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Abstract

The objective of this study was to examine differences in
parenting, psychological well-being, and economic out-
comes between fathers receiving two different programs
offered by Fathers & Families Support Center for eco-
nomically disadvantaged fathers: (a) Family Formation
(FF), a 6-week/240-h program focused on economic sta-
bility/mobility, responsible fatherhood, and healthy rela-
tionships, with case management and legal services; (b)
Economic Stability (ES), a 4-week/80-h program focused
only on economic stability with limited case manage-
ment and legal services. A randomized controlled trial
(RCT) was used to compare fathers in FF (n = 350) vs. ES
(n = 342). Surveys were administered at enrollment and
3- and 12-months postintervention. Linear and general-
ized linear mixed models were used to assess changes in
program outcomes over time and across study groups.
Four hundred and eighty-two fathers responded to either
follow-up survey (251 FF, 231 ES). Nearly all (98%) were
non-white (93% Black, 5% other/mixed race) and were on
average 34 years old. Approximately 46% attended >75%
of program sessions (FF 48% vs. ES 44%). Both FF and
ES groups experienced improvements in parenting, psy-

chological well-being, and financial outcomes after the

programs, but changes in outcomes over time did not
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differ significantly by program. The lack of difference in
outcomes between fathers in FF and ES groups could be
due to a similar core focus on employment-related cur-
riculum for both groups. Gaining financial stability could
have contributed to positive improvements in other fa-
therhood domains. Implications for future research and
practice are discussed herein.

KEYWORDS

economic stability, fathers, impact evaluation, parenting, randomized
controlled trial, responsible fatherhood

INTRODUCTION

Fathers’ emotional and financial contributions affect their children’s physical and mental
health, and social-emotional and cognitive development (Amato & Gilbreth, 1999; Cabrera
et al., 2017; Carlson & Magnuson, 2011; Goncy & van Dulmen, 2010; Sarkadi et al., 2008;
Yoder et al., 2016; Yogman et al., 2016). Hence, programs to support men in their role as
fathers are important, regardless of whether they are currently living with their children or
not. The need to support men in their fatherhood role is being addressed through the sub-
stantial growth in the number of responsible fatherhood programs in the United States. The
proliferation of these programs can, at least in part, be attributed to the Administration for
Children and Families’ financial commitment to competitive grants supporting responsible
fatherhood programs since 2006. However, much remains unknown about the benefits of
these programs because rigorous research examining their effectiveness is scant (Holmes
et al., 2020).

Fatherhood scholars have identified three categories of outcomes associated with fa-
therhood programs: economic, father involvement/parenting, and co-parenting (Fagan &
Kaufman, 2015; Holmes et al., 2020). Economic outcomes include employment and the provi-
sion of child support by nonresident fathers. Father involvement/parenting outcomes include
quantity and quality of time spent with their children, parenting satisfaction, and parenting
skills. Co-parenting outcomes focus on the relationship between parents, particularly as it
affects parenting. The psychological burden of poverty can take its toll on fathers and impact
their capacity to support and engage with their children (Threlfall et al., 2013). Hence, ser-
vices provided by responsible fatherhood programs should also target fathers’ psychological
well-being. Our current paper reports findings from a federally funded impact evaluation
of a responsible fatherhood program (Family Formation, FF) that aims to improve father
involvement/engagement, co-parenting, father’s psychological well-being, and economic
outcomes.

Responsible fatherhood programs

Responsible fatherhood programs can be categorized into distinct types of programs: par-
ent training (Caldwell et al., 2010, 2014; Fagan, 2008; Fagan & Stevenson, 2002; Magill-
Evans et al., 2007; Rienks et al., 2011; Wilson et al., 2016), economic/vocational training
(Davis et al., 2014; Lippold et al., 2011), and programs that combine the two (Avellar et al.,
2018; Kim & Jang, 2018; Sarfo, 2018). The vast majority of evidence on interventions with
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fathers is of parenting programs. Over the last few decades, a number of studies have been
conducted to compare the outcomes of parent training programs to control groups, which
often are no treatment or minimal treatment control groups (Caldwell et al., 2010; Fagan
& Iglesias, 1999; Kim & Jang, 2018; Lundahl et al., 2006; Rienks et al., 2011; Wilson et al.,
2016). Overall, results have been promising. Fathers have reported improved parenting sat-
isfaction (Caldwell et al., 2010; Kim & Jang, 2018), parenting behaviors (Wilson et al., 2016),
and father engagement (Cowan et al., 2009).

A second type of program provides employment/vocational training to improve economic
outcomes. A review of promising employment programs for fathers highlights both the avail-
ability of programs to help fathers obtain employment and the lack of documented evaluations
of their effectiveness (Bronte-Tinkew et al., 2009).

The Family Process Model postulates that economic stress contributes to parental psy-
chological well-being, increased relationship conflict between parents, and less involved
parenting (Conger et al., 1992, 1994). Therefore, it is plausible that some fathers could bene-
fit from both parent training and vocational training in order to improve economic, parent-
ing, and co-parenting outcomes. However, the advantages of programs that combine parent
and economic/vocational training are relatively unknown. For example, Robbers (2009)
studied a parenting intervention that was provided to young fathers while they attended
job training workshops. The participating fathers demonstrated improved father-child in-
volvement; no economic outcomes were reported. Fathers participating in another study of
a combined intervention obtained employment and increased the frequency of contact with
their children (Barthelemy & Coakley, 2017). A study of Family Formation (FF, the six-
week program tested in this study and described in the methods section) found that fathers
participating in FF were more engaged in nurturing and age-appropriate activities with
their children and achieved sustained employment at follow-up compared to fathers receiv-
ing no services (Avellar et al., 2018). While the results of these studies are promising, two
of them used a pre/post-test design without a comparison group (Barthelemy & Coakley,
2017; Robbers, 2009) and the third used a no treatment comparison group (Avellar et al.,
2018). While no treatment comparison groups are strong study designs, the lack of active
control group studies limits our understanding of process factors, like specific program
content, curriculum length, or modality, which may contribute to improvement in father-
hood programs.

Methodological challenges

There are some methodological challenges in previous studies assessing the effectiveness of
fatherhood programs. For example, most studies of fatherhood programs relied upon a no
treatment comparison group (e.g., Avellar et al., 2018; Caldwell et al., 2010; Kim & Jang, 2018;
Wilson et al., 2016). A meta-analysis demonstrated that fatherhood programs compared to an
untreated control condition had larger effects than those compared to a minimal treatment
control group (Holmes et al., 2010). While study designs using a no treatment comparison
group are essential to help establish the effectiveness of an intervention, comparative effective-
ness research is also necessary to determine if one intervention performs better than another.
This is particularly important when the implementation of one intervention is more costly and
lengthy than the alternative. Therefore, it is important and timely to include active-treatment
comparison groups to determine how fatherhood programs would fare when compared to an
alternative intervention.

There is also variability in study samples. Most include either only resident fathers (e.g.,
Holmes et al., 2010) or only nonresident fathers (Holmes et al., 2020); notably fewer include
both resident and nonresident fathers (Avellar et al., 2018). Additionally, the research to date
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has examined short-term outcomes (i.e., pre/post test, 3-month follow-up). Longitudinal
studies with longer follow-up are needed to determine if improvements are maintained
over time.

Current study

This impact evaluation sought to quantify the added benefit of combining an economic sta-
bility training with father involvement/parenting training (FF) on parenting, economic, and
father well-being outcomes. This study fills gaps in the current literature by including both
resident and nonresident fathers in the sample, using a longitudinal, randomized control trial
(RCT) research design, and using an active comparison group.

We sought to assess the relative impact of father involvement/parenting training to a pro-
gram focused only on economic stability by examining the following research questions: What
is the impact of combining father involvement/parenting training with economic stability
training (FF program) compared to a program with only economic stability training (ES pro-
gram) on fathers”

a. involvement/engagement with their children?
b. co-parenting relationship skills?

c. psychological well-being?

d. financial responsibility and stability?

We hypothesized that fathers in the FF program would experience greater improvements
in outcomes than that in the ES program because members of the treatment group (FF)
would receive a more comprehensive range of training and services. While fathers in the
ES program received content only on economic stability and limited case management and
employment-related legal services, fathers in the FF program received economic stability
content as well as responsible parenting and healthy relationships content, case manage-
ment and child-related legal services. In addition, the FF program was administered in
240 h over 6 weeks compared to 80 h over 4 weeks for the ES program. We believed the dif-
ferences in content and dosage would lead to a greater impact on outcomes among fathers
in the FF program.

The outcomes were measured at three time points over approximately 1 year (baseline,
3-months postintervention, and 12-months postintervention) to examine the extent to which
these outcomes changed over time and to what extent the changes in outcomes differed be-
tween fathers randomly assigned to the FF and ES programs.

METHODS
Study design

This study analyzed data from a multiyear RCT examining the relative effectiveness of the
FF program to a program focused solely on Economic Stability (ES) for economically disad-
vantaged fathers. The study design and data collection plans were approved by Washington
University in St. Louis Institutional Review Board (IRB). This study has been registered with
the U.S. National Library of Medicine (ClinicalTrials.gov): # NCT03413709. For this trial, we
targeted nearly 700 fathers for recruitment and projected a 10% attrition rate. Based on power
calculations that accounted for repeated measures, calculations for the Minimum Detectable
Effect assumed power to detect differences 80% of the time at a 95% statistical significance
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level for fathers randomized evenly to the treatment and control interventions. Power calcula-
tions suggested sufficient power to identify small to medium intervention effects on outcomes
(Cohen’s d = .25).

Recruitment

The community partner, Fathers & Families Support Center located in a metropolitan area in
St. Louis, MO, conducted outreach and utilized its referral network of community-based or-
ganizations to recruit fathers to this study (see Avellar et al., 2018). To be eligible to participate
in this study, men had to: (a) be a father (biological or adoptive) with at least one child 16 years
old or younger, (b) have no restraining order from any of his children or the mother(s) of his
children, (c) not be currently incarcerated, (d) be currently unemployed or underemployed
(e.g., working part-time but would prefer full-time, feel skills are underutilized in current posi-
tion), (e) not self-identify as being homeless, and (f) be at least 18 years of age. A father who
was on parole or living in transitional housing (e.g., a halfway house) was eligible to participate
in the study.

A total of 14 cohorts of fathers were recruited to this study from 2016 to 2018. Either written
(cohort 1) or verbal consent (cohorts 2-14) was obtained in-person or by phone from fathers be-
fore administering the baseline survey and conducting random assignment. The change from
enrolling in-person to via phone was to facilitate a more efficient enrollment process. Fathers
received incentives for their participation. Fathers received a gift-card for their program par-
ticipation ($40-$60 per week) and received a gift-card for each survey they completed for the
study (baseline survey, $10; 3-month survey, $25; 12-month survey, $25-$50). In addition, the
relationships formed and ongoing communication between the male facilitators and the fa-
thers encouraged participation.

Random assignment

Fathers were randomly assigned to either the FF program or the ES program after complet-
ing a baseline survey. Randomization was done using an SPSS computer-generated schedule
with a one-to-one allocation ratio to ensure a near balance of the participants to the FF and
ES arms throughout the study and that fathers assigned to the FF program were equivalent to
those assigned to the ES program. Table 1 summarizes the contents of the FF and ES program.
As shown, fathers assigned to FF received content on responsible parenting, healthy relation-
ships, and economic stability/mobility as well as case management and child-related legal ser-
vices (child support modification, visitation, custody). In comparison, fathers assigned to ES
only received content on economic stability and limited case management and legal services
(related to employment only). The programs differed substantially by dosage, the number of
weeks and hours implemented (FF 6 weeks/240 h vs. ES 4 weeks/80 h).

Sample

Surveys were administered at enrollment and 3- and 12-months postintervention via telephone.
Figure 1 shows the flow of the study participants from enrollment, allocation, to follow-up
surveys. Out of the 931 fathers screened for the evaluation, 214 fathers did not meet eligibility
criteria for one or more reasons. In addition, 25 of the screened individuals declined participa-
tion. The remaining 692 fathers completed the baseline survey and were randomly assigned to
the FF program (n = 350) and the ES program (n = 342). Baseline data collection and random
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TABLE 1 Descriptions of the FF and ES programs

Component FF (Intervention) ES (Comparison)
Curriculum and Economic Stability Economic Stability
content Legal Services® Limited legal Services®
Case Management® Limited case Management®
Responsible Parenting
Healthy Relationships
Dosage and 6-week program, 240 h; sessions occur 4-week program, 80 h; sessions occur
schedule 5 days a week for 8 h per session 5 days a week for 4 h per session
Delivery Group lessons provided at Fathers & Group lessons provided at Fathers &
Families Support Center’s facilities by Families Support Center’s facilities by
trained male facilitators trained male facilitators
Target population ~ Low-income custodial and noncustodial Low-income custodial and noncustodial
fathers living in St. Louis, MO fathers living in St. Louis, MO

Note: ES, Economic Stability; FF, Family Formation.
“Legal Services: Legal visitation, child custody, child support payment modifications, warrant recalls, background check, and
driver’s license status.

bCase Management: Fathers meet with the Social Service and Employment Case Managers a minimum of once a week during the
6 weeks. They receive follow-up after completing the curriculum for up to 1 year, meeting biweekly.

‘Limited Legal Services: Warrant recalls, background check, and driver’s license status.

dLimited Case Management: Fathers meet with only the Employment Case Manager a minimum of once a week during the
4 weeks. They receive 1 year of follow-up after completing the curriculum until training or employment is obtained. This case
management pertains to employment activities only.

assignment occurred between June 2016 and September 2018. This study analyzed data of
participating fathers who answered surveys at 3- or 12-months postintervention for at least
one of the outcomes in the analytic sample, resulting in an analytic sample of 482 fathers (FF:
n = 251; ES: n = 231). Fathers with follow-up data were slightly older (mean 34.1 years, SD 8.8)
than fathers without follow-up data (mean 32.2 years, SD 8.4; p = .010). In addition, fathers
with follow-up data had slightly lower scores for co-parenting relationships at baseline (mean
3.39, SD 1.21) than fathers without follow-up data (mean 3.60, SD 1.26; p = .049). Fathers with
and without follow-up data did not significantly differ on any other baseline demographic
characteristics or outcomes of interest.

Among the 482 fathers who responded to the 3-month and/or 12-month follow-up sur-
veys, almost all (98%) of these fathers were under-represented minority (93% Black, 5%
other/mixed race). Table 2 presents demographic characteristics of fathers randomized to
the FF and ES programs that were assessed for baseline equivalence. Fathers were on av-
erage about 34 years old with two children. The average age of the father’s youngest child
was approximately 6 years old. Over two-thirds of the fathers had never been married, and
almost three-quarters had a high school diploma or above. Over one-third of the fathers
lived with their youngest child, and over 40% had a child support order for their youngest
child. Approximately, 14% had a substance use problem (e.g., alcohol, drugs). Results of
the bivariate analysis showed no significant differences in baseline characteristics between
fathers in the FF and ES programs. Therefore, none of the confounders were included in
the mixed effects regression models. In addition, there were no baseline differences in the
outcome variables between the two groups.

Measures

Outcome measures of this study included father involvement/engagement, co-parenting,
psychological well-being, and financial responsibility and stability. All outcome measures
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Enroliment

Enrollment, Baseline
Survey, & Random
Assignment Dates:

June 2016 — Sept 2018

Allocation

Accessed for Eligibility®:
n=931

Completed Baseline and
Randomized®:
n =692

Exclude: n =239

Did not meet inclusion
criteriab: n =214
* No children 16 yrs or
younger: n =28
¢ Not un-/under- employed:
n=120
* Restraining order: n = 40
¢ Homeless: n =49
Declined participation n = 25

|

}

Program Dates:
July 2016 — Oct 2018

Follow-up

Assigned to FF Program:
n =350
« Attended program®e: n =251
* Graduated: n =138

Assigned to ES Program:
n =342
« Attended programde: n =224
* Graduated: n =120

3-mo Survey Dates:
Oct 2016 — Mar 2019

12-mo Survey Dates:
June 2017 — Dec 2019

Completed 3-mo follow-up: Completed 3-mo follow-up:
n=217 n=198

Reasons for non-completers:
* Unable to reach: 120

+  Declined participation': 12
» Reported deceased: 1

Reasons for non-completers:
e Unable to reach: 131

+  Declined participation: 10
Reported deceased": 3

FIGURE 1

Completed 12-mo follow-up:

n=198
Reasons for non-completers:
* Unable to reach: 127
+  Declined participation': 23
*  Reported deceased': 2

Completed 12-mo follow-up:
n=180
Reasons for non-completers:
* Unable to reach: 139
« Declined participation’: 18
*  Reported deceased": 5

Consort flow diagram. Note. FF = Family Formation. ES = Economic Stability. *Eligibility

to participate included: (a) being a father with at least one child 16 years old or younger, (b) no presence of

a restraining order, (c) not currently incarcerated, (d) currently unemployed or underemployed, (e) not self-
identifying as being homeless, and () being at least 18 years of age. ®Individuals may be ineligible due to multiple
reasons. ‘One ineligible participant was inadvertently randomized and enrolled into FF program. This father
was excluded in the analytic sample in this study. dAttended program was defined as having attended at least one
class. “Two participants were assigned to ES program but attended FF program. The participants were analyzed
according to the program assigned (ES). {Cumulative number for entire follow-up period

pertaining to children (father involvement/engagement, co-parenting relationship, and child

support payment) were assessed in relation to the father's youngest child.

Father Involvement/Engagement

Father Involvement/Engagement was assessed using the Father Research & Practice Network
(FRPN) caregiving/play subscale. This validated FRPN Scale is designed to assess fathers’
engagement with children at different ages (Dyer et al., 2015, 2018). The caregiving/play sub-
scale items assessed to what extent fathers engage in caregiving activities (e.g., “How often
have you praised [name of child]?”) and were scored on a scale of 0 to 4, 0 indicating “never”
and 4 indicating “every day or almost every day.” Age-specific scores were summed and then
standardized into z-scores so that scores could be combined across child ages and compared
over time. The caregiving/play sub-scales was found to have good reliability with the analytic

sample (a for all age groups > 0.95).
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Co-parenting relationship

Co-parenting relationships were measured with the FRPN co-parenting relationship subscale.
This 11-item measure was designed to assess fathers’ co-parenting relationships with the mother
of their children (Dyer et al., 2015, 2018). The five-item alliance subscale was used to assess the
co-parents level of collaboration. Items such as “The mother of [name of child] and I try to un-
derstand where each other is coming from” were scored on a scale of 1 (“strongly disagree”) to
S (“strongly agree”), and then averaged. This scale was not asked if the mother was deceased.
The alliance subscale was found to have good reliability with the analytic sample (@ = 0.93).

Psychological well-being

Fathers’ psychological well-being was measured with the Short Form 12 Health Survey (SF-
12v2) (Ware et al., 2007). The SF-12v2 measures functional health and well-being from the
patient’s perspective (e.g., “How much time in the past four weeks have you felt...calm and
peaceful?”) and has been validated and nationally normed (Turner-Bowker & Hogue, 2014).
This study used the normalized Mental Component Summary (MCS) score derived from eight
domains of health in the SF-12v2 and ranges from 0 to 100 (worst to best mental health). MCS
was calculated using licensed instrument scoring software available from Quality Metric. The
MCS was found to have good reliability with the analytic sample (¢ = 0.84). Internal con-
sistency for the MCS was calculated using the method outlined in the SF-12v2 user's manual
(Maruish, 2012; Nunnally & Bernstein, 1994).

Financial responsibility and stability

Financial stability. Father's financial stability was assessed with their self-reported employment
status and income level. The employment status was assessed with the question, “What is your
current employment status?” Responses were dichotomized into “Currently not employed” and
“Employed” (i.e., working 35 or more hours a week; working 1-34 h a week; employed but num-
ber of working hours changing from week to week; and temporary, occasional, or seasonal
employment). Father's income level was assessed with another l-item question, “In the past
30 days, how much money did you make?” The response options included (a) <$500, (b) $500—
$1000, (c) $1001-$2000, (d) $2001-$3000, and (e) $3001-$4000. The midpoints of income levels
were used to investigate the change in income level over time among fathers. For example, if
the father endorsed (b) $500-$1000, the value $750 was used for the income value. Converting
categorical income data to a continuous measure using the midpoint for use in modeling is com-
monly used (Fan et al., 2019; Fang & Saks, 2020; Jorgensen et al., 2010) and has been suggested
for large national surveys like the General Social Survey (Hout, 2004). Financial responsibility.
Father’s financial responsibility was assessed with a question related to child support, “Are you
paying toward the child support order?” The response options included Yes/No. This item was
asked among fathers who were court ordered to pay child support for their youngest child.

Possible confounders

In addition to the above outcome measures, several key demographic variables were used to
assess equivalence between fathers assigned to the FF and ES program at baseline. The vari-
ables assessed included: father's age (years), number of children, child's age (years), father's
marital status (Ever married/Never married), education level (High school diploma or GED/
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No high school diploma), currently lived with child (Yes/No), and whether the father had an
alcohol or drug problem (Moderate to high/Below moderate).

Analytic approach

An intention-to-treat framework was used for analyses, including fathers randomized to their
study group regardless of their program attendance or compliance. Baseline equivalence be-
tween the FF and ES groups were assessed using bivariate analysis (independent samples ¢-
tests for continuous variables, Pearson chi-square tests for categorical variables). To examine
whether the outcome measures changed over time among the participating fathers, and to what
extent the changes in outcomes differed between fathers assigned to the FF and ES program:s,
random-intercept linear and generalized linear mixed models were performed. Separate re-
gression models were performed for each outcome. Specifically, each model assessed the ef-
fects of group (FF vs. ES), time (baseline, 3-months follow-up, and 12-months follow-up),
and the group X time interaction. A significant group X time interaction would indicate that
changes over time in the outcome differed by treatment group.

Linear mixed models were performed for continuous outcomes (i.e., father involvement/
engagement, co-parenting relationship, psychological well-being). Generalized linear mixed
models with the logistic link were performed for the dichotomous outcomes (i.e., employment
status, paying child support). Mixed effects regression models are advantageous for longitu-
dinal studies because they allow for correlation among repeated measures within individuals
and also use all available data from each participant. For all models, beta coefficients and 95%
confidence intervals for each fixed effect are presented, as well as p values for the Type 111 tests
of fixed effects. To further investigate changes over time across both groups, post-hoc tests
for pairwise comparisons by time point were employed with Tukey's adjustment for multiple
comparisons. Standardized effect sizes for post-hoc comparisons of continuous outcomes for
changes over time were calculated using the mean difference divided by the square root of the
sum of all variance components (Brysbaert & Stevens, 2018; Westfall et al., 2014). Data were
analyzed using IBM SPSS Statistics (IBM Corp, 2020) and R (R Core Team, 2019) with the
packages Ime4 (Bates et al., 2015) and emmeans (Lenth et al., 2020).

RESULTS
Program attendance

Among the 482 fathers responding to the follow-up surveys, attendance of at least one pro-
gram session was slightly higher among FF (79%) vs. ES fathers (71%), but this difference did
not reach statistical significance (3*(1, n = 482) = 3.20, p = .073). Approximately, 46% of both
groups attended at least 75% of program sessions, and differences by program assignment were
not significant (FF 48% vs. ES 44%, y*(1, n = 482) = 0.79, p = .373). Similarly, 47% graduated
from the program, and differences by program assignment were not significant (FF 48% vs. ES
45%, v*(1, n = 482) = 0.38, p = .540).

Outcomes over time
Average values or percentages (when applicable) of each outcome over time (baseline, 3 months

follow-up, and 12 months follow-up) by treatment group are presented in Figure 2 (father in-
volvement/engagement), Figure 3 (co-parenting), Figure 4 (psychological well-being), and
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Father Involvement/Engagement:
Average Caregiving/play Score

1.0
-------- ES
— FF
0.5
0.0
-0.5
-1.0
Baseline 3-month 12-month
(n=478) (n=411) (n=371)

FIGURE 2 Father involvement/engagement over time by treatment group. Note. FF = Family Formation.
ES = Economic Stability

Co-Parenting Relationship:
Average Alliance Score

5
-------- ES
— FF
4
3.62 3.65
342 | eeeee e
3.41 3.58 o
3
2
1
Baseline 3-month 12-month
(n=445) (n=377) (n=335)

FIGURE 3 Co-parenting relationship skills over time by treatment group. Note. FF = Family Formation.
ES = Economic Stability
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Figure 5 (financial stability and responsibility). Table S1 presents the mean values, standard
deviations, percentages (when applicable), and sample sizes by group and time. Table 3 pre-
sents results of linear and generalized linear mixed models examining whether the change over
time for each outcome differed between the FF and ES program. All outcomes significantly
improved after either the FF or ES program, but the changes over time did not significantly
differ between the two groups (no significant group X time interactions). In general, the im-
provements experienced across study groups were either maintained or further improved at
12-months follow-up.

Father Psychological Well-Being:

Average Mental Component
60 Summary Score

55

50
45
40
Baseline 3-month 12-month
(n=470) (n=405) (n=366)

FIGURE 4 Father psychological well-being over time by treatment group. Note. FF =Family Formation.
ES = Economic Stability

(a) Financial Stability: (b) Financial Stability: (c) Financial Responsibility:
100% Percent Employed $2,000 Monthly Income 100% Percent Paying Child Support
b ! b
B 85% 87%
6
80% FF 76% ©79% 0% e
""" $1,500 $1,487 72 ~ 81% ~.77%
74% 72% 3 27 051,359 66‘:{,—
/ A
o o
60% $1,224 60%
49% $1,000
48%
40% $674 4 40%
$636
$500
20% 20%
0% 0 0%
% S %
Baseline 3-month  12-month Baseline  3-month  12-month Baseline 3-month  12-month
(n=468) (n=405) (n=365) (n=445) (n=372) (n=335) (n=192) (n=167) (n=143)

FIGURE 5 Financial stability and responsibility outcomes over time by treatment group. Note. FF = Family
Formation. ES = Economic Stability
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Father involvement/engagement and co-parenting relationship skills significantly improved
following the ES and FF programs. Interaction effects between group and time were small
and not significant indicating that there were no differences in changes over time by program
assignment. Post hoc tests for time revealed that, across both groups, estimated mean scores
of father involvement/engagement at 3-months (0.094) and 12-months (0.189) were signifi-
cantly higher than baseline (—0.004; mean difference 3-months vs. baseline 0.10, 95% CI 0.02—
0.18, p = .015, effect size = 0.1; mean difference 12-months vs. baseline 0.19, 95% CI 0.11-0.28,
p <.001, effect size = 0.2) In addition, father involvement/engagement scores at 12-months were
slightly higher than 3-month scores (mean difference 0.09, 95% CI 0.003-0.19, p = .040, effect
size 0.1). Estimated mean co-parenting relationship scores were also significantly higher across
both groups at 3-months (3.60) and 12-months (3.61) compared to baseline (3.42; mean differ-
ence 3-months vs. baseline 0.19, 95% CI 0.07-0.30, p = .001, effect size=0.2; mean difference
12-months vs. baseline 0.19, 95% CI 0.07-0.31, p = .001, effect size = 0.2). However, 12-month
scores did not significantly differ from 3-month scores (mean difference <0.01, 95% CI —0.13
to 0.13, p = .997, effect size < 0.01).

Changes in psychological well-being outcomes over time did not differ between the
FF and ES programs, as group by time interaction effects were small and not significant.
However, improvements following the programs were observed for both groups. Across both
groups, post hoc tests revealed that father well-being as measured by estimated mean MCS
scores was significantly better at 3-months (52.4) and 12-months (52.3) compared to baseline
(47.9; mean difference 3-months vs. baseline 4.6, 95% CI 3.3-5.8, p < .001, effect size = 0.4;
mean difference 12-months vs. baseline 4.4, 95% CI 3.2-5.7, p < .001, effect size 0.4). Scores
at 12-months did not differ from 3-month scores (mean difference —0.1, 95% CI —1.5-1.2,
p = .964, effect size 0.01).

Similar to the other outcomes, financial stability and responsibility improved following
the ES and FF programs but changes over time did not differ by group. Across both groups,
post hoc tests showed that employment was significantly higher at 3-months (estimated prob-
ability .838) and 12-months (estimated probability .842) than at baseline (estimated probabil-
ity .475; odds ratio 3-months vs. baseline 5.7, 95% CI 3.5-9.2, p < .001, odds ratio 12-months vs.
baseline 5.9, 95% CI 3.6-9.7, p < .001), but did not differ significantly between 12-months and
3-months (odds ratio 1.03, 95% CI 0.6-1.7, p = .986). Estimated mean income was also signifi-
cantly higher across groups at 3-months ($1268) and 12-months ($1416) compared to baseline
(3655; mean difference 3-months vs. baseline $613, 95% CI $481-745, p < .001, effect size = 0.6;
mean difference 12-months vs. baseline $761, 95% CI $624-898, p < 0.001, effect size=0.8);
furthermore income at 12-months was slightly but significantly higher than at 3-months (mean
difference $148, 95% CI $3-293, p = .044, effect size = 0.2). Among fathers with a child sup-
port order at baseline, paying child support was significantly higher at 3-months (estimated
probability .904) and 12-months (estimated probability .901) compared to baseline (estimated
probability .762; odds ratio 3-months vs. baseline 2.9, 95% CI 1.4-6.1, p = .002; odds ratio
12-months vs. baseline 2.8, 95% CI 1.3-6.2, p = .005), and did not differ between 12-months and
3-months (odds ratio 1.0, 95% CI 0.4-2.2, p = .996). While examining three way interactions
between group, time, and father's residential status would be useful to determine whether res-
idential status might have moderated the findings, our study was not powered to detect these
interaction effects.

DISCUSSION

This study represents an important advancement in scholarship on responsible fatherhood
programs. This study tested a combined parenting/economic program compared to a ro-
bust alternative treatment. Although results suggest no advantage of FF compared to ES
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across parenting, well-being, and economic outcomes, these findings are promising. While
changes cannot be attributed directly to either program because there was not an untreated
comparison group, the participants in both groups demonstrated significant improvements
in father involvement/engagement, co-parenting, psychological well-being, and economic out-
comes. Furthermore, these gains were maintained over a 12-month period following program
participation.

The lack of a significant treatment effect suggests that training in economic stability
alone—without the additional fathering-focused content—may have an impact on parenting
outcomes. The shorter ES training, therefore, may be the more economical and efficient strat-
egy to improve outcomes across parenting and economic stability. Additionally, the retention
of the participants in fatherhood programs can be very challenging (Fabiano & Caserta, 2018).
The time burden on fathers in the ES program was a third of that for fathers in the FF program
(80 h compared to 240 h). The shortened duration may serve as a means to increase retention
rates.

Both groups focused on skill building to help fathers gain employment or secure better
employment. The Family Process Model (Conger et al., 1992, 1994) suggests that finan-
cial stability likely influenced improvements in other outcomes. Per this model, reduced
economic stress led to better psychological well-being, improved co-parenting relation-
ship, and more father involvement. The underlying theory of this model is supported by
the empirical literature. For example, employment is associated with higher psychologi-
cal well-being (McKee-Ryan et al., 2005), employed low-income minority fathers are more
involved with their children (Coley & Morris, 2002), and employed nonresident fathers
perceive their co-parental relationship more positively than unemployed fathers (Bronte-
Tinkew & Horowitz, 2010). Given the simultaneous improvements in many outcomes along
with employment status in this study, disentangling these relationships warrants further
exploration.

Several limitations should be considered when interpreting the results of this study. First,
though a strength of the study, an active control group rather than an untreated control was
used, making it more difficult to find a treatment effect and rule out potential confounders.
Ideally, we would have conducted a three arm study: FF, ES and a no treatment comparison
group. Budgetary constraints limited our ability to add a third arm, and most importantly, it
was essential to our community partner Fathers & Families Support Center that all fathers
who sought services from their agency received a robust intervention. High attrition (larger
than anticipated) was another limitation; however, the utilization of mixed models allowed the
use all available data from the participants, including those who completed either a 3-month
or 12-month follow-up survey. Fathers were not queried about the amount of payment toward
child support, precluding examination of full vs. partial child support payment. This study
was not powered to test moderation of program effects over time by fathers’ residential status.
Conducting a rigorous fidelity assessment was outside of the scope of this study and there is
some evidence in our qualitative data that parenting content was discussed in the ES groups
(Brown School Evaluation Center, 2020). These discussions very likely had an impact on eval-
uation findings.

Both FF and ES are bundled interventions. FF included content on economic stability, re-
sponsible parenting and healthy relationships. They also received case management and legal
services. Fathers in ES received content on economic stability, as well as limited case manage-
ment and legal services. Therefore, it is difficult to empirically disentangle the relationship
between specific components of the intervention and outcomes. Further research would ben-
efit from Multiphase Optimization Strategy (MOST). MOST is an engineering-based frame-
work to guide the development, optimization, and evaluation of an intervention (Collins, 2018;
Pellegrini et al., 2014). It would be beneficial to assess FF using the MOST approach to deter-
mine which components of the intervention make the most meaningful contributions to the
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outcomes. Following a series of factorial experimental designs, which allow for the assessment
of individual components, the FF program could be modified and shortened to include only
those components which result in optimal outcomes.

While FF fathers did not experience better outcomes than ES fathers, findings provide
promising evidence that FF and ES promoted change among economically disadvantaged fa-
thers on parenting, well-being, and economic outcomes. It is possible that gaining financial
stability contributed to positive improvements in other fatherhood domains like engagement
with the child and well-being. And while there were some differences between the FF and ES
programs in content and implementation (FF, 6 weeks/240 h vs. 4 weeks, 80 h) both programs
did focus on economic stability. An RCT comparing ES to a no treatment control group on
parenting and co-parenting would more fully answer the question about the effects of ES on
these outcomes. Future research should examine child outcomes in addition to fathering/co-
parenting outcomes as well as focus on further understanding the connection between fathers
gaining employment and improved fatherhood outcomes. Testing of the mediating pathways
put forth in the Family Process Model could help further illuminate these pathways and iden-
tify key targets of interventions.

Longer is not necessarily better. The implementation of shorter, more optimized, programs
can save fatherhood programs resources and reduced the burden on fathers, who may not have
six full weeks. Therefore, researchers should also continue to explore which specific compo-
nents of responsible fatherhood programs (e.g., parenting, economic stability) are most needed
and provide the greatest benefit for fathers and their children.
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