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Abstract This study tested a hypothesized social inter-
action learning (SIL) model of confidant support and
paternal parenting. The latent growth curve analysis
employed 230 recently divorced fathers, of which 177
enrolled support confidants, to test confidant support as a
predictor of problem solving outcomes and problem solv-
ing outcomes as predictors of change in fathers’ parenting.
Fathers’ parenting was hypothesized to predict growth in
child behavior. Observational measures of support behav-
iors and problem solving outcomes were obtained from
structured discussions of personal and parenting issues
faced by the fathers. Findings replicated and extended prior
cross-sectional studies with divorced mothers and their
confidants. Confidant support predicted better problem
solving outcomes, problem solving predicted more effec-
tive parenting, and parenting in turn predicted growth in
children’s reduced total problem behavior T scores over
18 months. Supporting a homophily perspective, fathers’
antisociality was associated with confidant antisociality but
only fathers’ antisociality influenced the support process
model. Intervention implications are discussed regarding
SIL parent training and social support.
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Introduction

Childrearing can be challenging in socially disadvantaged
environments and with stressful events like divorce that
can interfere with parenting (Ceballo and McLoyd 2002;
Green et al. 2007). Availability of quality social support
can mitigate effects of stress on parenting (Leinonen et al.
2003). Conversely, social isolation and the lack of social
resources are key factors that lead to compromised par-
enting (Castillo 2009).

With federal fatherhood initiatives, more attention is
being paid to the impact of social support on paternal
involvement for adolescent fathers (Fagan et al. 2007),
socially disadvantaged nonresidential fathers (Castillo and
Fenzl-Crossman 2010; Coley and Hernandez 2006), and
divorced fathers (DeGarmo et al. 2008). Social networks
become increasingly important over time and become
the principal source parenting support for single parents
(Belsky 1984). Evidence also shows that marital separation
can lead to atrophy in social networks with divorced indi-
viduals’ networks shorter in duration and lower in density
than married persons (Hurlbert and Acock 1990; Sprecher
et al. 2006). For parenting needs, divorced fathers depend
upon new partners and extended kin networks more heavily
than do their divorced mother counterparts (Stone 2002).
Given the relevance of support for fathers, it is important to
understand support processes. Further, the majority of prior
parenting research has focused on social support for dis-
advantaged single mothers (Andresen and Telleen 1992).

In this paper, we extend prior research in important
ways. The majority of divorced father research has focused
on fathers’ involvement with children measured as amount
or quality of contact and less so on ways in which fathers’
parenting behaviors. Second, studies involving formal and
informal support have focused on perceived support
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availability and less so on support transactions. Fathering
support research has focused on two general categories;
informal perceived support, and formal occupational or
support services (Castillo 2009; DeMaris and Greif 1997).
Two recent studies measured reports of support for specific
fathering needs such as childcare, transportation, or advice
(Castillo and Fenzl-Crossman 2010; DeGarmo et al. 2008).

Here, we employ a social interaction learning model
focusing on interactions between divorced fathers and their
confidants with regard to support and problem solving
discussions. From this perspective, it is presumed that key
persons within the social environment shape and support
patterns of behavior that contribute to healthy or dysfunc-
tional adjustment. For youngsters, parents and peers are
seen as being most influential. For divorced parents, con-
fidants assume this role and can include extended family,
co-workers, friends, and lovers. Using established behav-
ioral paradigms, fathers and confidants in the present study
are assessed during discussions of stressful issues facing
the father including parenting.

Social Interactional Learning (SIL) View of Support
and Parenting

The present theoretical framework is a social interaction
learning (SIL) model of social support, problem solving,
and parenting (Forgatch 1989; Forgatch and DeGarmo
1997) applied to the context of fathers after divorce. We
propose that quality advice and emotional support provided
by adult confidants will yield effective problem solving
outcomes, and problem solving outcomes will promote
effective parenting. Confidants, their personal characteris-
tics, and quality of their social interactions are predicted to
affect problem solving outcomes that either promote well-
being or become part of stress-maintenance processes
(Patterson and Forgatch 1990).

The SIL perspective focuses on observed interchanges
between people rather than reported appraisals that gener-
ally assess support satisfaction or perception that support is
available. Perceived support is typically demonstrated to be
contingent on problems and is presumed to have a stress-
buffering or moderating effect on stressors. Support
behaviors refer to the beneficial transactions and interactions
within networks (Burleson 1990). Appraisals are poorly
understood because most studies have documented that
support receipt is either associated with poor adjustment or,
at best, leaves the recipient no better off than having reported
no support received (Schwarzer and Leppin 1991).

Testing an SIL model, a prior cross-sectional study with
single mothers showed that effects of observed confidant
support on parenting practices were mediated by the
quality of problem solving outcomes achieved during
problem solving discussions (Forgatch and DeGarmo

1997). Findings supported a sequence from support
behaviors to problem solving outcomes to effective par-
enting practices for divorced mothers. We extend the
model here to test a longitudinal sequence for divorced
fathers and their confidants.

Antisociality and Individual Characteristics

Support provider and recipient characteristics influence the
support process. A selection or homophily perspective
(Kandel et al. 1990) suggests that antisocial fathers may
select confidants who are similarly antisocial. Instead of
serving as a resource, antisocial or highly distressed con-
fidants can lead to poor outcomes, including increased
stress (Burleson 1990). Conversely, prosocial confidants
may provide more appropriate and effective feedback,
support and guidance. Testing the SIL model, Patterson
and Forgatch (1990) showed that high rates of maternal
irritability observed with confidants during problem solv-
ing discussions led to poor problem solving outcomes. We
hypothesize that antisociality of fathers and confidants will
predict lower levels of confidant support and lower levels
of problem solving outcomes.

Antisociality is particularly relevant to parenting of
divorced fathers. For clinically-referred children, Pfiffner
et al. (2001) found that father-absent families, compared
with father-present families, had higher levels of antisoci-
ality in children, mothers, and fathers. Antisociality among
mothers and children was highest if the father could not be
located or recruited, and this problem was not mitigated by
presence of stepfathers. Studies of adolescents (Jaffee et al.
2003) and younger children (DeGarmo 2010) have shown
that involvement of nonresidential fathers has beneficial
impact on children’s developmental outcomes, however,
that benefits of father involvement are conditioned by an-
tisociality. These findings are consistent with Patterson’s
(1982) family coercion model suggesting that parent anti-
sociality contributes to children’s poor developmental
outcomes via over-learned and reinforced patterns of neg-
ative interaction between parents and children.

Support provider gender and status as romantic partner
are also factors identified with the quantity and quality of
support. Females generally provide more support than do
males and females tend to be more socially skilled (Sarason
et al. 1985). However, marital studies have shown that
women are more likely than men to engage in negative
behaviors during problem solving and men are more likely
than women to withdraw from negative exchanges
(Markman et al. 1993). For single mothers, Forgatch and
DeGarmo (1997) found that females provided more posi-
tive support behaviors than males, but mothers interacting
with new romantic partners achieved better problem solv-
ing than those interacting with family members or friends.
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We predict females will provide greater levels of support
behaviors and fathers with new partners will yield better
problem solving outcomes.

Study Hypotheses

Based on findings above, we formed the following
hypotheses (H1-H4):

H1. Confidant Characteristics Female confidants will
exhibit higher levels of support behaviors. Romantic part-
ner status will be associated with better problem solving
outcomes.

H2. Longitudinal Support Process Support behaviors
will predict better problem solving outcomes. Problem
solving outcomes, in turn, will predict decreased levels of
coercive fathering. Coercive fathering in turn will be
associated with increases in children’s problem behaviors.

H3. Homophily Hypothesis Antisocial characteristics of
fathers will be associated with antisocial characteristics of
confidants.

H4. Antisociality Hypothesis Antisocial characteristics
of fathers and confidants will be associated with lower
support and problem solving; fathers’ antisociality with
poor parenting.

Method

The present study consists of 230 fathers from the Oregon
Divorced Father Study (ODFS) recruited to participate in a
study focusing on father and child adjustment to divorce. A
unique aspect of the study was to evaluate adjustment for
divorced fathers including a range of categories specifying
father-child contact including custodial and noncustodial
fathers. All divorced fathers with children in the focal age
range were eligible for selection within the county sam-
pling frame. Fathers were recruited through public divorce
court records. Eligible fathers had a boy or girl focal child
between the ages of 4 and 11 and had obtained a divorce
decree within 24 months. Court records were screened, if
more than one child was eligible within a family, we used
random selection for the focal child.

After selecting eligible records, fathers were invited to
participate with their child through a recruitment letter
explaining the study and how they were selected. Informed
consents were obtained at the first center visit after
explaining the study and potential risks and benefits. Among
the 230 enrolled fathers, 180 (78 %) chose to and were able to
enroll the focal child. For comparison of nonparticipants,
custody status was defined as legal custody reported in the
court records. We found that 92% of full-custody and 95% of
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shared-custody fathers enrolled the targeted focal child,
while 41% of no-custody fathers enrolled their focal child.
Therefore, not all full- and shared-custody fathers had their
children participate in the center assessments. However, all
fathers, including no custody, completed questionnaires and
interviews regarding their children’s behavior and their own
parenting. The large majority of fathers (96%) reported
contact with the focal child with in-person visitation, email,
telephone, or correspondence.

All fathers were invited to enroll an adult confidant
to study support processes. One-hundred seventy-seven
(77%) fathers enrolled a confidant, 26 fathers could not
identify a support person and reported no support providers
in their lives, and 27 reported on support providers and a
confidant relationship but did not enroll a confidant. No
significant differences were obtained for parenting indica-
tors, child behavior problems, and antisociality when
comparing fathers with and without confidants. Confidants’
ages ranged from 17.7 to 83.0 (M = 38.6, SD = 12.7),
70% were female, 12% self-identified as a racial/ethnic
minority. Confidant relationships were broadly distributed
as fathers’ own mother (11%), own father (2%), co-work-
ers (6%), friends (15%),sons (1%), daughters (3%), other
relatives (7%), former spouses (4%), former relatives (1%),
new romantic partners (50%), and professionals (e.g.,
priest/minister, counselor) (1%).

Fathers’ age ranged from 22.9 to 63.4 years (M = 37.8,
SD = 7.7), education from 1 (<8th grade) to 13 (advanced
doctorate) (M = 7.2, SD =29), and income from 1
(<$5 K) to 10 (>$100 K) (M = 5.4, SD = 2.2). Children’s
age ranged from 4.0 to 12.0 (M = 7.6, SD = 2.0), 47%
were girls. Fathers self-identified as European American
(87%), multiracial (5%), Hispanic (4%), Native American
(2%), African American (1%), and Asian (1%). Children
were reported as European American (83%), multiracial
(14%), Hispanic (1%), Native American (1%), and less
than 1%African American and Asian. The county sampling
frame consisted of 37% no-, 54% shared-, and 10% full-
custody. The ODFS comprised 32% no-, 53% shared-, and
14% full-custody fathers. Originally, 867 recruitment let-
ters were mailed of which 572 were located and eligible for
an overall participation rate of 40% (35% no-, 41% shared-
, and 55% for full-custody). No differences were found
between participants and nonparticipants on neighborhood
characteristics from census tract and geo-coded police call
response data near the father’s address (e.g., unemploy-
ment rates, proportion homeownership, poverty rates,
racial makeup, and police call frequency and severity rat-
ings). To generalize to the county level, sample weights
were obtained as correction factors for selection bias using
plausibly correlated characteristics procedures outlined by
Braver and Bay (1992) for court records-based studies
adjusting for differential participation, eligibility, and
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location rates by custody and potential threats of selection
bias (computations provided in DeGarmo et al. 2008).

Assessment Procedures and Measures

Multiple method data were collected for the study. Lon-
gitudinal data were collected at three waves: Baseline,
Time 1 (T1), a 9-month follow up (T2), and an 18-month
follow up (T3). Retention rates for were 84 and 82%
respectively for T2 and T3 with no differential rates of
attrition (n = 83%, 84, and 77%, respectively for full,
shared, and no custody fathers).

Data were collected during two center visits, one with
the father and confidant and one with father and focal child.
Participants completed face-to-face interviews, paper and
pencil questionnaires, computer-assisted interviews, and
self-administered questionnaires. Data from direct obser-
vations were obtained from structured interaction tasks.
Participants and teachers were paid approximately $25 an
hour for their time. Each center visit was approximately
2.5 h. All participants were provided childcare, transpor-
tation, and a meal if requested.

Observational data for the father-confidant support and
problem solving were obtained from two 7-minute problem
solving discussions; a personal issue and a parenting issue
selected by the father. Data for parenting behaviors were
obtained from a total of 24 min of interaction scored across
4 structured tasks during the father-child visit: 5 min
refreshment task, 7 min problem solving discussion
regarding a current conflict issue, 7 min play task, and
5 min academically challenging teaching task. All inter-
actions were scored by trained coders using the Family and
Peer Process Code (FPP: Stubbs et al. 1998). Behavior
Kappa = .79 T1, .79 T2, Affect Kappa = .80 T1, .78 T2.

Confidant Support Behaviors was a latent construct with
three T1 indicators. Two scales were coder ratings of
interpersonal support provided during the parenting and
personal problem solving discussions. Each scale consisted
of 12 Likert-type items rated on 5- and 7-point scales
scored to reflect higher levels of support (e.g., gave advice
and guidance, showed genuine interest, displayed emo-
tional support, reframed things positively, confidant was
supportive). Three items were semantic differentials (e.g.,
critical-encouraging, rejecting-accepting, disrespectful-
respectful). All items were rescaled on a range of 1-5 and
averaged, o = .92 and .91 respectively for parenting and
general issue, inter-rater intraclass correlation coefficient
(ICC) was .72 and .75, respectively. The third indicator
was comprised of four FPP indicators: frequency of posi-
tive support behaviors directed to the father, rate-
per-minute, mean duration, and frequency proportion of
positive behaviors relative to all other behaviors (¢ = .88).

The resulting FPP factor score was previously validated
(DeGarmo and Forgatch 1997).

Problem Solving Outcome was a scale consisting of 11
items rated from 1 (very untrue) to 7 (very true) at Time 1.
Sample items were: problem was defined in a way to
facilitate resolution, at least one good solution was pro-
posed, a plan was developed, several good solutions were
proposed, extent of resolution, likelihood of follow through,
o = .93 and .95, respectively for parenting and personal
discussions (ICCs = .69 and .73).

Coercive Fathering was an observation-based latent var-
iable with two previously validated indicators (DeGarmo
et al. 2008), coercive parenting and prosocial parenting
measured at Times 1 and 2. To compute construct scores
combining count frequencies and Likert ratings, each con-
struct indicator was rescaled to a continuous common metric
(0-1) and then averaged. The first coercive parenting indi-
cator was computed from the mean of two variables. Harsh
discipline ratings comprised of 5 globally-rated items on a
scale of 1 (very untrue) to 5 (very true). Items were overly
strict, authoritarian, expressed hostility during discipline,
used nagging, hovered too closely, and used inappropriate
discipline (oo = .86 and .88 at Times 1 and 2). Father total
aversive was a behavior cluster score of FPP father-initiated
behaviors directed to the child that included physical and
verbal behaviors (e.g., physical aggression, verbal aggres-
sion, negative tease, negative interpersonal, physical attack,
and verbal attack). The second parenting indicator was
observed prosocial parenting, the mean of two globally-
rated scales. Positive involvement was obtained from 14
items rated after each father-child interaction task. Items
included: extent to which parent treated the child with
warmth, empathy, affection, and respect, maintained good
eye contact and interactive posture (o = .94 and .95 at
Times 1 and 2). Skill encouragement was ratings of fathers’
ability to promote children’s skill development through
contingent encouragement and scaffolding strategies
observed during the teaching and construction play tasks.
The scale includes 11 items, such as: breaks task into man-
ageable steps; reinforces success; prompts; corrects
appropriately (« = .92 and .91 at Times 1 and 2).

Child Behavior Problems was the father-reported Total
Problems T score from the Achenbach System of Empiri-
cally Based Assessment (ASEBA: Achenbach, and Resc-
orla 2000, 2001). Subscales for the total problems score
include internalizing, externalizing, thought problems,
attention problems, and other behavior problems (¢ = .84,
.86, and .83, respectively across time for ASEBA problem
behavior subscales).

Antisocial Personality was measured at Time 1 using 3
validated instruments. The first indicator was the 20-item
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Acting Out subscale of the Minnesota Multiphasic Person-
ality Inventory-TRI (MMPI-TRI: Swanson et al. 1995).
Statements were rated true or false and then summed (e.g.,
was suspended from school; when people do me wrong I feel
1 should pay them back; when I was young I stole things; at
times I feel like picking a fist fight; I can easily make people
afraid of me (o = .82 for fathers and .77 for confidants).
The second measure was the 12-item Agreeableness sub-
scale (NEO-A) from the NEO-Five Factor Inventory (NEO-
FFI: Costa and McCrae 1995). Rated from 5 (disagree) to 1
(strongly agree), sample items were: I try to be courteous of
everyone I meet; most people I know like me; I often get into
arguments with my family and co-workers; if I don’t like
people I let them know it (o« = .82 for fathers and .76 for
confidants). The NEO-A has been validated with the DSM
IV as a marker of antisocial personality for men scoring low
in agreeableness. The third indicator was a Substance Use
construct of 4 scores rescaled 0-1 and averaged: Alcohol
Use: (a) frequency (e.g., How often do you drink, wine,
beer, hard liquor, or any other alcoholic beverage?, 0
(never use) to 12 (three or more times a day), (b) quantity
(e.g., how often do you have as many as 5 or 6 drinks? ....3
or 4 drinks? etc.), 1 (never) to 5 (nearly every time), and
(c) Risk, sum of 4 “yes—no” items (e.g., become argu-
mentative when drinking?); Smoking frequency (e.g., how
many cigarettes or cigars a day?); Marijuana frequency
(e.g., how often do you smoke marijuana?, O (never tried) to
12 (three or more times a day)); and Hard drug use, the
average of 8 items, O (never tried) to 12 (three or more times
a day) including cocaine, speed, LSD, heroin, etc.

Control Variables

Confidant relationship type was coded 1 for friend/coworker,
2 for relative or former relative, and 3 for intimate partner.
Sex of confidant was O for female, 1 for male. Age of child
was computed in years from date of birth. Sex of child was
coded O for girls and 1 for boys. Fathers’ reported monthly
contact was the mean number of weekday and weekend days
per month of contacts with the child and the number of
overnight stays and visits during the typical school year. The
mean number of days of contact per month were 25.71
(SD = 6.72), 15.39 (SD = 6.60), and 11.91 (SD = 7.39)
for full-, shared-, and no-custody fathers, respectively.
The mean overnight stays were 25.50 (SD = 7.19),
12.41(SD = 6.31), and 6.91(SD = 6.04), respectively.

Analytic Strategy
For mean comparisons by relationship and gender, we

employed standard normal Analysis of Variance and ¢ tests.
For the main support process hypothesis we employed
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structural equation path modeling (SEM) using the Mplus
6.1 program (Muthén and Muthén 2010). Along with
mismatching method indicators for the SEM path model,
we minimized potential specification error by using time-
ordered model specification for the longitudinal data. First,
confidant support and problem solving at T1 were specified
as predictors of change in fathers’ parenting from T1 to T2.
Change in fathers’ parenting in turn was specified as pre-
dictors of change in child behavior problems from T1 to T3
specified as a linear growth model. Furthermore, to mini-
mize potential monomethod or reporter bias, we mis-
matched indicators of latent variables in the longitudinal
prediction model. For example, observational data focusing
on father-confidant interactions were predictors of father-
child interactions scored by different coders and collected
during separate center visits as well as different coders
across time. The dependent variable was then a validated
measure of father-reported child behavior problems.

As a special case of SEM, we specified latent growth
models (LGM) for the three-wave repeated measure of
child behavior problems. Growth models provide advan-
tages for modeling developmental change over time and
are a special case of multi-level modeling in the SEM
framework in which repeated measure outcomes at Level 1
are nested within individuals at Level 2. At Level 1, indi-
vidual differences or variation in levels of child problem
behaviors are estimated as well as the increases or
decreases in problem trajectories as growth. The individual
intercepts and slopes are then summarized as latent vari-
able factor components at Level 2 representing the sample
means and variances for an intercept factor and a growth
factor. Specifically, child problem behaviors were modeled
as a baseline intercept and as linear growth or slope factor.
This was obtained by fixing the three random intercept
factor loadings at 1 for T1, T2, and T3, and by specifying
the chronometric time weights for the slope factor at 0, 1,
and 2 (see Biesanz et al. 2004 for a discussion).

Little’s test of missing data revealed the longitudinal
SEM covariance data could be assumed missing completely
at random [Little’s MCAR Chi-Square (384) = 412.91,
p = .15], indicating missing values were randomly dis-
tributed across all observations and missingness were not
dependent on observed values of the dependent variables.
Following recommendations, data were then estimated
using full-information maximum likelihood (FIML) which
uses all available information from the observed data. FIML
estimates are computed by maximizing the likelihood of a
missing value based on observed values in the data (Jelici¢
et al. 2009). FIML provides more statistically reliable
standard errors than mean-imputation, list-wise, or pair-
wise models. Individuals with one time point contribute
nothing to the likelihood of estimates and are effectively
excluded from longitudinal analyses (Brown et al. 2008).
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Findings

Means and standard deviations for indicators of confidant
support and problem solving are presented in Table 1 by
confidant relationship types. Hypothesis 1 stated females
would be higher on support behaviors and romantic part-
ners would have higher problem solving outcomes. Con-
trary to expectations, romantic partners did not have higher
support behaviors or problem solving outcomes. Findings
provided mixed support for gender with female confidants
scoring higher than males on the support behaviors factor
score (M = .10, SD = 1.02 for females and M = —.38
SD = .81 for males, r = 2.42, p = .02). However, female
confidants were not rated higher on the interpersonal sup-
port scale during the respective problem solving discus-
sions (M =5.19, SD = .96 and M = 5.09, SD = .98,
respectively for female and male confidants, and M =
5.29, SD = .97 and M = 5.36, SD = .90, respectively for
females and males).

In the next step of the analyses we specified an SEM
path model to test Hypothesis 2 stating that confidant
support would predict better problem solving, which in turn
would predict fathers’ parenting and this in turn would
predict change in child behaviors. The first step in the
LGM growth analysis was to estimate the unconditional
model which describes individual and sample patterns of
change in child problem behaviors. The longitudinal means
and standard deviations for the ASEBA T scores are pro-
vided in Table 2 along with fathers’ coercive and prosocial
parenting indicators. The unconditional model specified an
initial status factor and a linear growth factor. Results are
shown in Fig. 1 in the form of standardized beta paths. The
LGM provided excellent fit to the observed data with a
nonsignificant chi-square minimization, a comparative fit
index (CFI) above .95, a root mean square error of
approximation (RMSEA) below .10, and a chi-square ratio
O2ldf) below 2.0 [*(1) = .22, p = .64; CFI = 1.00;
RMSEA = .00; y*/df = 22]. The estimated mean

intercept level for the sample at baseline was significantly
different from zero (M = 48.28, p < .001) and there were
significant individual differences at baseline (VAR =
82.71, p < .001). Over time, children showed decreases in
problem behaviors as a sample (M = —1.28, p < .001) and
showed significant individual differences (VAR = 8.92,
p = .02). The significant growth variance indicated that the
sample was characterized by children with decreasing tra-
jectories of problem behaviors as well as children with
increases in problem behaviors following divorce of their
parents.

The next model entered time ordered hypothesized
predictors of growth in child behavior problems. Because
change in fathering behaviors was assessed at two waves,
change in fathering was models as an auto-regressive latent
variable at Time 2 controlling for Time 1. Change in child
behavior was models as the LGM shown above. The model
was evaluated with simultaneous and stepwise entry of
covariates including confidant relationship type, gender,
and amount of contact with children. Results of the lon-
gitudinal path model are shown in Fig. 2 using standard-
ized regression paths with nonsignificant paths constrained
to zero from left to right. Control covariates are not dis-
played for clarity. The data supported H2, extending prior
cross-sectional studies. From left to right, confidant support
behaviors predicted higher levels of problem solving out-
comes (ff = .59, p <.001), problem solving outcomes at
T1 in turn were associated with decreases in coercive
fathering from T1 to T2 (f = —.23, p = .05). Increases in
coercive fathering behaviors in turn predicted increases or
growth in child behavior problems (f = .21, p = .02).
Sixteen percent of the variance in growth in problem
behaviors was explained.

The last step of the analyses first tested the Hypothesis 3
homophily perspective stating father and confidant antiso-
ciality would be correlated and tested Hypothesis 4 stating
that antisociality would predict the support and problem
solving process. Results are shown in Fig. 3. For visual

Table 1 Means and standard deviations, and confidant type contrasts for observed support and problem solving outcome indicators

(1) Friend/coworker (2) Relative/former relative (3) Romantic partner Foy p
M SD 95% CI M SD 95% CI M SD 95% CI
Observed confidant support
Parenting problem ratings 5.21 93 491,552 525 .80 4.99, 5.51 511  1.06 4.87,5.34 32 72
Personal problem ratings 5.37 81 5.11,5.64 540 .79 5.14, 5.66 522 1.07 497, 5.46 .63 .53
FPP support behaviors factor —.06 1.17 —.43, .31 —-.22 .70 —.45, .00 0.11 1.04 —-0.10, .35 1.68 .19
Problem solving outcomes
Parenting problem 4.11 1.19 3.74, 4.49 4.03 1.41 3.56, 4.48 3.97 1.25 3.68, 4.25 18 .83
Personal problem 371 1.38 3.29,4.15 4.16 1.31 3.72, 4.58 424 134 393,453 201 .14

w0k p < 0015 #* p < .001; * p < .05
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Table 2 Means and standard deviations for fathering indicators and
child behavior over time

Baseline 9 mos. 18 mos.
Time 1 Time 2 Time 3
M SD M SD M SD
Father’s parenting behaviors
Observed coercive indicator .68 .11 89 12 - -
Observed prosocial 83 .09 82 .11 - -

indicator
Child total behavior problems

ASEBA T score 48.23 9.56 46.96 9.87 46.05 9.36

ASEBA is Achenbach system of empirically based assessment

Mean = 48.28***
Variance = 82.71***

Mean = -1.28***
Variance = 8.92*

-.32%*

Problem
Behaviors
18 mo.
Growth

Problem
Behaviors
Intercept

Father ASEBA Father ASEBA Father ASEBA
Total Prob. T Total Prob. T Total Prob. T
BL 9 mos. 18 mos.

f f f

Fig. 1 Unconditional latent variable growth model for change in
child’s total problem behaviors T score from baseline to 18 months.
Paths are standardized solution. 12 =22, df=1, p= .64,
CFI = 1.00, RMSEA = .00; z*/df = .22. **¥p < .001; **p < .001;
*p < .05

clarity, only new information for the antisociality factors
were displayed, factor loading measurement paths from
previous models were not displayed. Supporting the hom-
ophily selection perspective, father and confidant antiso-
ciality constructs were significantly correlated .24, p = .01.
Surprisingly, confidant antisociality did not contribute
prediction to support behaviors or problem solving out-
comes as expected. Fathers’ antisocial characteristics pro-
vided marginal influence on the support process. Father
antisociality predicted lower support (f = —.19, p = .00),
increases in fathers’ coercive parenting (f = .24, p = .01),
and father reported problem behaviors at baseline (f = .37,
p < .001). Furthermore, entering father and confidant an-
tisociality reduced the impact of problem solving outcome
on change in fathers’ coercive parenting to ff = —.19,
p = .06. Therefore, controlling for father and confidant
antisociality, the hypothesized longitudinal sequence
remained significant at or below a p .06 significance level.
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Discussion

The present study advances prior models of social support
for parenting by focusing on confidant support behaviors
and problem solving outcomes as predictors of divorced
fathers’ observed parenting practices. We extended SIL
models and findings for prior studies of divorced mother
families by testing a hypothesized longitudinal model
within a county representative study of divorced father
families. The results replicated a sequence delineating
contributions of confidant support behaviors to problem
solving outcomes observed during discussions of personal
and parenting issues raised by the divorced fathers.
Moderate levels of explained variance were obtained for
problem solving outcomes, parenting practices, and child
behaviors.

Divorced fathers’ antisocial characteristics were signif-
icantly associated with their confidant’s antisocial charac-
teristics, as hypothesized. Fathers’ antisociality, however,
and not confidant antisociality, displayed influence on the
support process. Although the data were not experimental,
and therefore, causality cannot be inferred, we chose
temporal ordering of the longitudinal data and factor
indicators mismatched by coders or data collection method
to minimize specification error or potential monomethod
bias.

Over two-thirds of the confidants were female. Consis-
tent with prior research, females displayed higher levels of
coded support behaviors but they did not exhibit higher
levels of rated interpersonal support as expected. Thus,
hypotheses were not supported regarding expected differ-
ences among confidant relationship types. In fact, there
were no differences for romantic partners relative to friends
or relatives for the fathers. Prior studies with single mothers
showed that romantic partners exhibited better problem
solving outcomes in interactions with mothers (Forgatch
and DeGarmo 1997) and friends displayed higher levels of
support (DeGarmo and Forgatch 1997). It was reasoned that
friends may display a higher frequency of more uncondi-
tionally supportive behaviors while romantic partners may
be more intimate and able to display relatively more
negative behaviors along with more conditional support.
Romantic partners may be more familiar with the circum-
stances related to selected topics by the parent.

Gender of divorced parent may play a factor in this lack
of replication in terms of communication skill or perhaps
problem identification and help seeking behaviors of par-
ents. For example, consistent with prior studies of help
seeking, Redmond et al. (2002) found that mothers
engaged in more formal and informal support seeking for
parenting than did fathers in a large community sample of
parents of sixth graders. In a recent innovative study of
problem solving among same-sex and cross-sex, married



Am J Community Psychol (2012) 49:258-269 265
Fig. 2 Longitudinal test of i ' i ; i
Rat Rali FPP
conﬁdant support and problem sl | Pt Supgart PSO FSO . :
solving as predictors of change Behavi Problem | |Behaviors| | Parenting| | Personal L
. s . Problem | | Problem Observed Observed
in fathers’ parenting and growth Coercive Prosocial
in child problem behaviors. Discipline| | Parenting
¥ = 11927, df = 59, p = .00,
CFI = .93, RMSEA = .06; Observed R2=.05
ydf = 2.02. #Ep < 001; Cs?:,f::;t Ob R
(3 s .t erciv
‘p < .001; *p < .05; 'p < .10 T Fathering
T <3+, R2=.05
Total
ASEBA
Problems | Total Prob Tj=—
Intercept BL
T
ASEBA
Observed Total Prob Tl=-
R2=31 Coercive 9 mos.
K Fathering
T2
Total ASEBA
Problems Total Prob Tj=—
Observed| | Observed Growth 18 mos.
Coercive Prosocial T1te T3
Discipling Parenting
' f R?=.16
Fig. 3 Longitudinal test of
confidant support and problem R2= 06

solving as predictors of change
in fathers’ parenting entering
father and confidant
antisociality. y* = 215.91,

df = 135, p = .00, CFI = .92,
RMSEA = .05; y*/df = 1.59.
Paths are standardized solution.
*#%p < .001; **p < .001;

#p < .05; Tp < .10

MMPI TRI
Acting Out

Problem
Solving
Outcome
T

Coercive
Fathering
T1

Total
Problems
Intercept

NEO:FF -.59 Father
Antisocial
bl
Agreeable T
Substance
Use

Confidant
Antisocial
T1

Coercive
Fathering
T2

Problems
Growth
T1to T3

MMPI TRI
Acting Out

NEO-FFI
Agreeable

Substance
Use

and unmarried couples, Baucom et al. (2010) found that
females made demands at higher levels than men and that
men withdrew at higher levels, consistent with cross-sex
marital studies. For all couples, they found partners were
more likely to be in a demanding role during their own
topic than their partners’, and polarization was greater in
female-selected topics than male selected topics. More
content-focused analysis of the selected issues and future
research blocking by gender of parent and marital status is

needed to address these questions for divorced parents and
parenting needs.

Prevention and Practice Implications
Quality involvement of resident and non-resident fathers
benefits children’s developmental outcomes. Antisociality

and coercive parenting condition this beneficial effect.
Given the present findings, however, we underscore results
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that replicated prior research with single-mother confidant
models. Confidant support and problem solving processes
were associated with better parenting of divorced fathers.

Divorce places a parent at the epicenter of many minor,
chronic, and potentially devastating events. In fact, recent
national evidence indicates that health differentials
between divorced and married adults have actually
increased over the last several decades (Liu and Umberson
2008). For fathers, changing roles, loss of social support,
sole or partial parenting, and separation from children
explain observed declines in mental and physical health
from a divorce crisis model (Braver et al. 2006). There is a
need for more specified work on translating programs
and intervention technologies demonstrated effective for
mothers and two-parent families for fathers for whom
relatively few evidence-based programs exist. Naturalistic
support providers could be an effective focus for enhancing
such interventions. Divorced fathers are likely to benefit
from parent training programs designed to address stress
management, problem solving skills, and effective nonco-
ercive parenting strategies. The data also imply fathers are
also likely to benefit from social support interventions with
adult support providers (Lakey and Lutz 1996).

The Oregon Model of Parent Training (PMTO: Patter-
son 2005) is a theory-based evidence based program from
an SIL model, A critical finding from a stepfamily study
was that PMTO produced a larger effect size on improved
parenting behaviors for stepfathers compared to biological
mothers (DeGarmo and Forgatch 2007). An untested
assumption is that PMTO would also greatly benefit
divorced fathers and in turn their children. Additionally,
recent attention to never married, cohabiting, nonresiden-
tial, and underemployed fathers has shown that institutional
supports are important for fathers’ compliance with child
support obligations and establishing support orders
(Castillo 2009). Given that fathers are less likely to seek
formal supports for parenting, formal support services may
also play an important role in prevention programs for
shared custody and nonresidential divorced fathers.

Perspectives focused on the beneficial and positive
experiences associated with childrearing may be helpful in
delivering prevention programs to antisocial fathers.
Because of their desire to stay involved with their children,
effective programs may benefit from father-oriented com-
ponents increasing men’s awareness of child-centered
needs, coparenting, and influence of fathers’ behaviors
(Brotherson et al. 2005). Presently there are few evidence
based programs for divorced or nonresidential fathers. Two
examples are the Dads for Life (DFL) program (Braver
et al. 2005) and the Strengthening Father Involvement (SFI)
program (Cowan et al. 2009). Relevant for antisociality,
each have focused on the reduction of coparenting conflict.
Dishion et al. (2004) state that it is likely that deviant fathers
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are underrepresented in prevention research and currently
little research exists on how antisocial fathers respond to
parenting interventions. Examples from clinical treatment
work with maltreating and abusive fathers have shown that
fathers are more responsive to interventions pointing out the
welfare and needs of the children as a focal point for
addressing harmful interactions with spouses and children
(Scott and Crooks 2004). Extending Dishion and col-
league’s prevention work with deviant peers (Dishion and
Kavanagh 2003), social support interventions with confi-
dants and support providers in the adult domain could be
effective for addressing antisocial fathers’ coping abilities.

Although some level of generalizability could be drawn
from the present data, several limitations need to be noted.
The sample was relatively small and was limited in racial
and ethnic diversity. Longitudinal multiple method data
including direct observation of support transactions and
parent—child interactions were an advantage. However,
larger and more regionally diverse samples are needed to
replicate the importance of support for fathering using
samples in culturally diverse settings. Prior studies have
shown variation in challenges for residential and nonresi-
dential fathers from diverse neighborhoods (Coley and
Medeiros 2007). It is important to note that the present
sample was based on public court records with a divorce
decree from a county sampling frame including rural and
urban areas. There are known limitations to court records
based studies involving participation of families who sep-
arate and do not file for divorce and inferences based on
families in which the marital dissolution and disruptions to
social interactional may have occurred long before filing.
Related, the present study was limited because it was not a
prospective study of divorce and did not have measures of
children’s pre-divorce functioning, parenting, or estimates
of mothers’ parenting; all of which factors are likely to
influence children’s problem behaviors and growth. Given
these limitations, a strength of the present study involved
use of father-child and father-confidant observations that
replicated and extended prior divorced mother studies
using a longitudinal evaluation.
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