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ABSTRACT 

Using a sample of 692 children in mother-headed families drawn from the FFCWS, we examined 

the direct and indirect associations between nonresident fathers’ financial support during early 

childhood and children’s cognitive, behavioral, and achievement outcomes at ages 5 and 9 through 

parental investments, family processes, and children’s skills at age 3. We found significant direct 

effects of fathers’ financial support: measured continuously on children’s math and reading scores 

at age 9 and above the median on reading achievement at age 9. Financial support well-above the 

median was also significantly associated with math achievement at age 9 and both aggressive 

behavior and receptive vocabulary at age 5. Children’s language skills mediated the associations 

between financial support, measured continuously and provided through a formal order/agreement 

and math and reading achievement at age 9 and the association between financial support above the 

median and reading achievement at age 9.  Most associations were small.  

KEYWORDS: Early and middle childhood, FFCW, parental investment, non-resident fathers 
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Recent studies of the effects of nonresident fathers’ financial support on young children 

(Nepomnyaschy, Magnuson, & Berger, 2012; Adamson & Johnson 2013) do not support the strong 

effects of earlier studies (Amato & Gilbert 1998). There has also been limited examination of the 

mechanisms through which financial support for young children affects later child outcomes and 

these studies have mostly tested family stress and investment pathways (Choi & Pyun, 2014; Choi, 

Palmer, & Pyun, 2014; Nepomnyaschy, Magnuson, & Berger, 2012). Even so, investment pathways 

reflect the ways that families with higher incomes invest in their children including more (or higher-

quality) learning materials, parental stimulation of learning, living standards (adequate food, 

housing, medical care, and so on), neighborhoods that can promote development. Studies based on 

investment pathways have mostly emphasized the first types of investments. However, given their 

low incomes, making sure that their children’s basic needs are met may better characterize the ways 

in which a single-mothers use financial support from nonresident fathers to invest in their children. 

Food is a  basic need that may be particularly important given the evidence that children in single 

parent families at at special risk of food insecurity and the food has been linked to better … for … 

children). 

What is more, other mechanisms in the developmental literature, such as cascading 

(Bornstein, Hahn, & Wolke, 2013; Forget-Dubois, et al., 2009; Masten & Cicchetti, 2010), might be 

at play. For example, financial support from nonresident fathers may influence children’s early 

language skills, which in turn, affect achievement and behavior at later stages of childhood. Finally, 

it is common for unmarried parents to transition from informal to formal support arrangements for 

fathers’ financial support while their children are young (Nepomnyaschy & Garfinkel, 2010) Yet, 

studies pay little attention to how and how much children’s outcomes may depend upon alternate 

arrangements for financial support  (Nepomnyaschy & Garfinkel, 2010).   
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Our study addresses these gaps by estimating the direct and indirect effects of nonresident 

father’s financial support on children’s cognitive, behavioral, and achievement outcomes at ages 5 

and 9.  Drawing from family investment, family stress, and cascading developmental perspectives, 

we (1) assess the direct associations of nonresident father’s financial support during early childhood 

(0-3) to children’s cognitive and behavioral outcomes at age 9, (2) examine the extent to which 

these associations are mediated by parental investments (mothers’ and fathers’ provision of 

cognitive stimulation in the home, and food security), maternal stress and, children’s skills at an 

earlier point in development, and (3) assess whether the direct and indirect associations between 

financial support and middle child outcomes are moderated by whether support is provided formally 

or informally. 

We limit our focus on cash payments to the biological mother whether or not a formal child 

support order exists, and children’s vocabulary, math, reading and aggressive behaviors measured at 

ages 5 and 9. We focus on age 9 because middle childhood is a period marked by important 

cognitive, emotional, neurological, and social changes that form a strong foundation for later 

schooling and adulthood. This study extends the literature on how financial support from 

nonresident fathers influences their children’s development in two ways: (1) it allows for, perhaps 

substantial changes in the arrangements (informal to formal) nonresident fathers used to provide 

financial support during the years that such support should most affect children’s development, and 

(2) it tests key mediating mechanisms that link financial support and children’s outcomes. 

Nonresident fathers’ child support and children’s outcomes: formal vs informal support. 
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Unlike earlier studies that found strong benefits of nonresident fathers’ financial support on 

children’s development (Amato & Gilbert, 1998), later studies reported small effects (King & 

Sobolweski, 2006; Hawkins, Amato, & King, 2007; Nepomnyaschy, Magnuson, & Berger, 2012; 

Adamson & Johnson 2013). Two recent studies found significant direct effects of financial support 

during the child’s first year, most of which was informal, on children's cognitive skills at ages 5 

(Choi & Pyun, 2014; Choi, Palmer, & Pyun, 2014). After controlling for frequency of contact, 

Nepomnyaschy, Magnuson, & Berger (2012) found that only formal support was significantly and, 

paradoxically, positively associated with children’s withdrawn and aggressive behavior at age 5. 

However, they did not examine support received before age 3, which is a critical period of 

development, nor did they test the associations of child support to children’s later achievement.  Our 

study examines whether formal vs. informal support provided during the first 3 years influences 

children’s development at ages 5 and 9. Based upon more recent studies, we expect all such effects 

to be small.  

How does child support matter for children’s development? 

 

The family stress and investment theories of child development guide most studies of the 

effects of nonresident fathers’ financial support on children. The latter hypothesizes that parents 

with greater resources such as income are able to purchase more stimulating and enriching goods 

(e.g., books) and invest more time in learning activities (e.g., reading) than parents with fewer 

resources (Duncan, Magnuson, & Votruba-Drzal, 2014).  The stress model links income to the 

quality of parenting, through maternal stress. Because low-income parents may be more  stressed, 

they may be harsher with their children and less responsive to their needs than high-income parents. 

Thus we expect increases in nonresident fathers’ financial support to reduce maternal stress, which 

in turn, improves parenting and children’s outcomes (Thompson, 2014). Two recent studies found 
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support for this family stress perspective (Choi & Pyun, 2014; Choi, Palmer, & Pyun, 2014). They 

reported a significant indirect effect of financial support during the first year on aggressive behavior 

at ages 3 and 5 and on cognitive development at age 3 through maternal stress and parenting 

behavior at age 3. Their parenting measure, a latent variable composed of positive and negative 

parenting behaviors from the Home Observation for Measurement of the Environment scale 

(HOME; Bradley, Casey, & Caldwell, 1997), had two limitations. Because spanking is negatively 

associated with child outcomes (Brooks-Gunn, Schneider, & Waldfogel, 2013), they assumed, 

without supporting literature, that the absence of spanking is positively associated with child 

outcomes. Further, the Cronbach's alpha reported for this parenting measure was low by 

conventional standards. 

This literature also leaves two important gaps, which we address in this study.  First, fathers 

who provide more financial support may also spend more time with children in learning activities, 

in part because such support increases mother’s willingness to allow fathers to spend time with 

children. Though such time is positively associated with children’s skills (Cabrera, Shannon, & 

Tamis-LeMonda, 20007; Waller & Swisher, 2006; Nepomnyaschy, et al., 2012;  Yeung et al., 

2002), to our knowledge, no study has tested whether nonresident fathers’ engagement in learning 

activities mediates the effect of financial support on children’s cognitive skills and academic 

achievement. Second, no study has explicitly tested whether the effects of financial support on 

young children are mediated by reductions in food insecurity.  Two-parent families who typically 

have more resources than single-parent families may use additional income to buy books and toys, 

whereas single-parent families may use the extra income from fathers’ financial support to reduce 

food insecurity, which is related to poor outcomes in children (Ashiabi, 2015; Garasky & Stewart, 

2007; Nepomnyaschy, Miller, et al., 2014).   
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Methods 

 

Data Source and Participants 

We use data from the core and In-Home FFCWS, a national study that follows a cohort of 

4,898 children born between 1998 and 2000 in 20 U.S. cities with populations of 200,000 or more 

(Reichman, Teitler, Garfinkel, & McLanahan, 2001).  Mothers and fathers were interviewed when 

children were born and at ages 1, 3, 5, and 9. To limit bias due to missing data, we used mothers’ 

reports of all variables included in our model; mothers’ reports of financial support are also more 

reliable than father’s reports (Sorensen, 1997). Our analytic sample excludes children with fathers 

who were unknown (n=49), or deceased at any wave (n=113), children in households not observed 

at follow-up in-home interviews, when parenting and children’s outcomes were assessed, at year 3 

(N=375), year 5 (N=953), and year 9 (N=1,230). Finally, we excluded children with resident fathers 

at years one and three (N=1, 486).  The final analytic sample of nonresident fathers was 692. 

 

Measures 

 

Children’s aggressive behaviors at ages 5 and 9. During the in-home survey, mothers were 

administered the Child Behavior Checklist (CBCL; Achenbach, 1992). At age 5, mothers responded 

to 19 items (α =.85) and at age 9 (α = .88) 20 items,  (e.g., Child is cruel, bullies, or shows 

meanness to others) on a 3 point scale (1=not true, 2=somewhat true, 3=very true). The items were 

summed and further standardized to a mean of 0 and a standard deviation of 1 to create the 

aggression variable. 

Children’s academic achievement was assessed with two subscales of the Woodcock-

Johnson Achievement Test-Revised (W-J; Woodcock & Johnson, 1989): the Applied problems that 

assess math skills (α =.85) and reading (α =.80; Reichman et al., 2001).  Each index was 

standardized to a mean of 0 and a standard deviation of 1.  
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Nonresident Fathers’ Financial Support  

 

Financial support was assessed at 1 and 3 years old and refers to “the amount of the legally 

agreed child support father actually paid over the last year,” for mothers with a formal agreement or 

award; “the amount of informal support received since the informal agreement was reached“, for 

mothers with an informal agreement; and, “anything received from father in past year,” for mothers 

without a formal or informal agreement.” Whatever the arrangement, we assumed that expenditures 

on the home environment depended upon permanent income (Berger, Paxson, & Waldfogel, 2009), 

so we assessed average financial support by taking the sum of financial support at 1 year and 3 

years, after deflating to constant 2006 dollars using the Consumer Price Index, transformed the 

result using a logarithmic scale to smooth the distribution, and divided the result by .10 so that the 

variance of our financial support variable was similar to the variance of other continuous variables 

(Kline, 2011). Following Nepomnyaschy and Garfinkel (2010) we allowed associations between 

financial support and children’s outcomes to be nonlinear by creating categorical versions of our 

average financial support variable: no pay (= 1 if father provided no financial support at 12 months 

and 36 months, = 0 otherwise); low pay (= 1 if average financial support was below the sample 

median, = 0 otherwise); middle pay (= 1 if average financial support was above the sample median, 

but below the 75th percentile, = 0 otherwise); and a high pay (=1 if average financial support was 

above the 75th percentile, = 0 otherwise). 

 We also included dichotomous measures of the financial support arrangement using 

mothers’ responses to the question “have a formal child support award/agreement”, assessed at 12 

and 36 months. Consistently formal (= 1 if the mother responds yes at both 12 and 36 months, and = 

0 otherwise).  Switching from informal to formal (=1 if the mother responds no at 12 months and 
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yes at 36 months, and = 0 otherwise.) The omitted category, consistently informal (= 1 if the mother 

responds no at 12 months and 36 months, and = 0 otherwise).  

Investment perspective constructs 

 

 Family’s investment in children was assessed with four sets of indicators:  responsiveness,  

availability of learning materials, in the home, perceptions of food insecurity (a proxy for standard 

of living, and investment of time spent with the child in cognitive )stimulating activities. Learning 

materials was assessed at age 3 using a subscale of eight items (e.g., How many push or pull toys or 

toys does your child have?) from the HOME scale (Bradley, Casey, & Caldwell, 1997). Each item 

was scored 0 for ‘none’, 1 for ‘1-2’, 2 for ‘3-4’, and 3 for ‘5 or more.’ The items were then summed 

and averaged as a measure of learning materials (α =.75). Parental learning activities, assessed over 

years 1 to 3, refer to parents’ time spent in activities that promote learning (e.g., frequency of 

reading, telling stories, and singing per week). Items were coded (0 for ‘none’ to 7 for ‘everyday’) 

and averaged and further standardized to a mean of 0 and a standard deviation of 1 (α =.86 for 

fathers and .85 for mothers).   

Child food insecurity was assessed when the focal child was at 3, 5 and 9 years old by the 

Children’s Food Security Scale (CFSS), an 8-item sub-scale of the U.S. Household Food Security 

Survey (Economic Research Service, USDA, 2012). In this study, the child food insecurity was 

assessed at age 3. Each item was coded 1 if the primary caregiver reports 'often' or 'sometimes,' and 

0 if she/he reports 'never true.'  The item scores were then summed and standardized: α =.79. 

Family stress perspective constructs 

 

Parenting behavior variables were assessed with four indicators:  maternal stress, and harsh 

discipline.  Maternal stress was assessed at age 3 using four items (e.g., “Being a parent is harder 

than I thought it would be”) from the Parenting Stress Index-Short Form (PSI-SF; Abidin, 1995). 
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Score range was 0 to 3, with higher scores reflecting more stress; α =.81. Maternal responsiveness, 

assessed at age 3, was based on mother’s responses to eight questions (e.g., “parent encourages 

child to contribute,”) from the subset of the full HOME scale (Bradley et al., 1997). These items 

were summed and averaged, so scores ranged from 0 to 1, with higher scores reflecting more 

responsiveness; α =.81. Maternal harsh discipline was assessed at age 3 using items (e.g., “Spanked 

him/her on the bottom with your bare hand”) from the Conflict Tactics Scale (Straus, Hamby, 

Finkelhor, Moore, & Runyon, 1998). Scores were summed and could range from 0 to 6, with higher 

scores indicating greater maternal harsh discipline; α =.81. Each index was then further 

standardized to a mean of 0 and a standard deviation of 1 in order to allow for comparison of 

regression coefficients across scales.  

Developmental cascade constructs 

 

Receptive Vocabulary was assessed using the Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test (PPVT; 

Dunn & Dunn, 1981) at ages 3 and 5. Higher scores indicate higher vocabulary; α =.81. 

Demographic controls 

 

Control variables. Characteristics of the child included gender (1=male, 0=female), 

temperament (“often fusses and cries”, “gets upset easily”,  “reacts strongly when upset”; 1 – 5), 

and low vs. normal birth weight (1 = less than 2,500 grams, 0 = equal to or greater than 2,500 

grams). Characteristics of the mother included age, race and ethnicity, education, and mother-

reported cognitive functioning (0=low to 15=high; Wechsler Adult Intelligence Scale-Revised; 

WAIS-R, 1981), depressive symptoms (used constructed FFCWS variable 1=depressed, 0=not 

depressed) and mother’s income, including her earnings and other transfer payments at ages 1 and 

3. We excluded father’s demographic characteristics because these were highly correlated with 
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maternal demographic characteristics, which should be more salient to outcomes for children in 

female-headed families under the family stress and investment perspectives. 

Analysis Plan 

 

To test our hypotheses we conducted a measured variable path analysis adjusting for 

multivariate non-normality using robust standard errors as recommended by Finney & DiStefano 

(2013). Path analysis allows for simultaneous tests of all the associations among constructs ; the 

direct and indirect associations of all predictors can be assessed while accounting for the control 

variables. It enables us to assess the theoretically derived, longitudinal associations among our 

variables of interest.   Only observations with valid child outcome data were included in the 

analyses. We tested our conceptual model that financial support is related to children’s aggression 

and receptive vocabulary at age 5 and to reading/math achievement at age 9 and that these 

associations are mediated through three theoretical pathways: investments parents make at home 

(learning materials, paternal engagement in cognitive stimulating activities, and food security), 

cascading (receptive vocabulary at age 3), and family stress pathways. 

Model fit was evaluated by comparing our models with a theoretical saturated model. 

Whether we used continuous or categorical measures of fathers’ financial support, the chi-square 

goodness of fit test for all models were statistically significant (p<0.001), (See Table 3). The chi-

square goodness of fit test, however, may not be “exactly true,” especially for models with more 

than 400 sample size (Kenny, 2012). Since our sample includes nearly 700 observations, we 

employed two commonly-used alternative fit indices. The rule of thumb for acceptable levels is that 

the value of root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) should be less than .08 

(MacCallum, Browne, & Sugawara, 1996), and the standardized root mean square residual (SRMR) 
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should be less than .08 (Hu & Bentler, 1999). All estimated models had reasonably good fit to the 

data.  

Results  

 

Descriptive results 

Mothers in our analytic sample (n=692) were mostly young black, foreign-born, low income 

women, few of whom had post-secondary schooling, and who reported high levels of parenting 

stress,  harsh parenting, food insecurity, depressive symptoms, and low levels of responsiveness 

when compared to a larger and less selective sample of mothers (table 1). Like this less-selective 

sample, mothers in our analytical sample responded to the in–Home surveys at ages 1, 3, 5, and 9, 

which were used to measure most of our mediators and outcome variables. However, mothers who 

resided with the fathers of their children during one or more of the child’s first three years were 

excluded from our analytical sample. Although fathers in our analytical sample were somewhat 

older, they were similar in other demographic and educational characteristics, compared with men 

who had fathered children with the mothers included in our less-selective sample. Not surprisingly, 

the fathers in our analytic sample were also much less engaged in learning activities than fathers in 

the less-restrictive sample, which included many resident fathers. Children in our analytical sample 

were more likely to have difficult temperaments and had fewer learning materials than children in 

the less restrictive sample.  

Average financial support received over the first three year their children’s lives for the 

analytic sample was $785.85; 28% of the mothers had a formal child support order or award; 50% 

had no such order or award; and 22% switched from not having an award to acquiring a formal 

award by age 3 (Table 2). A third of our sample, the no pay group, received no financial support; 

another third, the low pay group, received $212/year on average. Of the remaining third, half, the 

middle pay group received $991/year; the other half, the high pay group, received $3,304/year.  
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Nonresident fathers’ financial support and child outcomes: Direct effects 

 

We found no significant direct effects of our continuous measure of financial support at ages 

1 and 3 on children’s aggressive behavior or receptive vocabulary at age 5, nor on children’s 

aggressive behavior or achievement at age 9 (results available on request). However, the upper 

panel of Table 3 shows that children with fathers whose average financial support was above the 

75th percentile at age 1 and 3 were less likely to have behavioral problems (β = -.249, p<.05 and had 

higher receptive vocabulary at age 5 (β = -.249, p<.05 and β = 0.233, p <.05, respectively) than 

children with fathers who paid nothing during the same period. The lower panel of table 3 shows 

that children with fathers whose average financial support was above the 75th percentile at ages 1 

and 3 exhibited less aggressive behavior (β = - 0.261, p<.05) and had higher math achievement at 

age 9 than children with fathers who paid nothing during the same period. Children with fathers 

whose average financial support was above the median also had higher reading achievement (β = 

0.235, p<.05)   ) at age 9 than children with fathers who paid nothing during the same period..  

Mediating pathways 
We found no significant indirect effects of financial support on aggressive behavior or 

receptive vocabulary at age 5. Figure 1 shows unstandardized parameter estimates of the model with 

outcomes measured at age 9.  We found significant indirect effects of financial support at ages 1 

and 3 on math and reading achievement at age 9 through receptive vocabulary at age 5 (Table 4). As 

compared with children who received no support, children who received support above the 75th 

percentile had higher receptive vocabulary scores at age 5, which were then associated with higher 

math (β = 0.10, p <0.05) and reading (β = 0.12, p <0.05) achievement at age 9. The first indirect 

effect explained 28 (=.099/.351) percent of the total effect of financial support above the 75th 

percentile on math achievement; the second indirect effect explained 43 percent (=.116/.271) of the 

total effect of such support on reading achievement. Thus, our results provide support only for the 
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cascading perspective of the effects of financial support on children’s achievement, despite 

evidence of significant direct effects of financial support on food insecurity and fathers’ learning 

activities (see table 6). 

Moderated Mediation 

 

Table 5 shows that financial support arrangements moderated the indirect effect of our 

continuous measure of financial support on reading and math achievement, through early cognitive 

skills, but not in the way prior studies suggest. These indirect effects of continuously measured 

financial support on reading (β = 0.233, p< 0.05) and math (β = 0.206, p<.05) achievement at age 9 

were statistically significant when such support was provided formally at wave 1 and in wave 3.  

Financial support arrangements did not moderate the indirect effects of our nonlinear measures of 

financial support (results available on request). 

Direct Effects of Selective Controls on Child Outcomes  

 

It is helpful to compare the direct effects of fathers’ financial support with the corresponding 

effects of other SES control variables. Recall that only financial support provided above the 75th 

percentile had a statistically significant direct effect on children’s aggressive behavior and receptive 

vocabulary at age 5 (Table 3). While we found no direct effect of mother’s income, net of father’s 

financial support, on aggressive behavior (table 6a), this variable was directly associated with 

children’s receptive vocabulary at age 5 (table 6b). Further, children with mothers who completed 

four years of college were significantly less likely to exhibit aggressive behavior at age 5 than 

children with mothers who dropped out of high school. Similarly, children of mothers with some 

post-secondary schooling had higher receptive vocabulary at age 5 than children of mothers who 

dropped out of high school. We also found that children’s reading achievement and aggressive 

behavior at age 9 were directly associated with financial support provided above the median and 
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above the 75th percentile, respectively (table 3b). We found no significant direct effects of any of 

our SES indicators on children’s outcomes at 9 years. 

Next to financial support provided above the 75th percentile, the strongest predictors of 

children’s aggressive behavior at age 5 and age 9 were mother’s harsh discipline at age 3 and 

child’s temperament at birth, respectively (results available upon request). While, the strongest 

predictors of children’s receptive vocabulary at age 5 was children’s receptive vocabulary at age 3. 

Similarly, the strongest predictor of math and reading achievement at age 9 was children’s receptive 

vocabulary at age 5. 

Discussion 

This study examined whether parental investment, family processes, and children’s early 

language skills mediated the effects of nonresident fathers’ financial support during the first three 

years of life on children’s development in a national sample of children in-female headed families 

drawn from the FFCWS study. After controlling for maternal education and income, we find no 

evidence of a direct effect of financial support from nonresident fathers, measured continuously, on 

aggressive behavior or receptive vocabulary at age 5.  However, as expected we found, significant 

direct effects of financial support above the 75th percentile on these outcomes.  When compared 

with children who received no support, children who received support above the 75th percentile had 

aggressive behavior scores that were a quarter of a standard deviation lower and receptive 

vocabulary test scores that were nearly a quarter of a standard deviation higher at age 5. When 

measured continuously, financial support had no effect on aggressive behavior at age 9, however, 

we found significant and positive direct effects of financial support on reading and math 

achievement at age 9.  When compared with children who received no support, children who 

received support above the median had reading-achievement scores that were nearly a quarter of a 
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standard deviation higher and those who received financial support above the 75th percentile had 

math-achievement scores about one-fifth of a standard deviation higher at age 9. 

An important contribution of this study was to expand and extend recent studies that 

attempted to explain how financial support from nonresident fathers helps young children. Two 

possibilities recently explored in the literature include that such support increases the frequency of 

paternal contact with children and reduces maternal stress, which improves parenting behaviors. 

Besides testing variants of these hypotheses, we also tested whether such support helps young 

children by reducing food insecurity and increasing expenditures on the home environment (e.g., 

purchasing books and toys). We also go beyond this research by including child pathways and thus 

assess if such supports increase children’s contributions to their own development, which is rarely 

done in this literature. A recent study also speculated that arrangements for providing financial 

support moderated how such supports affect children. We provide an explicit test of this hypothesis. 

We found no significant indirect effects of financial support on aggressive behavior or 

receptive vocabulary at age 5 and no evidence of mechanisms that mediated associations between 

our continuous measure of father’s financial support and child outcomes at age 9. However, we 

found that financial support provided above the 75th percentile was associated with higher 

children's receptive vocabulary at age 5, which in turn, was associated with higher children's math 

and reading achievement at age 9. Finally, counter to the prediction of the prior study, we found 

that, if provided under a formal agreement or order in years 1 and 3, even small increases in 

financial support (i.e., our continuous measure) were associated with higher children's receptive 

vocabulary at age 5 and higher children's math and reading achievement at age 9.  

Our findings are broadly consistent with recent studies that have found small or statistically 

insignificant effects of nonresident father's financial support on young children, especially when 
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such studies include controls or mediators for paternal contact with children (Amato and Gilbert, 

1998; Nepomnyaschy, Magnuson, & Berger, 2012; Adamson & Johnson 2013). On the other hand, 

our results are not consistent with recent studies that found that maternal stress and parenting 

behaviors mediated associations between financial support and children’s behavior and cognitive 

skills at age 5 (Choi & Pyun, 2014; Choi, Palmer, and Pyun 2014). A primary reason for these 

discrepant findings is the difference in measures of financial support. Choi and colleagues included 

financial support provided during the child’s first year, most of which was informal. By contrast, we 

included the average of the amount of financial support (whether formal or informal) during the first 

three years of the child’s life. Our measure reflects the permanent-household income construct 

frequently used in studies of the effects of household income on children’s development (Berger, 

Paxson, & Waldfogel, 2009) and captures the substantial changes in the arrangements nonresident 

fathers use to support their children during the years that such support has its most important effects 

on development. For example, only 28% of the mothers in our sample had a formal child support 

award by the child's first birthday. By age 3, this proportion had nearly doubled. Another possible 

explanation for discrepant results is the measures of parenting behavior used in the two studies. 

Choi and colleagues used latent measures of mothers’ parenting behavior that combine positive and 

negative aspects of parenting. We include separate measures to capture positive (responsiveness) 

and negative (spanning) dimensions of parenting, for which validity and reliability are well-

established (cite).  

Consistent with Nepomnyaschy, Magnuson, and Berger (2012), we found significant direct 

and indirect effects of financial support on children's outcomes only when such support was high 

when compared to its central tendency. However, we reached different conclusions regarding the 

importance of formal support. They found that informal support above the median was positively 
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associated with children’s cognitive development, but we found that the indirect effects of financial 

support on children's academic achievement at age 9 were significant when such support was 

provided formally. These disparate findings could be the result of differences in child outcomes or 

the measures of financial support arrangements. They studied children's cognitive development at 

age 5; we studied children’s math and reading achievement at age 9. Their key independent variable 

was support provided in a single year; ours was support provided over the first three years. The 

findings may also differ because they operationalized moderation effects using an interaction term 

in a single equation model, while the present study used mediated moderation techniques in a path 

analysis model.  

Our results need to be interpreted in the context of limitations of this study. Our analytical 

sample was composed of children who had nonresident fathers during the first three years of their 

lives. Thus, our results cannot be generalized to the broader population of children whose fathers 

become nonresident after these critical early years. Second, although the FFCWS has rich data on 

financial support, the data on aspects of the home environment, family processes, and child 

outcomes were limited. In particular, the available measures of the frequency with which parents 

engage in learning activities with children tell us nothing about the quality of parent-child 

interactions and FFCWS includes no measure of the degree to which fathers are responsive to 

children in these interactions. While increases in fathers financial support were directly associated 

more father's time spent in learning activities, there was no evidence that these changes were large 

enough to influence children’s early cognitive skills or later achievement. Financial support changes 

might also influence the quality of the time fathers’ spend reading to their children, due to fatigue 

for example, but in the absence of data on the quality of such interactions, we could not detect such 

effects.  

 



19 

 

Our analysis revealed significant direct effects of high amounts of father’s financial support 

on behavior, cognitive skills, and at ages 5 and 9 and significant indirect effects of such support on 

achievement at age 9, through early language skills. We also found significant indirect effects of 

small increases in formal support on achievement at age 9, through early language skills. These 

results may have important implications for policy and practice. First, we should be cautious about 

the conclusion that formal child-support is harmful to children (Nepomnyaschy, Magnuson, and 

Berger, 2012).  

Second, our results suggest that, whether provided formally or informally, large amounts of 

financial support from nonresident fathers are directly and indirectly associated with outcomes in 

middle childhood. However, small increases in financial support appear to be helpful only when 

consistently provided through the formal system. This may occur because, even when small, 

financial support through the formal system provides a predictable supplement to the other income 

on which mothers rely to meet children’s needs (Ha, Cancian, and Meyer, 2011).  Rigorously 

evaluated, publicly funded responsible fatherhood programs have been able to increase the number 

of unemployed or underemployed nonresident fathers who provide some support through the formal 

system, despite only modest increases in earnings and child-support payments (US Department of 

Health and Human Services, 2011). Recent rule changes require child-support enforcement agencies 

to set child support orders based upon current assessments of father’s ability to pay.  These changes 

may increase the number of children who receive support through formal child support orders, by 

requiring lower amounts of support from fathers. Even if the amounts they pay in formal child 

support remain low, if financial support becomes more predictable it may yet have positive effects 

on middle child outcomes.  
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Finally, our analysis revealed that even small amounts of financial support are associated with 

significant increases in the time nonresident fathers spend in learning activities with their 

children. Unfortunately, we know almost nothing about whether fathers of young children 

are using this time in activities known to increase children’s early receptive vocabulary and 

later academic achievement (Cabrera, et al., 2014). National data show that contemporary 

fathers are more hands-on than they were in previous decades and, consequently, more 

involved in the daily care of their children (Sayer, 2016).  Research should observe the 

quality of nonresident father-child interactions when they are engaged in learning activities, 

and, show nonresident fathers which activities benefit their children most.  References  
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Table 1.  Unstandardized Descriptive Statistics 

Demographic/Socioeconomic Characteristics Full Sample   Analytic Sample     

 (range)  2,199   692     

       M/% (SD)   M/% (SD) Range t/χ² 

Mother Characteristics               

     Age in years  25.232 (6.04)   23.811 (5.60) 14 - 47 *** 

     % Less than high school degree   31%     37%   0 - 1 

*** 
     % High school degree   30%     34%   0 - 1 

     % Some college   27%     26%   0 - 1 

     % College degree   12%     3%   0 - 1 

    %  White   23%     12%   0 - 1 

*** 
     % Black  50%     68%   0 - 1 

    %  Hispanic   24%     19%   0 - 1 

    %  Other   3%     1%   0 - 1 

     % Born in U.S. (0-1) 88%    94%  0 - 1 *** 

     Intelligence (WAIS_R)  6.859 (2.66)   6.336 (2.56) 0 - 15 *** 

     CIDI 0.164 (0.37)   0.220 (0.41) 0 - 1 *** 

     Household Income (excluding financial support) 24,060 (19,665)   22,219 (18,256) 0 - 200,000 * 

Father Characteristics               

     Age in years 27.690 (7.18)   25.703 (6.67)  15-80 *** 

     % Less than high school degree   31%     36%   0 - 1 

*** 
     % High school degree   36%     43%   0 - 1 

     % Some college   22%     19%   0 - 1 

     % College degree   11%     3%   0 - 1 

    %  White   20%     8%   0 - 1 

*** 
     % Black  53%     70%   0 - 1 

    %  Hispanic   24%     19%   0 - 1 

    %  Other   3%     2%   0 - 1 

             

*p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001. 
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Table 1.  Unstandardized Descriptive Statistics (continued) 

Demographic/Socioeconomic Characteristics Full Sample   Analytic Sample     

 (range) 2,199   692     

  M/% (SD)   M/% (SD) Range t/χ² 

   % Born in U.S. (0-1) 85%    92%  0 - 1 *** 

     Intelligence (WAIS_R)  (0-15) 6.580 (2.71)   6.276 (2.48) 0 - 15 ** 

FChild Characteristics               

    %  Male   52%     54%   0 - 1   

    %  Low birth-weight  10%     11%   0 - 1   

     Temper  2.804 (1.05)   2.957 (1.12) 0 - 5 ** 

Parent Behaviors/Family Processes                

     Learning materials 2.165 (0.54)   2.069 (0.54) 0 - 3 *** 

     Learning activities (fathers) 3.476 (1.91)   2.236 (1.89) 0 - 7 *** 

     Learning activities (mothers)  4.939 (1.41)   4.863 (1.41) 0 - 7   

     Responsiveness  0.878 (0.20)   0.853 (0.21) 0 - 1 ** 

     Harsh discipline 1.449 (0.90)   1.577 (0.93)  0 - 6 ** 

     Parental stress (mother) 1.226 (0.59)   1.322 (0.62) 0 - 3 *** 

     Food Insecurity 0.344 (0.91)   0.467 (1.15) 0 - 8 ** 

Children’s Behavioral Outcomes               

     Aggressive behaviors at year 5  10.901 (6.36)   11.730 (6.57) 0 - 36 ** 

     Aggressive behaviors at year 9  4.008 (4.66)   4.414 (4.67) 0 - 36 * 

Children's Receptive Vocabulary               

     PPVT at year 3 86.263 (16.20)   84.033 (15.78)  40 - 137 ** 

     PPVT at year 5 93.698 (15.91)   91.424 (15.12)  40 - 139 *** 

Children’s Academic Skills               

     Woodcock Johnson Reading 92.831 (14.28)   91.431 (13.88)  1 - 136 * 

     Woodcock Johnson Math 97.899 (16.53)   96.063 (15.85)  1 - 152 * 

  

*p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001. 
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Table 2.  Financial Support Payments Among Nonresident Fathers in the Analytic Sample 

 
Child Support % Mean SD 

    
Method of Financial Support Payments    
     Consistently Formal Payments 28%   
     Switching (Informal to Formal) 22%   
     Consistently Informal Payments 50%   
    
Amount of Financial Support Paid by Father    
     Continuous Financial Support Variable    
     No Financial Support Paid 33% $784.85  $1,406.77  

     Payment Below the Median Level 33% $0.00  $0.00  

     Payment at Median but Below the 75th Percentile 17% $212.51  $156.00  

     Payment at or Above the 75th Percentile 17% $991.30  $282.94  
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Table 3.  Direct Effects of Categorical Financial Support on Behavioral, Cognitive, and Academic Outcomes 

  Aggressive Aggressive PPVT a WJ Math b WJ Read b 

 Behavior (y5)  Behavior (y9)            (y5) (y9 only) (y9 only) 

Age 5 Models      

  Low Pay      

      Unstandardized direct effect β (SE) 0.05 (0.101)  -0.09 (0.093)   

  Middle Pay      

      Unstandardized direct effect β (SE) 0.032 (0.112)  0.161 (0.114)   

  High Pay      

       Unstandardized direct effect β (SE) -0.249 (0.106)*  0.233 (0.111)*   

          R2 for outcome 0.149  0.328   

          χ² (df): 199.224 (68)***      

          RMSEA c: .053      

          SRMR d: .032      

      

Age 9 Models      

  Low Pay      

      Unstandardized direct effect β (SE)  -0.106 (0.095)  -0.077 (0.091) 0.012 (0.09) 

  Middle Pay      

      Unstandardized direct effect β (SE)  -0.084 (0.112)  0.186 (0.098)† 0.235 (0.108)* 

  High Pay      

       Unstandardized direct effect β (SE)  -0.261 (0.123)*  0.213 (0.104)* 0.124 (0.106) 

           R2 for outcome      

           χ² (df): 199.224 (68)***      

           RMSEA c: .053      

           SRMR d: .032      

 

Note:  Unstandardized coefficients are shown.  
a PPVT = Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test; b Math=Woodcock Johnson Math; b WJ Read=Woodcock Johnson Reading;  

   c RMSEA=root mean square error of approximation, d SRMR=standardized root-mean square residual. 

  †p<.10, *p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001. 
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Table 4.  Summary of Indirect Effect (Categorical Father’s Financial Support)    
  
    

 Effect from Father’s financial support to aggressive behavior (year 9) c 

        B     SE 

   
                   
    Total effect -0.284 0.115 * 
    Specific indirect effect    
         Support (High Pay) a  Maternal Stress  Harsh Discipline  Aggression at year 9  -0.009 0.005 † 
         Support (High Pay) a  Learning Materials  Maternal Stress  Harsh Discipline  Aggression at year 9  -0.001 0 † 
    Direct effect -0.261 0.123 * 
           
Effect from father’s financial support to WJ Math at year 9 b    

                   
    Total effect 0.351 0.115 ** 
    Specific indirect effect    
         Support (High Pay) a  PPVT age 5c  WJ Math at year 9 b 0.099 0.05 * 
    Direct effect 0.213 0.104 * 

           
Effect from father’s financial support to WJ Reading at year 9 b 

 
                

    Total effect 0.271 0.114 * 
    Specific indirect effect    
         Support (High Pay) a  PPVT age 5c  WJ Read at year 9 b 0.116 0.057 * 
    Direct effect 0.124 0.106  
           

   

Note:  Unstandardized coefficients are shown.   
a Support (High Pay) = Father provided financial support above the 75th percentile.  b WJ Math – Woodcock Johnson Math; b WJ Read 

Woodcock Johnson Reading, c PPVT = Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test.   
   †p<.10,  *p<.05,  **p<.01,  ***p<.001. 
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Table 5.  Moderated Mediation of Indirect Effect (Continuous Father’s Financial Support) at Age 9 

   

 Support   PPVT5 c WJ Reading b Support  PPVT5 c 
WJ Math b  

Moderator 
Indirect 

SE p 
Indirect 

SE p   
Effect Effect 

Always 

Informal 
0.123 0.073 0.094† 0.109 0.065 0.095†   

Always 

Formal 
0.233 0.103 0.023* 0.206 0.092 0.025*  

Switching -0.119 0.12 0.323 -0.105 0.107 0.324  

Note:  Unstandardized coefficients are shown 
a Support (High Pay) = Father provided financial support above the 75t percentile.  b WJ Math = Woodcock Johnson Math;  WJ Read = 

Woodcock Johnson Reading. c PPVT = Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test. 

  †p<.10,  *p<.05,  **p<.01,  ***p<.001. 
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Table 6a. Direct Effect for Aggressive Behaviors  

       

 Aggressive   Aggressive 

 Behaviors (Y5)   Behaviors (Y9) 

 Direct Total  Direct Total 

Demographic controls      

    Mother age 0 0  -0.006 -0.006 

    Mother income -0.499 -0.578  -2.013* -2.063* 

    Mother Black -0.165 -0.152  -0.116 -0.101 

    Mother Hispanic -0.115 -0.103  -0.082 -0.064 

    Mother Other 0.028 0.044  0.211 0.221 

    Mother high school -0.128 -0.126  0.177† 0.197* 

    Mother some college -0.158 -0.211†  0.201† 0.180† 

    Mother college degree -0.448* -0.492**  0.427† 0.386 

      
†p<.10. *p<.05.  **p<.01. ***p<.001.     
Note:  Coefficients for model constructs and demographic controls have been taken from models 

using continuous financial support. 

 

  

†p<.10. *p<.05.  **p<.01. ***p<.001. 

  

Table 6b. Direct Effect for Cognitive and Academic Outcomes (continued) 

    

 PPVT (Y5) WJ Reading (Y9) WJ Math (Y9) 

 Direct Total Direct Total Direct Total 

Demographic controls       

    Mother age 0.004 0.001  -0.006 -0.006 -0.009 -0.009 

    Mother income 0.626 0.778* 0.321 0.813* -0.013 0.381 

    Mother Black -0.241 -0.357* -0.016 -0.152 -0.275† -0.394 

    Mother Hispanic -0.292† -0.402* 0.019 -0.143 -0.046 -0.187 

    Mother Other -0.081 -0.232 0.02 -0.072 -0.141 -0.222 

    Mother high school 0.079 0.141 0.027 0.106 0.043 0.096 

    Mother some college 0.158 0.356** 0.098 0.280* 0.19† 0.330** 

    Mother college degree 0.066 0.315 -0.009 0.144 0.124 0.258 

    Mother WAIS 0.122** 0.136** -0.003 0.05 -0.023 0.024 

  

†p<.10. *p<.05.  **p<.01. ***p<.001. 
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