
Journal of Marriage and Family 65 (February 2003): 90–10490

SUSAN D. STEWART University of Richmond

WENDY D. MANNING Bowling Green State University*

PAMELA J. SMOCK University of Michigan**

l

Union Formation Among Men in the U.S.:

Does Having Prior Children Matter?

Our study investigates whether fatherhood, and
specifically involvement with nonresident chil-
dren, influence men’s entrance into marital and
cohabiting unions. Using the National Survey of
Families and Households, our findings suggest
that neither resident nor nonresident children af-
fect men’s chances of entering a new marriage,
but nonresident children have a positive effect on
cohabitation. The positive association between
nonresident children and men’s union formation
is not uniform; instead, we find that it is involve-
ment with nonresident children, specifically visi-
tation, that enhances men’s chances of forming
new unions. Whereas women’s obligations to chil-
dren from prior unions represent a resource drain
that lowers their chances of union formation, our
analysis suggests that involved nonresident fa-
thers are more likely to enter subsequent unions
than other men.

Department of Sociology and Anthropology, University of
Richmond, Richmond, Virginia 23173 (sstewart@
richmond.edu).

*Department of Sociology, Bowling Green State Univer-
sity, Bowling Green, Ohio 43403.

**Department of Sociology and Population Studies Center,
University of Michigan, Ann Arbor, Michigan 48106.

Key Words: child support, cohabitation, fatherhood, re-
marriage, visitation.

Whereas it is well known children from prior re-
lationships lower women’s chances of marriage
and remarriage (Becker, Landes, & Michael,
1977; Bumpass, Sweet, & Martin, 1990; Clark-
berg, Stolzenberg, & Waite, 1995; Peters, 1986;
Smock, 1990), the effect of prior children on
men’s union formation is less clear. In part, this
gap in knowledge about men exists because chil-
dren are far more likely to reside with their moth-
ers than their fathers should a union end, and the
role of residential parent entails considerable
breadwinning and day-to-day caretaking respon-
sibilities. For instance, it is argued that these re-
sponsibilities may reduce the time available to
search for a spouse and deter potential spouses
who recognize that they will be taking on step-
children should marriage occur (Becker et al.;
Lampard & Peggs, 1999).

However, the focus on mothers in past research
ignores the possibility that fathers’ parenting re-
sponsibilities may impact their chances of forming
new unions; the number of single, custodial fa-
thers (including both never-married and divorced)
is growing, and many nonresident fathers play
substantial roles in their children’s lives. Drawing
on data from the National Survey of Families and
Households, our study investigates two questions.
First, we examine whether fatherhood (the exis-
tence of resident and/or nonresident children) is
associated with men’s likelihood of entering either
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cohabiting or marital unions. Second, because the
majority of single fathers live apart from their
children, we evaluate a potential mechanism for
the effect of nonresident children by testing
whether it is explained by men’s involvement,
here defined as economic support and visitation.
We extend knowledge on the effect of prior chil-
dren on men’s union formation by incorporating
cohabitation and involvement with nonresident
children, two essential features of single fathers’
lives.

Investigating the relationship between prior
children and men’s union formation is vital be-
cause high levels of divorce and growth in non-
marital childbearing mean that increasing propor-
tions of men in the United States live apart from
at least some of their biological children. Most
broadly, these demographics suggest the impor-
tance of documenting complex parenting situa-
tions and their impact on union formation: Half
of all marriages today are remarriages, and wom-
en and men with nonresident stepchildren—a
spouse or partner’s children who live elsewhere—
currently account for over one half of all steppar-
ents (Stewart, 2001). Additionally, if we wish to
understand the process of union formation among
men, a topic generating much attention given the
retreat from marriage over the past few decades,
then we need to evaluate the possible effect of
resident and nonresident children.

BACKGROUND AND SIGNIFICANCE

Men have a higher rate of remarriage than women
and remarry more rapidly (Glick, 1984), and this
difference appears to be explained in part by
women’s obligations to children. Past research
overwhelmingly shows that women who have
children with previous partners have lower odds
of first marriage, remarriage, and cohabitation
(Becker et al., 1977; Bumpass et al., 1990; Clark-
berg et al., 1995; Peters, 1986). This is especially
true for women with large numbers of children or
with young children (Buckle, Gallup, & Rodd,
1996; Le Bourdais, Desrosiers, & Laplante, 1995;
Sweeney, 1997a; but see Beller & Graham, 1985,
and Koo & Suchindran, 1980).

Theoretical explanations for mothers’ lower
chances of union formation have emphasized a
variety of economic and socioemotional factors.
One perspective is that daily caring for children
impinges upon both the time and energy to seek
a spouse (Becker et al., 1977; Lampard & Peggs,
1999). Another is that child support and welfare

income reduce the economic need to marry and
allow women more time to search for an accept-
able spouse (Beller & Graham, 1985; Bennett,
Bloom, & Miller, 1995; Folk, Fox, Graham, &
Beller, 1992; Hutchens, 1979; Oppenheimer,
1988; Yun, 1992). Other scholars have empha-
sized the perspective of potential partners, sug-
gesting that men may not be interested in invest-
ing in children with whom they share no
biological ties (Trivers, 1974); may be hesitant to
attempt to negotiate the ambiguous and difficult
stepfather role (Marsiglio, 1992); or are unwilling
to assume the financial costs associated with par-
enting another man’s child (Lampard & Peggs,
1999).

There are far fewer studies that analyze the ef-
fect of fatherhood on men’s union prospects, and
no study accounts for both the formation of co-
habiting unions and involvement with nonresident
children. Moreover, this research has yielded
mixed findings. Whereas several studies provide
evidence that prior children do not influence
whether men remarry (Becker et al., 1977; Buckle
et al., 1996; Glick, 1980; Lampard & Peggs, 1999;
Wolf & MacDonald, 1979), a small number of
studies have found that previous children nega-
tively affect men’s chances of forming a new
union (Bernhardt & Goldscheider, 1998; Clark-
berg, 1999; Clarkberg et al., 1995; Sweeney,
1997a, 1997b). There are some additional limita-
tions to this research. First, some of these studies
are quite dated or use data from older cohorts
(e.g., Becker et al.; Clarkberg; Clarkberg et al.;
Sweeney, 1997a, 1997b; Wolf & MacDonald).
Second, the residence of men’s prior children is
often ambiguous (Clarkberg; Clarkberg et al.;
Sweeney, 1997a), and children are assumed to be
living elsewhere. This assumption is becoming
less valid as more men live with their children
after a union dissolves. The number of father-only
families (single men with resident children) in-
creased by 42% in the 1980s, compared with a
growth rate of 15% for mother-only families, even
after eliminating single fathers who are living with
a female partner (Garasky & Meyer, 1996). Third,
past research has been variable in terms of the
types of men included in analyses. For example,
the majority of research has been limited to di-
vorced (Becker et al.; Sweeney, 1997a, 1997b;
Wolf & MacDonald) or never-married men (Nock,
1998b). A fourth limitation is that only a few stud-
ies incorporate nonmarital cohabitation in the def-
inition of union formation. Given the sharp rise in
cohabitation, it is important not to limit analysis
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of union formation to legal marriage. The majority
of marriages (over one half) and the vast majority
of remarriages (over two thirds) now begin as co-
habitations, cohabitation is extremely common af-
ter union dissolution, and approximately one half
of stepfamilies are now formed through cohabi-
tation, rather than marriage (Bumpass & Raley,
1995; Bumpass, Raley, & Sweet, 1995; Smock,
2000). Studies of fathers’ union formation that in-
clude cohabitation are problematic (Bernhardt &
Goldscheider, 1998; Clarkberg; Clarkberg et al.;
Nock). One of them focuses on young, never-mar-
ried men (Nock), providing a narrow view of non-
resident fatherhood. Two studies rely upon men
who graduated from high school in 1972 (Clark-
berg; Clarkberg et al.) who were forming families
in the late 1970s, quite some time before most
marriages were preceded by cohabitation. A
fourth study provides only cross-sectional analysis
of the relationship between men’s parental and
union status (Bernhardt & Goldscheider).

Previous research has identified a number of
sociodemographic factors associated with men’s
union formation and parental involvement. Age is
the most important determinant of whether a per-
son remarries. Age at separation or divorce is neg-
atively related to the remarriage of men (Becker
et al., 1977; Haskey, 1987; Sweeney, 1997a), al-
though the effect may be weaker for men than
women (Lampard & Peggs, 1999; Spanier &
Glick, 1980; Wilson & Clarke, 1992). In addition,
visitation with absent children is lower among
older nonresident fathers (Veum, 1993), although
older fathers may have more resources to pay
child support (Zill, 1996). Another key variable is
race. African Americans tend to have lower rates
of marriage, remarriage, and cohabitation than
Whites (Clarkberg et al., 1995; Smock, 1990;
Sweeney, 1997b; Wilson & Clarke). Non-White
fathers may have higher levels of visitation with
nonresident children than White fathers (Manning
& Smock, 1999; Seltzer, 1991), but may be less
likely to pay child support (Sorensen, 1997). We
also expect men’s union history to influence the
relationship between absent children and new
union formation. Men who have been in a married
or cohabiting union (including widowers) may be
more likely to have a nonresident child and to
form subsequent unions. Past research finds either
no effect of education on marriage and cohabita-
tion of men (Becker et al., 1977; Sweeney, 1997a,
1997b), or a positive relationship (Bloom et al.,
1998; Clarkberg, 1999; Clarkberg et al.). Fathers’
education is positively related to visitation and the

payment of child support (Braver, Fitzpatrick, &
Bay, 1991; Maccoby & Mnookin, 1992; Veum,
1993). Previous research clearly suggests that
earnings are associated with higher probabilities
of marriage and cohabitation for men (Becker et
al.; Clarkberg; Clarkberg et al.; Glick; Glick &
Lin, 1987; Oppenheimer & Lew, 1995). Nonres-
ident fathers’ earnings are positively associated
with frequency of visits and child support pay-
ments (Hill, 1992; Maccoby & Mnookin; Teach-
man, 1991). Religiosity is positively related to
union formation among men (Clarkberg et al.),
and several studies show lower levels of remar-
riage among Catholics than other religious affili-
ations (Chiswick & Lehrer, 1990; Koo, Suchin-
dran, & Griffith 1984; Sweeney, 1997a, 1997b;
Teachman & Heckert, 1985; Wolf & MacDonald,
1979). Several studies also find regional differ-
ences in remarriage (Bumpass et al., 1990; Chis-
wick & Lehrer; Teachman & Heckert).

HYPOTHESES

Why might we expect fatherhood to matter for
men’s union prospects? Although, unlike women,
men are usually not living with children from pri-
or unions, their economic and emotional invest-
ments in them may still be consequential. More-
over, these investments may influence the union
formation of men differently than that of women.

Some evidence suggests that fatherhood hin-
ders single men’s chances of entering new unions,
and this may be because of men’s financial con-
straints or women’s reluctance to form unions
with men who have children. Similar to their ef-
fect on women, one hypothesis is that prior chil-
dren are a resource drain, and that resident and
involved nonresident fathers are less likely to en-
ter unions than are childless men or uninvolved
fathers. Involved nonresident fathers’ emotional,
social, and economic lives may center on children
from prior unions, resulting in less time, ability,
and inclination to search for a new partner. Lam-
pard and Peggs’s (1999) qualitative interviews
with divorced fathers, for example, suggest that
the complexities of visitation schedules can make
it quite difficult to accommodate a new partner.
Some of the fathers also reported wanting to avoid
involving their children in relationships with
women that may not last. Generally, balancing
nonresident fatherhood and other roles simulta-
neously is a challenge (Marsiglio, 1992; Minton
& Pasley, 1996). Similarly, women may find in-
volved nonresident fathers less desirable as spous-
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es or cohabiting partners. Women may view men
who fulfill economic or social obligations to prior
children as less attractive partners in the long run,
even taking account of current earnings, given the
continuing importance of men’s income in union
formation and the male breadwinner role in our
culture (Nock 1998a; Oppenheimer & Lew, 1995;
Smock & Manning, 1997; Sweeney, 1997c). Also,
women with children may prefer substitute fathers
who can devote all their energies toward a new
family, rather than those with complicated ties.

Among fathers with resident children, the de-
mands of fatherhood and concerns about the in-
troduction of new partners would be even greater
than for involved nonresident fathers. Women
may be especially hesitant to form unions with
custodial fathers given the stress and stigma as-
sociated with stepmotherhood (Santrock & Sitter-
le, 1987; Smith, 1990). Therefore, we would ex-
pect resident fathers to have even lower odds of
union formation than involved nonresident fa-
thers. Finally, it is possible that women may view
men who are fathers but not involved with their
children as poor relationship and parenting mate-
rial, leading to the expectation that uninvolved
nonresident fathers will be less likely than either
childless, resident, or involved nonresident fathers
to enter a union.

A second hypothesis is that resident and non-
resident fathers are more likely to form unions
than childless men, such that fatherhood has a
positive effect on union formation. First, there
may be self-selectivity involved. Men who are fa-
thers may simply be family-oriented and more
motivated to form new committed relationships
than childless men, all else equal. A minor vari-
ation is that involvement, rather than fatherhood
itself, may account for this association because in-
volvement may better capture a family orientation.
Involved fathers may be more attractive to poten-
tial partners as well. Although some scholars con-
sider children from previous unions a form of
marital-specific capital that lowers chances of
forming new unions (Becker et al., 1977), it is
possible that good parenting represents transfer-
able capital for men (Chiswick & Lehrer, 1990),
signaling high quality relationship and fathering
skills to potential partners. Some indirect evidence
supports this notion; having good parenting abil-
ities is listed as the number one criterion in choos-
ing a mate among remarried people with children
(Dahl, Cowgill, & Asmundssun, 1987). Fathers
whose children reside with them as opposed to in
another household would, all else being equal,

demonstrate the highest level of involvement and
would, on the basis of this hypothesis, have higher
odds of union formation than would involved non-
resident fathers.

A third hypothesis is that fatherhood and in-
volvement with nonresident children have no ef-
fect on union formation. This could either be be-
cause some of the above explanations offset each
other or because individuals make parenting and
union choice decisions separately. Qualitative re-
search suggests that many couples do not discuss
the possible effect of children from previous
unions on families before marrying (Bernstein,
1989; Ganong & Coleman, 1989; Smith, 1990).
Among nonresident fathers, child support and vis-
itation may simply not be substantial or visible
enough to impede or promote men’s entry into
new unions (Furstenberg & Harris, 1992). More
broadly, demographic research has shown that
parenting and union formation have become in-
creasingly decoupled (Pagnini & Rindfuss, 1993;
Raley, 2001).

Men’s fatherhood status may have differential
effects depending on the type of union formed:
marriage versus cohabitation. Past research sug-
gests that factors affecting entry into each union
type vary in strength and direction of their influ-
ence (Axinn & Thornton, 1993; Clarkberg, 1999;
Clarkberg et al., 1995; Thornton, 1991; Thornton,
Axinn, & Hill, 1992; Thornton, Axinn, & Teach-
man, 1995). These findings are not surprising be-
cause conceptually cohabitation and marriage dif-
fer. Cohabitation is associated with somewhat
lower levels of commitment, paternal investment,
durability, and institutionalization than marriage
(Cooksey & Craig, 1998; Manning, in press;
Nock, 1995; Smock & Manning, 2001). Most im-
portant, however, cohabitation is very common af-
ter first marriage and before remarriage. Thus
many new unions among men who report having
already had children (the majority of whom have
had them in marriage) will begin as cohabiting
unions, some eventually culminating in remar-
riage.

This research suggests further elaboration of
our hypotheses. Prior research on the influence of
children on cohabitation and marriage shows that
premarital children decrease women’s likelihood
of marriage but increase the likelihood of cohab-
itation (Bennett et al., 1995). Among never-mar-
ried men, prior children appear to increase rates
of cohabitation but decrease rates of marriage
compared with their childless counterparts (Nock,
1998b; see also Clarkberg, 1999; Clarkberg et al.,
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1995). Marriage to a new partner, and the potential
for new children, may involve a level of commit-
ment not possible or desirable for resident and
nonresident fathers. The lesser emotional and fi-
nancial demands of cohabitation are compatible
with fathers’ prior family obligations, yet cohab-
itation allows men to live in the family environ-
ment that they desire and to which they may have
become accustomed. Likewise, women unwilling
to take on the demands of marriage to men with
prior children may be willing to cohabit. Thus we
expect that resident and nonresident children may
deter men’s entry into marriage and increase the
probability of cohabitation. We assess these hy-
potheses net of sociodemographic factors associ-
ated with men’s union formation and involvement
with nonresident children.

CURRENT INVESTIGATION

This study employs event history models to ex-
amine the effect of fatherhood and involvement
with nonresident children on men’s likelihood of
forming a marital or cohabiting union. We draw
on nationally representative, longitudinal data
from a diverse group of men and include those of
all relationship backgrounds (never-married, di-
vorced/separated/widowed, and those with and
without prior cohabitation experience). Both eco-
nomic (child support) and social (visitation) mea-
sures of involvement are used, arguably the two
most important indicators of involved nonresident
parenting. Although one past study (Bloom, Con-
rad, & Miller, 1998) examined the effects of child
support payments among divorced fathers on re-
marriage, the effects of visitation on entrance into
marriage or cohabitation have not been examined.

Our first research question is straightforward:
Net of background and socioeconomic factors,
does fatherhood significantly affect men’s en-
trance into marital and cohabiting unions? We
build on prior research and examine the separate
effects of resident and nonresident children and
include cohabiting unions in the analysis. Our sec-
ond research question focuses on whether and
how nonresident fathers’ involvement is associ-
ated with union formation. We evaluate the effect
of child support and/or visitation with nonresident
children on whether men enter new coresidential
relationships.

METHOD

Data

Analyses were conducted using data from two
waves of the National Survey of Families and
Households (NSFH), a national probability sam-
ple of approximately 13,000 respondents random-
ly selected from each household, with a response
rate of 74% (Sweet, Bumpass, & Call, 1988). The
primary advantage of the NSFH over other data
sources is that it asks male respondents directly
about their previous fertility experiences. Other
national data sets neglect the fertility of men (e.g.,
National Survey of Family Growth, Current Pop-
ulation Survey), failing to provide even indirect
(i.e., wives’ reports) information on men’s chil-
dren prior to the current union. Another advantage
of the NSFH is that it asks men directly where
their previous children reside. Other data sources
require the indirect identification of nonresident
fathers that may misclassify children from previ-
ous unions who currently reside with their fathers
as nonresident (e.g., Survey of Income and Pro-
gram Participation). However, a limitation plagu-
ing all studies relying on male respondents’ re-
ports is that men tend to be underrepresented in
large social surveys and frequently fail to report
nonresident children (Rendall, Clarke, Peters,
Ranjit, & Verropoulou, 1999).

The NSFH provides longitudinal data that al-
low for the prediction of union formation based
on previous patterns of involvement with nonres-
ident children. The first wave of the survey
(NSFH1), conducted between 1987 and 1988,
provides retrospective fertility and union histories
from the perspective of men, information on the
sociodemographic characteristics of men and their
children, and fathers’ own assessments of child
support payments and visitation with children
from previous unions. The second wave (NSFH2),
conducted between 1992 and 1994, provides the
dates of respondents’ subsequent marriages and
cohabitations. Respondents must have completed
both waves of the survey to be included in the
sample. About 71% of single fathers at NSFH1
completed NSFH2. We conducted analyses indi-
cating that men with nonresident children have
30% lower odds of being reinterviewed at NSFH2
compared with childless men.

Analytic Sample

Our sample is comprised of a group of single men
who were never-married, divorced, or widowed,
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and none of these men were currently cohabiting
at NSFH1. These men may or may not have had
children from a previous union. Our analytic sam-
ple was drawn from 1,248 male respondents not
in a union at NSFH1 who completed the Wave 2
interview. Cases missing data on key variables
were omitted, resulting in a sample of 1,226 single
men. We conducted additional analyses on a sub-
sample of 169 single men who reported nonresi-
dent children at NSFH1. Restricting some of our
analyses to nonresident fathers enables us to de-
termine how the level of involvement (visitation
and child support) influences union formation, al-
lowing a more refined understanding of fathers’
investments. However, because of the small size
of this sample, only tentative conclusions will be
drawn from the supplemental analysis.

Analytic Methods

We employ multinomial models to estimate the
odds that single men marry, single men cohabit,
and men who enter unions marry, rather than co-
habit. This strategy best reflects individuals’ ac-
tual decision-making process. Other work on
union choice presumes that cohabitation and mar-
riage are alternatives; that is, individuals decide to
form a union and then decide which type of union
to form (e.g., Axinn & Thornton, 1993; Clarkberg,
1999; Thornton et al., 1995). Yet qualitative re-
search evidence suggests that young adults are de-
ciding either to cohabit or to live in some other
arrangement, but that marriage is not perceived as
an option and does not enter the calculus (Sassler
& Jobe, 2002). Thus our models are based on re-
alistic conceptualizations of union choice that in-
corporate the possibility that men view cohabita-
tion as a marriage alternative and as an
alternative to being single.

Cox proportional hazards models (Cox, 1972)
are used to estimate the effects of resident and
nonresident children, and involvement with non-
resident children (child support payments and vis-
itation), on the formation of married and cohab-
iting unions. Using the PHREG procedure in SAS,
we ran multinomial models for competing risks to
simultaneously estimate each union type (married
vs. single, cohabiting vs. single, married vs. co-
habiting; Allison, 1995).

Dependent Variable

Union formation. We measure single men’s risk of
union formation between NSFH1 and NSFH2. At

NSFH2, respondents report the month and year
they entered any marriages or cohabiting unions
since NSFH1, as well as the date at which the
union dissolved (if not in that union at NSFH2).
Survival time is calculated in months from the
date of the first interview to the date of the first
married or cohabiting union. Although we include
a control for the duration of pre-NSFH1 exposure
to union formation (described below), this period-
based approach assumes the hazard of union for-
mation is similar for men who have been single
for different periods of time.

Of the 1,226 single men in the analytic sample,
594 men (48%) formed a union between waves:
200 married and 394 formed a cohabiting union.
Of the 169 nonresident fathers in the sample, 101
(60%) formed a union, with 15 marrying and 86
cohabiting. Respondents who did not form a union
between waves are censored at the NSFH2 inter-
view date. The NSFH does not permit us to de-
termine whether men formed a union with a pre-
vious or new partner, and a small number of
nonresident fathers in our sample may have
formed a union with their child’s or children’s bi-
ological mother. About a third (34%) of the non-
resident fathers in our sample have prior children
born within marriage, and the formation of unions
with previous spouses is extremely rare. In fact,
no official statistics are available on the subject
(R. Kreider, personal communication, July 31,
2002). However, research suggests that men
whose children were born outside of marriage
sometimes marry the child’s mother later on (Wal-
ler & McLanahan, 2001). Assuming that the birth
of a child would encourage such unions, a positive
effect of prior children on union formation may
partially reflect romantic ties to previous partners.

Independent Variables

Fatherhood status. At NSFH1, respondents were
asked to list any biological or adopted children
age 0 to 18 residing with them and/or elsewhere
(ties to prior stepchildren are not considered). On
the basis of this information, we constructed a di-
chotomous variable indicating whether the re-
spondent has no children versus any children, ir-
respective of residence. Then we constructed a
trichotomous variable indicating whether men
have no children, only resident children, or any
nonresident children. We consider only minor
children (under age 18), and nonresident children
may or may not live with their biological mother
(less than 10% do not live with their mothers). A
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few (n 5 12) of the nonresident fathers also have
biological children residing with them. Categoriz-
ing these men as having resident as opposed to
nonresident children does not alter our findings.
We did not include in our fatherhood measure a
small number of men who had a child between
NSFH1 and the formation of a married or cohab-
iting union because data on children’s residence
and fathers’ level of involvement between waves
were not collected (n 5 25). Our analyses may
therefore understate the extent of fatherhood
among single men and the effect of father involve-
ment on union formation.

Involvement with nonresident children. Involve-
ment with nonresident children is assessed at
NSFH1 in terms of child support payments to and
visitation with a focal nonresident child randomly
selected at the time of the survey. Men with any
nonresident children are divided into two groups:
those who make no payments or visits and those
who make any payment or visits. We retain the
fatherhood categories containing no children and
only resident children for comparison. This mea-
surement strategy allows us to test whether it is
actual investments in nonresident children (mea-
sured broadly as any payments or visits), or sim-
ply the existence of nonresident children that is
associated with union formation. We consider fa-
thers to have made payments if they reported that
they paid at least something toward the support of
their child in the last 12 months. We consider fa-
thers to have visited their child if they reported
seeing their child in-person at least once in the
last year. For analyses limited to the smaller sam-
ple of nonresident fathers, we measure involve-
ment separately in terms of the amount of monthly
child support paid and the frequency of in-person
visits (none, yearly, monthly). Variance inflation
factors (VIFs) indicate multicollinearlity between
social and financial contact will not affect our
findings (McClendon, 1994).

Control Variables

Sociodemographic factors associated with men’s
union formation and involvement with nonresi-
dent children are included in all multivariate anal-
yses as controls. Men’s age in years is assessed at
NSFH1. We use men’s age at NSFH1, rather than
men’s age at separation or divorce (e.g., Becker
et al., 1977; Haskey, 1987; Sweeney, 1997a) be-
cause exposure to union formation is assessed
since NSFH1. However, measuring men’s age at

separation or divorce as opposed to NSFH1 does
not alter our findings. Race is measured dichoto-
mously as White and Non-White. There were too
few cases to distinguish Hispanic origin, and His-
panics are included in the Non-White category.
Men are coded into four categories based on their
previous union status: no previous unions, ever-
cohabited/never-married, ever-married/never-co-
habited, and ever-cohabited/ever-married.

We acknowledge that analyses based on a sam-
ple of single men at NSFH1 is left truncated and
may omit substantial numbers of men who formed
unions before the first wave of the survey. Our
sample may therefore be biased toward men with
a lower likelihood of union formation. To partially
address this issue, we include a control for the
interval between men’s exposure to union forma-
tion and the NSFH1 interview. For men who have
been in a previous union, we use the date of sep-
aration from (date last lived with) their most re-
cent partner as the beginning of the interval. For
men who have not been in a union prior to
NSFH1, we measure this interval from the date of
the respondent’s 18th birthday, the point at which
most men are in the position to set up their own
household. This approach has the advantage of
partially accounting for men’s declining risk of
union formation over time (Wilson & Clarke,
1992). However, whether this variable is included
in the model does not alter our substantive find-
ings.

Level of education at NSFH1 is coded as four
dummy variables: less than high school, high
school, some college, and college degree or
above. Respondents’ total yearly earnings are cal-
culated as the sum of their wages, salary, and self-
employment income at NSFH1. We take the nat-
ural log of total earnings to reduce the effect of
outliers. Men missing earnings information (less
than 10%) were coded to the mean. Fathers’ re-
ligious attendance at NSFH1 is measured with
four dummy variables: never attend, yearly atten-
dance, monthly attendance, and weekly atten-
dance. We initially included controls for Catholic
background and region of residence. The inclu-
sion of these variables did not contribute to model
fit and they were subsequently dropped.

For our analysis of nonresident fathers, we in-
clude some additional controls: the focal nonres-
ident child’s sex and age, the child’s distance (in
miles) from the father, and the number of full sib-
lings in the child’s household. The multivariate
analysis includes a squared term for distance in
order to detect a potential nonlinear effect of dis-
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TABLE 1. DISTRIBUTIONS (%) OF INDEPENDENT VARIABLES FOR SAMPLES OF SINGLE MEN AND NONRESIDENT FATHERS

Characteristics
All Single Men

(N 5 1,226)
Nonresident Fathers

(n 5 169)

Fatherhood status
No children
Only resident children
Any nonresident children

Involvement with nonresident children
No payments or visits
Any payments or visits
Monthly child support paid in dollars (M)
Visits with child in last year

88.2
2.7
9.1

1.1
8.0

180.5

None
Yearly
Monthly or more

17.9
17.1
65.0

Characteristics of men
Age at NSFH1 (M) 32.0 35.3
Race

White
Non-White

Union history
No previous unions
Ever-cohabited/never-married
Ever-married/never-cohabited
Ever-married/ever-cohabited

78.5
21.5

62.0
11.5
16.7
9.8

62.4
37.6

10.1
15.6
41.5
32.8

Months from previous union to NSFH1 interview (M) 89.3 61.1
Education

Less than high school
High school
Some college
College degree or more

Earnings in last year in dollars (M)

15.4
35.9
30.8
17.9

13,565.0

24.6
30.7
25.7
19.0

21,769.0
Church attendance

Never
Yearly
Monthly
Weekly

30.9
32.5
14.5
22.0

32.1
39.3
13.4
15.1

Characteristics of focal nonresident child
Sex

Female
Male

Age (M)
Distance in miles from father (M)
Number of full siblings (M)

53.7
46.3
8.6

336.5
0.5

Legal agreement about child support and/or visitation
Yes
No

57.7
42.3

Note: Weighted percentages and unweighted Ns.

tance on men’s union formation (e.g., Manning &
Smock, 1999). We also control for the existence
of a legal agreement pertaining to visitation and/
or child support. The literature on nonresident fa-
ther involvement suggests that these factors may
influence the relationship between involvement
and men’s union formation.

Table 1 presents the frequency distributions of
the independent variables included in our analysis

of union formation for all single men and nonres-
ident fathers.

Analysis Strategy

We estimate a series of models to test our hy-
potheses. First, we evaluate the effect of father-
hood on men’s union formation and test empiri-
cally whether it is important to distinguish
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TABLE 2. RISK OF COHABITATION AND MARRIAGE BY PARENTAL STATUS OF SINGLE MEN

Characteristic

Married Union
Versus

Stayed Single

Cohabiting Union
Versus

Stayed Single

Married Union
Versus

Cohabiting Union

Fatherhood status
No children (omitted category)
Only resident children
Any nonresident children

—
1.508
0.614

—
1.061
1.337*

—
1.575
0.425**

Controls
Age at NSFH1 0.969*** 0.945*** 1.031**
Race

White (omitted category)
Non-White

—
0.518***

—
0.898

—
0.552**

Union history
No previous unions (omitted category)
Ever-cohabited/never-married
Ever-married/never-cohabited
Ever-married/ever-cohabited

—
1.119
1.222
1.329

—
2.040***
1.500
3.026***

—
0.802
0.705
0.633

Months to NSFH1 interview 0.996** 0.999 0.997*

Education
Less than high school
High school (omitted category)
Some college
College degree or more

0.919
—
0.927
1.140

1.001
—
0.818
0.862

0.872
—
1.023
1.019

Earnings in last year 1.064* 1.036* 1.027

Church attendance
Never (omitted category)
Yearly
Monthly
Weekly

—
1.368
2.232***
2.052***

—
0.868
1.210
0.648*

—
1.398
2.320***
2.819***

Model x2 134.403*** 256.704*** 64.598***
df
N

15
1,226

15
1,226

15
1,226

*p , .05. **p , .01. ***p , .001.

between resident and nonresident children. Sec-
ond, we test whether the effect of nonresident fa-
therhood on union formation is explained by pa-
rental involvement (child support and visitation).
Third, we examine separately how the amount of
child support and visitation affect men’s union
formation in a sample of nonresident fathers.

RESULTS

Table 2 shows the effect of prior children on sin-
gle men’s transition to marriage, cohabitation,
and, among men who formed a union, the likeli-
hood of marriage versus cohabitation. The models
control for sociodemographic variables is listed in
Table 1. Results are expressed in relative risks,
which are the exponentiated values of the regres-
sion coefficients (eb) and indicate the change in
risk associated with a one-unit change in an in-

dependent variable. Relative risks less than 1.00
indicate a reduced risk, whereas relative risks
greater than 1.00 indicate an increased risk.

Our first goal was to determine whether men
who are fathers have significantly different pat-
terns of union formation than childless men. In
results not shown, we found that men who have
children (resident or nonresident) have 28% high-
er odds of cohabitation as opposed to staying sin-
gle compared with men with no children (p 5
.08), but similar odds of marriage. These findings
are consistent with research suggesting that chil-
dren from previous unions do not influence
whether men remarry (Becker et al., 1977; Buckle
et al., 1996; Glick, 1980; Wolf & MacDonald,
1979) but positively influence cohabitation (Nock,
1998b). Differentiating men’s children by their
residential status was found to significantly im-
prove model fit, indicating that it is important to
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TABLE 3. RISK OF COHABITATION AND MARRIAGE BY PARENTAL INVOLVEMENT OF SINGLE MENa

Married Union
Versus

Stayed Single

Cohabiting Union
Versus

Stayed Single

Married Union
Versus

Cohabiting Union

Involvement with nonresident children
No children (omitted category)
Only resident children
Any nonresident children

No payments or visits
Any payments or visits

1.517

0.264
0.681

1.066

0.791
1.460*

1.582

0.231
0.454*

Model x2 135.495*** 260.202*** 65.098***
df
N

16
1,226

16
1,226

16
1,226

aModels controls for men’s age at NSFH1, race, union history, months to NSFH1 interview, education, earnings, and
church attendance.

*p , .05. **p , .01. ***p , .001.

distinguish between resident and nonresident chil-
dren to fully understand men’s union formation
patterns (results not shown). Thus Table 2 presents
men’s risk of cohabitation and marriage by the
presence of resident and nonresident children. The
first column of Table 2 indicates that neither res-
ident nor nonresident children influence men’s en-
try into marriage versus staying single. These re-
sults suggest that single men with previous
children are no more or less likely to marry than
childless men. Resident children have a significant
positive effect on marriage in the zero-order mod-
el, but the effect is reduced to nonsignificance
with the addition of background factors, suggest-
ing that the effect may be spurious (results not
shown). However, because this contrast group is
based on a relatively small number of men and
the magnitude of the effect is relatively large (a
50% increase), it is not safe to conclude that the
risk of marriage versus cohabitation is not higher
among men with resident children at the national
level. On the other hand, nonresident children do
not significantly reduce the likelihood of marriage
in either the zero-order or control model.

The second column of Table 2 shows that hav-
ing nonresident children increases single men’s
risk of forming a cohabiting union by 34%. The
effect of resident children is positive but not sig-
nificant in both the multivariate and zero-order
models (results not shown). The third column of
Table 2 suggests that among men who formed a
union, nonresident children influence the type of
union formed. Men with nonresident children
have a 58% lower risk of marriage than cohabi-
tation. In the zero-order model, resident children
have a significant positive effect on men’s risk of
marriage that is rendered nonsignificant with the

addition of controls. Because this effect is based
on a small sample of men, it cannot be ruled out
that men’s resident children have a positive effect
on marriage in the population.

Table 3 examines how involvement with non-
resident children influences men’s union forma-
tion. The effects of the control variables operate
in a similar manner to those above and are not
shown. The effect of resident children is also sim-
ilar to previous models. The first column indicates
that involvement with nonresident children does
not affect men’s transition to marriage from sin-
glehood, although the lack of significant effects
could be attributable to the relatively small num-
ber of nonresident fathers who marry. However,
the second column shows that whereas single men
with nonresident children who report no involve-
ment have a similar risk of cohabitation as men
with none, men with nonresident children who re-
port some involvement have nearly a 50% greater
risk of forming a cohabiting union as opposed to
staying single. The difference between involved
and uninvolved fathers is close to significance at
p 5 .08. Among men who formed a union (col-
umn 3), men who have nonresident children and
are involved with them have a significantly lower
risk of marrying as opposed to cohabitating com-
pared with childless men. The lack of significance
of the effect of no involvement indicates that men
with nonresident children who are not involved
may have a similar risk of marriage as opposed to
cohabiting. However, on the basis of the relatively
large magnitude of the effect, it is possible that
this finding is the result of the small size of the
sample (n 5 23), rather than a real indication of
the effect of noninvolvement (the difference be-
tween involved and uninvolved fathers is not sta-
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TABLE 4. MEN’S RISK OF COHABITATION AND MARRIAGE

BY CHILD SUPPORT PAYMENTS AND VISITATION

Characteristic Model 1 Model 2

Involvement with nonresident children
Monthly child support paid 1.000 0.999
Visits with child in last year

No visits (omitted category)
Yearly
Monthly or more

—
2.291*
3.316**

Father’s characteristics
Age at NSFH1 0.960* 0.967
Race

White (omitted category)
Non-White

—
0.991

—
0.904

Union history
No previous unions

(omitted category) — —
Ever-cohabited/

never-married 0.875 1.114
Ever-married/

never-cohabited 0.831 1.020
Ever-married/

ever-cohabited 1.399 1.595
Months to NSFH1 interview 0.996 0.995
Education

Less than high school
High school (omitted

category)
Some college
College degree or more

1.109

—
0.929
1.439

1.145

—
0.986
1.771

Earnings in last year 1.009 1.001
Church attendance

Never (omitted category)
Yearly
Monthly
Weekly

—
0.873
1.512
0.715

—
0.731
1.203
0.542

Child’s characteristics
Female
Age
Distance from father in miles
Distance squared
Number of full siblings

0.864
0.998
1.038
1.000
0.953

0.860
0.994
1.074*
0.999
0.932

Has legal agreement 1.276 1.140

Model x2 30.858 39.645*
df
N

20
169

22
169

*p , .05. **p , .01. ***p , .001.

tistically significant). Nonetheless, these results
indicate that it is involvement with nonresident
children, rather than the existence of nonresident
children, that underlies nonresident fathers’ great-
er propensity to cohabit.

Table 4 presents results restricted to nonresi-
dent fathers. The number of nonresident fathers
who married was too small for us to distinguish
between union type (85% of nonresident fathers
formed cohabiting unions). Results primarily re-

flect the effect of involvement on the formation
of cohabiting unions, and models that limit union
formation to cohabitation provided similar esti-
mates. First, we include the amount of child sup-
port nonresident fathers paid in the last year on a
monthly basis. In contrast to Bloom et al. (1998),
the effect of child support on the union formation
of nonresident fathers is not statistically signifi-
cant in either the multivariate or zero-order mod-
els (results not shown). We also ran a similar set
of models using any child support paid, rather
than amount paid. Whether any payments were
made had no effect on nonresident fathers’ union
formation.

We include fathers’ level of visitation with
nonresident children in the second model. Results
suggest that nonresident fathers who visit their
children yearly have over twice the risk of form-
ing a union, and fathers who visit monthly have
over three times the risk of forming a union, com-
pared with fathers who did not visit their children
in the previous year. However, the difference be-
tween yearly and monthly visits is not statistically
significant. A model that includes an interaction
term between payments and visitation indicates
that the positive effect of visitation is not depen-
dent on the amount of child support paid (results
not shown). These results suggest that the positive
effect of nonresident children is at least partially
explained by visitation.

DISCUSSION

Remarriage and cohabitation among adults with
children from previous relationships have become
increasingly common modes of family formation.
Whereas some prior research has examined the
effect of men’s new children on economic and so-
cial involvement with prior children, the effects of
prior children on men’s subsequent family for-
mation has received little attention. The few stud-
ies that have examined this relationship are lim-
ited to a high school graduation cohort from 30
years ago (Clarkberg, 1999; Clarkberg et al.,
1995) and young never-married fathers (Nock,
1998b), or ignore cohabitation (Sweeney, 1997a,
1997b). None of these studies provide information
on potential mechanisms for the effect of prior
children.

One of our most important findings is that hav-
ing nonresident children increases men’s likeli-
hood of forming a cohabiting relationship. This is
consistent with the fatherhood factor hypothesis.
The hypothesis involves the idea that men who
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are actively engaged in parenting may be viewed
as good fathers, enhancing their attractiveness to
potential partners. The hypothesis also encom-
passes the possibility that men who are involved
parents are themselves predisposed toward family
life, leading them to pursue committed, new
unions more quickly than other men.

To provide a more direct test of the fatherhood
factor hypothesis, our analysis also investigated
whether the effects of nonresident fatherhood op-
erate through actual involvement with prior chil-
dren, proxied by child support and visits. Our
findings are consistent with the hypothesis—the
effect of nonresident children is conditional on in-
volvement, specifically visitation. Uninvolved
nonresident fathers do not appear to have in-
creased chances of union formation; it is only the
involved fathers who do. However, due to the
small number of uninvolved nonresident fathers
in our sample (n 5 23), future studies should re-
examine this issue. Our estimates suggest that,
even taking account of an array of sociodemo-
graphic variables, fathers who visit their nonresi-
dent children at least monthly have over three
times the chance of forming a new union than
fathers who do not visit their children.

The fact that involvement increases the likeli-
hood of forming a cohabiting union, and not a
formal marriage, is unsurprising given recent
trends. Cohabitation, particularly among those
with prior cohabitation or marriage experience,
has become so common that people who marry
directly are an increasingly select population (e.g.,
Smock, 2000). Of the nonresident fathers in our
sample who entered any union between the survey
waves, the vast majority of them entered cohabi-
tations, but many of these men will likely go on
to marry their partner. It seems that cohabitation
is more compatible than marriage, at least initially,
with involved nonresident fathers’ social roles.
Men who have nonresident children are already
living outside of a traditional family model, sug-
gesting that informal unions would perhaps be
more acceptable to them than to childless men.

Our results also demonstrate the importance of
distinguishing between resident and nonresident
children. Single men with resident children, ar-
guably the most involved fathers, have not been
shown by our analysis to be more likely to form
a union. This study suggests that single resident
fathers’ chances of marriage and cohabitation are
similar to those of men without children. One ex-
planation is that resident children are not a factor
in men’s decisions to form unions. However, this

is unlikely in light of the evidence presented
above with respect to nonresident children. An-
other is that being a primary caretaker to young
children detracts from custodial fathers’ predis-
position toward union formation. A third is that
whereas women are attracted to men who are
good fathers to children in other households,
union formation to men with resident children en-
tails a commitment (stepmotherhood) that many
women are not willing to make. Because our find-
ings are based on the experiences of a small num-
ber of single, resident fathers (n 5 77), our ability
to achieve statistically significant results may have
been hampered. Thus future research is needed on
the union formation patterns of this growing pop-
ulation of men.

There are a few limitations to our study. First,
men tend to underreport nonresident children in
national surveys (Rendall et al., 1999) as well as
overestimate child support payments and visita-
tion (Seltzer & Brandreth, 1994). Relatively few
nonresident fathers in our study reported no pay-
ments or visitation in the last year, suggesting that
our sample may be biased toward involved fa-
thers. Second, our estimates may be affected by
sample attrition. It is well known that it is more
difficult to retain nonresident fathers in longitu-
dinal surveys than other men or than women, and
men who formed a union between waves may
have been more likely to complete the second
wave of the survey. At the same time, our findings
would likely be stronger if the men in our sample
were representative of nonresident fathers as a
whole because we are not contrasting the effect
of involvement against the least involved nonres-
ident fathers, who were probably not interviewed.
Third, we rely on reports of involvement at one
point in time and assume involvement remains
stable between waves. Yet involvement with non-
resident children has been shown to fluctuate over
time (Manning & Smock, 1999). Future work
should utilize longitudinal data in which father in-
volvement is measured across the life of the child.
Finally, we know little about the quality of the
visitation between nonresident fathers and their
children. It may be the quality of involvement that
underlies the positive effect, rather than simply
visitation frequency (Amato & Gilbreth, 1999).
This is an important area for future research.

Overall, this study improves our understanding
of men’s family lives and how these lives are be-
ing affected by recent demographic trends. Our
results are consistent with a conceptualization of
contemporary fatherhood that emphasizes se-
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quences. That is, men are moving sequentially
from one union to another, often leaving behind
biological children from prior unions, and acquir-
ing new biological children or stepchildren—a
pattern of family formation that has been termed
conjugal succession (Furstenberg & Spanier,
1984). Although the general concept of conjugal
succession can apply to women as well, the key
difference is that, overwhelmingly, women are
continuing to live with all of their biological chil-
dren. Given the literature showing that children
decrease women’s union prospects (e.g., Koo &
Suchindran, 1980; Koo et al., 1984), our finding
that prior children enhance men’s union formation
adds to research (e.g., King, 1999), suggesting an
important gender asymmetry in the meaning and
consequences of parenting. Additionally, family
policy that keeps men tied to children from prior
unions through visitation and child support may
have the unanticipated result of creating relatively
unstable family environments, based on cohabi-
tation, for men’s new partners and children.
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