was struggling,
trying to get a job, but after that, you know, I started getting [visiting] my
daughter, right now, for at least the last year on a consistent basis, I started
sending her money and she doesn’t take into account I buy my daughter
stuff too as well.”

Here too, fathers who provided only in-kind support portrayed their
contributions in a positive light. By buying clothes and other necessities,
fathers felt they were demonstrating commitment, ensuring that their
children had all that they needed. Complying with mothers’ requests for
assistance, if only intermittently, gave fathers the ability to claim they
were fulfilling their obligations as fathers. A twenty-five-year-old African
American father of five, Antonio cared for his two daughters by the focal
child’s mother on the weekends after being sentenced to house arrest. He
also provided cash when their mother, Sherise, needed to get something
for their children. “She asks me, you know, buy ’em shoes, or buy ’em this,
whatever—I get them what they need.” However, when asked if Sherise
was satisfied with his contributions, he said, “basically . . . she ain’t never
too satisfied.”

By the final round of interviews, only three fathers were failing to pro-
vide any type of support. Again, incarceration and low earnings were key
explanations for why these fathers were not providing even occasional
informal support for their children. John, an eighteen-year-old Hispanic,
for example, was incarcerated during the study for stealing car stereos.
John and Natalie, the white eighteen-year-old mother of the focal child,
had a tumultuous relationship, breaking up and reconciling several times
before splitting for good. John had several low-wage jobs during the four
years of our study, each followed by several months of unemployment.
By the time their son was three years old, John had been incarcerated for
several months. When Natalie was last interviewed, John had finished
serving his first sentence but was back in jail again, this time for a parole
violation.
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Table 10.3 Child Support for the TLC3 Focal Child Among Unmarried
Fathers During Wave Four

Formally Employed Not Formally Employed Total

No support 1 2 3
Informal support 1 4 5
Formal support 5 0 5
Total 7 6 13

Source: Authors’ calculations.
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Table 11.1 Questions and Fragile Family Survey from TLC3 
Semi-Structured Interview

Fragile Family Survey TLC3

Year 1

Thinking about your relationship 
with (baby’s other parent), how 
often would you say that s/he 
expressed affection or love for you?

Thinking about your relationship 
with (baby’s other parent), how 
often would you say that she or 
he encouraged or helped you to do 
things that were important to you?

How often, if at all, in the last month 
have you and (baby’s other parent) 
had disagreements about money?

Thinking about your relationship 
with (baby’s other parent), how 
often would you say that she or he 
hit or slapped you when s/he 
was angry?

How often, if at all, in the last month
have you and (baby’s other parent) 
had disagreements about drinking 
or drug use?

Year 2

For each statement I read, please tell 
me how often (other parent) behaves 
this way: She or he expresses 
affection or love for you . . .

For each statement I read, please tell 
me how often (other parent) 
behaves this way: She or he really 
understands your hurts and joys . . .

In general, would you say that your 
relationship with (baby’s other 
parent) is excellent, very good, 
good, fair, or poor?

Source: Author’s calculations.

Response to question(s) on how well
and how respondent’s partner
demonstrates love, care and/or
affection in the couple’s relationship.

Response to question(s) on how well
respondent feels partner under-
stands respondent.

Response to question(s) on how cou-
ples managed their money and
whether they disagreed about money

Response to question(s) about
whether there are serious problems
in the relationship such as drug use
or domestic violence.

Response to question(s) about
whether there are serious problems
in the relationship such as drug use
or domestic violence.

Response to question(s) on how well
and how respondent’s partner
demonstrates love, care and/or
affection in the couple’s relationship.

Response to question(s) on how well
respondent feels partner under-
stands respondent.

Response to question(s) about the cur-
rent relationship from the respon-
dent’s standpoint.
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Table 11.2 Summary of Results for Measure Comparisons Across FF and
TLC3 (Baseline Variables Unless Indicated)

Percent Significant Chi Gamma 
Variable Sample Consistent Square (p<.05) Coefficient* 

Love and affection
Women 66 92 yes 0.59*
Men 64 92 no 0.58*
Less than HS diploma 33 88 yes 0.58*
At least HS diploma 97 93 no 0.58*
Overall 130 92 yes 0.59*

Love and affection 
(wave two)
Women 39 92 no 0.51*
Men 47 98 yes 0.31
Less than HS diploma 23 91 yes 0.29
At least HS diploma 63 97 no 0.36
Overall 86 95 yes 0.42*

Support
Women 60 92 no 0.64*
Men 52 92 no 0.46
Less than HS diploma 27 93 yes 1*
At least HS diploma 85 92 no 0.33
Overall 112 92 yes 0.57*

Support (wave two)
Women 33 79 no 0.17
Men 44 77 no 0.02
Less than HS diploma 23 57 no 0.16
At least HS diploma 54 87 no 0.11
Overall 77 78 no 0.13

Relationship evaluation 
(wave two)
Women 39 64 no 0.56*
Men 45 78 no 0.18
Less than HS diploma 23 48 no 0.04
At least HS diploma 61 80 yes 0.51*
Overall 84 67 no 0.43*

Financial conflict
Women 60 70 yes 0.67*
Men 57 56 no 0.23
Less than HS diploma 31 58 no 0.28
At least HS diploma 86 65 yes 0.51*
Overall 117 63 yes 0.44*

(continued)



their reports on love and affection more than 90 percent of the time for
both the baseline and wave two comparisons. They were consistent only
67 percent of the time, however, when reporting on overall relationship
quality.

I also conducted subgroup analyses by gender and by educational
attainment, comparing those with at least a high school diploma to those
without. For four of the eight variables, women were more consistent than
men. For two variables, there was no difference in consistency and for two
others, men were more consistent. Gamma coefficients were larger for
women than men for all eight variables analyzed, and were statistically
significant (p < .05) for women on six of the eight variables, but for men
on only one variable. Finally, women had significant chi square results for
four of the eight variables, whereas male results were significant for only
one. Overall, the evidence suggests that women were more consistent
respondents across Fragile Family Survey and TLC3 questions than their
male counterparts.

Results by educational attainment indicate that individuals with more
education (at least a high school diploma) seem more consistent across
data sets than their counterparts. Individuals with more education were
more consistent in their responses for seven of the eight variables. For
example, in the comparison of the overall relationship quality variables,
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Physical violence
Women 56 93 yes 0.85*
Men 52 83 no 0.5
Less than HS diploma 31 81 no 1*
At least HS diploma 77 91 yes 0.86*
Overall 108 88 no 0.63*

Drugs-alcohol
Women 56 77 yes 0.52
Men 59 76 no 0.38
Less than HS diploma 35 71 no 0.69*
At least HS diploma 80 88 yes 0.01
Overall 115 77 yes 0.46*

Source: Author’s calculations.
Note: Percent consistent is the percentage of questions across data sets that individuals’
responses were consistent on: often and often, often and sometimes, sometimes and some-
times, never and never.
*p<.05

Table 11.2 Summary of Results for Measure Comparisons Across FF and
TLC3 (Baseline Variables Unless Indicated) (Continued)

Percent Significant Chi Gamma 
Variable Sample Consistent Square (p<.05) Coefficient*



individuals with at least a high school education were consistent 80 per-
cent of the time, versus only 48 percent for those with less than a high
school education. Gamma coefficients were statistically significant on
four variables for both those with and without a high school diploma.
Chi square results were significant for those with at least a high school
diploma on four variables, compared to three variables for those with
fewer years of education. However, gamma coefficients were larger for
only three of the eight variables for those with more education.

In addition to results for individual variable pairs, I used the overall
reliability variables to look at the extent to which individuals who were
reliable reporters in one wave were also more reliable in the following
wave (baseline and wave two), and at whether gender and education pre-
dict overall reliability. These variables were created by summing dummy
variables for each of the eight Fragile Family Survey and TLC3 measure
pairs that indicated whether an individual was reliable across data
sources. I created a variable that included all eight individual variable
pairs, one for the five baseline variables, and another for the three vari-
ables created using data from wave two. I find that the baseline and wave
two reliability measures have a correlation coefficient of .28. Coefficients
were similar for men and women (.30 and .31 respectively). Thus, individ-
uals’ reliability on the items analyzed here is modestly correlated across
waves of data collection.

To further investigate the relationship between reliability on these
measures and both gender and education, I ran bivariate regressions
using first gender and then education to predict overall reliability scores.
I found neither gender nor education to be significant predictors of relia-
bility.7 To see whether gender or education would significantly predict
reliability, I also ran logistic regressions using dummy variables indicat-
ing whether individuals were consistent for individual pairs of measures
as a dependent variable, again using gender and then education as pre-
dictors. The results (not shown) also indicated little to no relationship.
Thus, though the results from cross-tabulations and the related gamma
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Table 11.3 Fragile Family Survey and TLC3 Variables and 
Consistency Scores

Variable Time Percentage of Time Consistent

Love and affection No 92, 95
Support No 92, 78
Physical violence No 88
Relationship Eval. No 67
Drugs-alcohol last month 77
Financial conflict last month 63

Source: Author’s calculations.



Table 11.4 Regression Using Individual Measures to Predict Relationship Status

Broken Up

Wave Two Wave Four

Sig. Gender Sig. Gender 
Independent Variable Women Men Interaction Women Men Interaction

Baseline
Violence TLC3 1.179 0.773 1.762 0.857

(1.053) (1.279) (1.193) (1.450)
Violence FF 0.460 0.074 −0.014 0.880

(0.961) (0.860) (0.962) (0.695)
Financial disagreements TLC3 0.647 0.034 1.061 −0.483

(0.844) (0.775) (0.717) (0.614)
Financial disagreements FF −0.253 0.037 0.384 0.399

(0.424) (0.405) (0.359) (0.357)
Substance abuse problems TLC3 1.176 1.176 −0.036 −0.036

(0.712) (0.712) (0.702) (0.702)
Substance abuse problems FF 0.879 0.846 −0.099 0.746

(0.488) (0.607) (0.505) (0.605)
Understanding TLC3 −0.993 −0.066 −1.811** −1.047

(0.557) (0.737) (0.631) (0.686)
Support FF −1.455* −0.017 −0.595 −0.821

(0.699) (0.624) (0.673) (0.549)
Love-affection TLC3 −1.665** −1.707* −0.610 −2.075** *

(0.561) (0.728) (0.418) (0.764)
Love-affection FF −1.114 −0.849 −0.595 −1.343*

(0.724) (0.574) (0.673) (0.568)

(continued)



Table 11.4 Regression Using Individual Measures to Predict Relationship Status (Continued)

Broken Up

Wave Two Wave Four

Sig. Gender Sig. Gender 
Independent Variable Women Men Interaction Women Men Interaction

Wave Two
Relationship evaluation TLC3 −0.889* −0.190

(0.418) (0.347)
Relationship evaluation FF −0.664** −0.487*

(0.230) (0.237)
Understanding TLC3 −0.188 −0.685

(0.741) (0.528)
Understanding FF −1.514** −0.010 **

(0.499) (0.398)
Love-affection TLC3 −0.344 −0.862

(0.681) (0.845)
Love-affection FF −0.622 −0.935*

(0.395) (0.472)

Source: Author’s calculations.
Note: Average sample size for these regressions is fifty-nine. Sample size varies from thirty-two to seventy-one.
Standard errors in parentheses.
*significant at 5%; **significant at 1%



Table 12.1 TLC3 Response Rates of Original Interviewees

Interview Type Within Individual

Wave Couple Individual Mothers Fathers

1 Percent of original sample interviewed 100% 91% 96% 85%
Number of original sample 75 136 72 64
Number plus number of social fathersa 75 136 72 64

2 Percent of original sample interviewed 75% 81% 81% 81%
Number of original sample 56 122 61 61
Number plus number of social fathers 56 123 61 62

3 Percent of original sample interviewed 69% 85% 87% 85%
Number of original sample 52 128 65 64
Number plus number of social fathers 56 132 65 69

4 Percent of original sample interviewed 61% 81% 84% 77%
Number of original sample 46 121 63 58
Number plus number of social fathers 53 128 63 65

Source: Author’s calculations.
aA social father is a new partner of a mother, not the biological father of the focal child, and therefore not in the original sample.
For a mother’s new partner to qualify as a social father, he had to be living with mother at least some of the time.



Table 12.2 Demographic Characteristics of Mothers and Fathers

Variables Full FFCWS TLC3 Eligible TLC3

Mother’s race
Black 49% 51% 47%
Hispanic 26 19 33**
White 21 26 20
other 4 4 0

Father’s race
Black 49 54 49
Hispanic 26 20 36***
White 20 23 13
other 4 4 1

Immigrant status
Mother is first-generation immigrant 17 7 9
Father is first-generation immigrant 18 9 13

Mother’s age at baseline
14− <22 34 32 31
22− <27 34 36 41
27+ 32 32 28
mean 25 25 25

Father’s age at baseline
15− <24 33 32 33
24− <30 31 32 33
30+ 37 36 33
mean 28 28 27

Mother’s education at baseline
No high school diploma 36 27 26
High school diploma 31 35 36
Post-high school education 33 38 38

Father’s education at baseline
No high school diploma 33 27 29
High school diploma 32 37 36
Post–high school education 34 35 35

Relationship status baseline
Married 24 27 35
Cohabiting 36 47 49
Romantically involved, 26 25 16
but not cohabiting

Not romantically involved 13 0 0
Relationship status year one

Married 30 35 44
Cohabiting 27 34 32
Romantically involved, 10 10 7
but not cohabiting

Not romantically involved 33 22 17

Source: Author’s calculations.
Note: Significance tests performed between TLC3 and TLC3 eligible samples.
**p < .01, ***p < .001



Table 12.3 Household Income and Earnings (in 1000s of Dollars) of Participants

Couples Full Sample TLC3-Eligible TLC3

Baseline household income All 22.5 22.5 30.0
Married 42.5 42.5 42.5
Cohabiting 17.5 22.5 22.5
Noncohabiting Mothers 12.5 12.5 17.5

Fathers 22.5 22.5 17.5

Baseline earnings of all individuals All Women 2.0 3.5 3.5
Men 17.5 17.5 22.5

Married Women 6.5 11.3 12.5
Men 30.0 30.0 30.0

Cohabiting Women 2.0 3.5 3.5
Men 12.5 17.5 17.5

Noncohabiting Mothers 0.5 2.0 0.5
Fathers 12.5 12.5 12.5

Baseline percentage reporting no earnings Mothers 43 32 28
Fathers 5 4 6



Year one household income All 30.0 30.0 34.5
Married 50.0 50.0 42.5
Cohabiting 25.0 25.0 30.0
Noncohabiting Mothers 17.0 20.0 33.0

Fathers 30.0 30.0 43.0

Year one earnings of all individuals All Women 4.7 6.5 2.9
Men 22.4 23.4 22.1

Married Women 4.7 6.8 1.5
Men 37.5 35.5 36.4

Cohabiting Women 5.0 6.7 3.6
Men 20.6 20.8 12.9

Noncohabiting Mothers 4.3 6.1 7.8
Fathers 15.1 17.4 23.1

Year one percentage reporting no earnings Mothers 28 24 40**
Fathers 8 5 8

Source: Author’s calculations.
Note: Significance tests performed between TLC3 and TLC3-eligible samples.
**p < .01



Table 12.4 Multiple Child Well-Being and Parental Relationship Quality Variables

Full Sample Possible TLC3 TLC3

Baseline (Wave One)
Father’s name on the birth certificate (asked only of unmarried respondents) 88% 96% 98%
Baby has father’s last name (asked only of unmarried respondents) 80 91 93
Father visited mother in the hospital 81 94 96

Year one (Wave Two)
Child has physical disabilities 3 3 1
Child has never been to the emergency room for accident or injury 85 85 80
Number of times child to doctor for well visit 0 0 0 0

1–3 7 6 4
4+ 93 94 96

Mother and father have legal child support agreement (not asked if parents 16 15 11
were married and living together)

Mother and father have informal child support agreement (asked if mother 43 51 50
and father are not married and not living together for 
“all or most of the time”)

Mother has children with someone other than other focal parent 36 38 33

Father has other biological children not living with him 29 31 41

Father currently
Working 75 78 75
Unemployed 16 15 22
In jail 5 3 0
In school 2 2 1
School and work 2 3 1

Source: Author’s calculations.
Note: There are no significant differences between the TLC3 and TLC3-eligible sample.



Table 12.5 Characteristics of Mothers at Each Wave

Missing Individual Missing Couple

1 2 3 4 2 3 4

Race
Black 0.67 0.57 0.40 0.50 0.58 0.58 0.50
Hispanic 0.00 0.21 0.40 0.52 0.26 0.26 0.27
White 0.33 0.21 0.20 0.08 0.16 0.16 0.23

Age 31.33* 29.07** 24.90 25.00 25.21 24.58 24.23

Education
No high school diploma 0.33 0.14 0.30 0.17 0.32 0.32 0.27
High school diploma 0.33 0.50 0.10+ 0.25 0.42 0.26 0.23
Post–high school education 0.33 0.36 0.60 0.58 0.21+ 0.37 0.50

Relationship
Married 0.33 0.36 0.20 0.33 0.21 0.26 0.27
Cohabiting 0.67 0.64 0.70 0.50 0.68 0.47 0.41
Romantically involved, not cohabiting 0.00 0.00+ 0.10 0.17 0.11 0.26 0.32*

Median earned in past year (in $1,000s) 2.00 12.50 4.50 2.75 3.50 3.50 2.00

Median total household income in past year (in $1,000s) 42.50 30.00 30.00+ 26.25* 22.50 30.00 26.25

Source: Author’s calculations.
Note: Significance tests for equality of means were performed for age and all racial, education and relationship status categories.
K-sample tests for equality of medians were performed for median earnings and median total household income.
**p < .10, *p < .05, + p < .10



Table 12.6 Characteristics of Fathers at Each Wave

Individual Couple

1 2 3 4 2 3 4

Race
Black 0.64 0.50 0.64 0.59 0.63 0.58 0.64
Hispanic 0.27 0.43 0.36 0.35 0.32 0.37 0.27
White 0.09 0.07 0.00 0.06 0.05 0.05 0.09

Age 26.45 28.36 25.18 25.41 23.74 27.16 26.27

Education
No high school diploma 0.64** 0.29 0.36 0.29 0.32 0.37 0.32
High school diploma 0.18 0.36 0.27 0.35 0.42 0.32 0.27
Post–high school education 0.18 0.36 0.36 0.35 0.26 0.32 0.41

Relationship
Married 0.09+ 0.29 0.18 0.29
Cohabiting 0.73+ 0.72+ 0.55 0.47
Romantically involved, not cohabiting 0.18 0.00+ 0.27 0.24

Median earned in past year (in $1,000s) 2.50 17.50 7.50+ 7.50* 12.50+ 12.50 12.50*

Median total household income in past year (in $1,000s) 17.50 30.00 21.25* 30.00* 23.75 30.00+ 26.25**

Source: Author’s calculations.
Note: Significance tests for equality of means were performed for age and all racial, education and relationship status categories.
K-sample tests for equality of medians were performed for median earnings and median total household income.
**p < .10, *p < .05, + p < .10
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