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Abstract
Father-adolescent child relationship quality has been identified as key to adolescent health outcomes. While factors have 
previously been identified associated with father-adolescent closeness, a comprehensive model of understanding the influence 
of these factors is needed. Using cross-sectional data from the Study of Contemporary Fatherhood (SCF), this analysis of 
father-adolescent relationship closeness evaluated responses of nine hundred (N = 900) father surveys to investigate histori-
cal factors, including own father relationship quality, biological fathering, family transitions, and ACEs along with current 
factors, including co-parenting, depression, parenting stress, knowledge of adolescent, warmth, and engagement, on father-
adolescent relationship closeness. Path analysis results indicate that father-adolescent relationship closeness was found to 
be positively associated with current factors, including co-parenting (p = .005), parenting stress (p = .008), parent depression 
(p = .004), parent knowledge of adolescent (p < .001), and warmth (p < .001), but not parent engagement. Historical factors, 
including ACEs, family transitions, family of origin biological father, and own father relationship quality, were not significant 
predictors of father-adolescent closeness. Implications of this study include the importance of current familial factors on 
promoting father-adolescent relationship closeness, particularly in family interventions for fathers.
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Historically, researchers have used quantitative measures of 
fathering behavior (Garfield, Fisher, Barretto, Rutsohn, & 
Isacco, 2019; Singley et al., 2018), including time diaries 
(Cano, Perales, & Baxter, 2019), observational data (Davi-
son et al., 2016), and self-reports of father involvement and/

or engagement (Dyer, Kauffman, Fagan, Pearson, & Cabrera, 
2018; Pleck, 2010). Generally, these measures evaluate the 
prevalence or quantity of paternal involvement with a child, 
using quantifiable scoring to measure interaction. Prominent 
fatherhood research scholars have recently voiced their con-
cerns that fatherhood related research may undervalue the 
quality of the parent–child relationship (Fagan, 2020; Palko-
vitz, 2019), relying too heavily on behavioral measures that 
may not fully capture the closeness between fathers and chil-
dren, nor the strength of father-child relationships. The lack 
of attention to father-child relationship quality within the 
research literature points to an overall gap in the fathering 
scholarship, namely how fathers evaluate their relationship 
with children (Palkovitz, 2019; Trahan & Cheung, 2018).

The term father engagement has been used interchange-
ably with father involvement in the research literature (Pleck, 
2010). Some have defined engagement as shared activities, 
characterized by direct father-child contact (Dyer, Kauffman, 
Fagan, Pearson, & Cabrera, 2018; Pleck, 2010). Instead of 
isolated, non-reciprocated activity, father engagement is both 
the doing and responding of parenting (Pleck, 2010). Pleck 
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(2010) proposed that paternal engagement should include 
five dimensions: positive engagement activities character-
ized by interaction; warmth and responsiveness; control, 
including monitoring and decision making; indirect care; 
and process responsibility. Other theorists have suggested 
that the Pleck (2010) model overlooks a critical dimension of 
fathering, the quality of the relationship between the father 
and child. High relationship quality is the result of bonding 
and closeness between fathers and their children, implying a 
personal relationship between father and child (Bretherton, 
2010; Palm, 2014). Within the context of a "shared" activity, 
engagement reflects the father’s personalized experience of 
challenges and rewards associated with a bonded relation-
ship, consisting of moments of emotional quality between 
a parent and a child. However, neither conceptual (Pleck, 
2010), nor operational definitions of engagement explicitly 
include a dimension of closeness.

Research on fathering with adolescents is lacking, despite 
its significance in the life course. Adolescence is a key 
developmental stage requiring new parenting skills and a 
greater level of monitoring due to independence, social rela-
tionships, risk-taking behavior, and potential presentation 
of mental health challenges (Meeus, 2019). Evaluation of 
father engagement during adolescence has proven valuable, 
as evidence mounts that father engagement reduces adoles-
cent aggression, delinquent behavior, externalizing behavior 
and adolescent female sexual risk-taking behavior (Carlson, 
2006; Leon, Jhe Bai, & Fuller, 2016; Rostad, Silverman, & 
McDonald, 2014; Shafer et al., 2017). Furthermore, father 
engagement boosts adolescent outcomes such as educa-
tional achievement (Gordon, 2016), lifetime economic and 
educational mobility (Sarkadi, Kristiansson, Oberklaid, & 
Bremberg, 2008), and prosocial development (Goncy & van 
Dulmen, 2010). Bonding and closeness between fathers and 
children may be of particular value during adolescence (Tra-
han & Cheung, 2018). Indeed, it appears from examining 
limited evidence from father-child relationship quality stud-
ies that benefit to children include greater long-term well-
being, satisfaction, positive mental health (O’Gara, Zhang, 
Padilla, Liu, & Wang, 2019; Tornello & Patterson, 2018), 
decreased potential for adolescent addiction and sexual risk-
taking (Habib et al., 2010; Rostad et al., 2014), future adult 
intimate relationship stability (Hosley et al., 2008), and bet-
ter health outcomes, such as reduced risk for obesity (Cole-
man, Caldwell, O’Neil, & Harris, 2019).

Although studies find a relationship between parent–child 
relationship quality and child outcomes, there are gaps 
in understanding factors that associate with father-child 
relationship closeness. First, studies that focus on father-
adolescent relationship quality generally focus on adoles-
cent outcomes, such as risky sexual behavior (McElwain 
& Bub, 2018), mental health (Fanti, Henrich, Brookmeyer, 
& Kuperminc, 2008; Van Eijck, Branje, Hale, & Meeus, 

2012), or substance abuse (Moreno, Janssen, Cox, Colby, & 
Jackson, 2017). While father engagement, both resident and 
non-resident, has been found to influence adolescents’ health 
and well-being, there is limited understanding of factors that 
associate with father-adolescent relationship quality as an 
outcome. Furthermore, there are relatively few studies that 
focus on the closeness within the father-adolescent relation-
ship, as most studies attend to involvement and/or engage-
ment. No study to our knowledge compares historical family 
of origin to current parenting factors as it relates to parent-
adolescent relationship closeness. Rarely are both historical 
and current factors evaluated and compared for their associa-
tions with father-child relationships. This study is designed 
to evaluate pathways between potential fathering factors that 
influence father-adolescent relationship closeness within the 
context of a comparison of both historical and current par-
enting factors. To understand father-adolescent relationship 
closeness, we must first understand the nature of closeness 
in parent–child relationships.

Background

Attachment is a specific type of parent–child closeness 
between a mother and child that promotes a sense of safety, 
security, and protection for the child’s well-being and 
development (Bowlby, 1973, 1988). Through observational 
study, Lamb (1975) suggested fathers could be an attach-
ment figure, and that this attachment may revolve around 
other dimensions, such as play, distinguishing it from attach-
ment to mothers. Questioning the level at which fathers can 
bond with a newborn (Ainsworth, 1979, 1989), theorists and 
researchers have come to accept fathers attach differently 
from mothers, as their window of ability to connect in the 
early stages of a child’s life may be limited (Bowlby, 1988; 
Diener, Isabella, Behunin, & Wong Diener, 2008; Goodsell 
& Meldrum, 2010; Pleck, 2007). While mothers have ample 
opportunities to attach with newborns through care, feeding, 
and nurturing, fathers may not be able to bond in similar 
ways, reducing their involvement to support of the mother 
and activities of caregiving such as changing diapers, burp-
ing the child after feedings, and holding the child when dis-
tressed. These functions, while important, may not actually 
provide fathers with opportunities for closeness with a child.

Given limited chances to bond in early childhood, 
greater levels of father-child attachment may occur as the 
child ages, becoming more communicative and engaged 
in physical exploration and play (Grossman, Grossman, 
Fremmer-Bombik, Scheuerer-Englisch, & Zimmerman, 
2002). Stages of physical exploration and play appear 
to be opportunities for the father to take a more active 
role in communicating relational messages to the child, 
resulting in closer feelings of bonding and attachment. 
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During child development transitions, the paternal role 
may change based on changing role expectations and chil-
dren’s needs. Fathers may further attachment bonds when 
they become a primary source of nurturing to compensate 
for lack of nurturing from a mother (Goodsell & Meldrum, 
2010). Attachment with a father may also be influenced by 
child gender throughout the life course of the relationship, 
including during adolescence (Diener et al., 2008; Keizer, 
Helmerhorst, & Gelderen, 2019; Ruiz, Piskernik, Witting, 
Fulko, & Ahnert Ruiz, 2018). A fluidity of paternal attach-
ment may run as an undercurrent to father roles and may 
influence the level of closeness with a child despite the 
type of involvement.

Paternal closeness, or the degree to which a child experi-
ences both support and conflict in the father-child relation-
ship, is based upon the theory of parent–child attachment 
(Driscoll & Pianta, 2011). Closeness with a parent is a 
dimension of building attachment in parent–child relation-
ships previously defined with characteristics of warmth, 
openness, and communication that is associated with prox-
imity, such as resident status, and the ability to provide sup-
port to the child (Driscoll & Pianta, 2011; Dyer et al., 2018). 
As children move into adolescence, parental relationships 
influence their development, including positive effects on 
academic performance (Jones, 2004), alcohol consumption 
(Habib et al., 2010), and self-esteem (Keizer et al., 2019). 
However, as teenagers face new developmental milestones 
related to peer relationships and individuation, the relation-
ship between a father and an adolescent may suffer from 
parent inflexibility and/or limited freedom for autonomy.

A distinction in the nature of the affective relationship 
between boys and girls and their parents highlight potential 
differences of close parent relationships based upon child 
gender. Levels of affective experiences and display, a gate-
way to closeness in the parent child relationship may vary 
based upon gender and parent role (Phares, Renk, Duhig, 
Fields, & Sly, 2008). Furthermore, the relationship with 
parents based on child gender may also influence child out-
comes. It appears that adolescent gender and the perception 
of closeness may moderate the transgenerational process of 
mood related symptoms from fathers to adolescents (Reeb & 
Conger, 2009) and may also moderate the association with 
future internalizing and externalizing behaviors (Steele & 
McKinney, 2019), indicating the important role of gender 
and closeness on family relationships and mental health.

This study attempts to build a comprehensive model for 
understanding the associations with closeness by designat-
ing factors into two groups: historical, or factors from one’s 
family of origin related to the parent–child relationship and 
current, or factors from the present that may be influential 
in the parent–child relationship. Furthermore, these factors 
have been identified as potential variables related to both 
paternal closeness and engagement.

A Father’s History: Potential 
Links to Relationship Closeness 
with an Adolescent

A father’s relationship with his own father may impact his 
self-concept, shaping the relationship quality he has with 
his children (Dick, 2011; Palm, 2014). The rationale for 
this assertion includes the strength of men’s expectations 
for fathering based on lived experience as a child, role mod-
eling of paternal behavior from one’s father, and paternal 
deprivation leading to a compensatory response to father 
absence (Beaton & Doherty, 2007; Cook, Jones, Dick, & 
Singh, 2005; Jessee & Adamsons, 2018). Compensatory 
theory of fathering (Coltrane, 1996; Gaunt & Bassi, 2012) 
identifies an internal motivation for some men who were not 
fathered to compensate; thus, increasing their attention and 
focus on the relationship with their child. Theory of Planned 
Behavior (Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975), suggests that intention 
has a strong influence over behavior, even within the context 
of social norms and perceived behavioral control. Within 
this theoretical context, fathers who set an intention to par-
ent their child or adolescent differently may have stronger 
engagement with an adolescent due to their increased focus 
on their parenting. The quality of one’s relationship with 
their father may influence closeness in family relation-
ships, generally encouraging the transmission of paternal 
multi-generational closeness (Madigan, Benoit, & Boucher, 
2011; Madigan, Atkinson, Laurin, & Benoit, 2013). Recent 
work on the effect of multi-generational processes related 
to father-child relationship quality appears to support the 
premise that paternal child relationship quality has a pro-
spective quality, namely that grandfather to father relation-
ships set a precedent for father-child relationships (Jessee & 
Adamsons, 2018).

Furthermore, it does appear that the changes in family 
constellation with a stepparent present may influence both 
adolescent health outcomes and levels of closeness within 
nuclear family relationships (Amato, King, & Thorsen, 
2016). Nonbiological parenting, including stepparenting 
and cohabitating non-bio parents, may reduce the qual-
ity of the father-child relationship (Bray & Easling, 2005; 
Hofferth & Anderson, 2003). Biological fathering appears 
to promote a much greater benefit to adolescents, boosting 
involvement, warmth, and quality of the parent–child rela-
tionship (Hofferth & Anderson, 2003; Yoon et al., 2020). 
However, little is known about the transgenerational pro-
cess of biological parenting on the quality of relationships 
with children. Historical experiences with a non-bio parent 
have not been evaluated for their effect on the quality of 
parent relationship with an adolescent child.

Adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) is a measure of 
traumatic childhood events, such as childhood exposure 
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to abuse or neglect, domestic violence, mental illness, 
substance abuse, and criminal behavior (Anda, Butchart, 
Felitti, & Brown, 2010; CDC, 2019a). Research consist-
ently identifies ACEs as a key factor in future mental and 
physical health, risky sexual behavior, and educational, 
occupational, and income trajectories (CDC, 2019a). Prior 
evaluation of the effect of ACEs on parenting behavior 
indicate associations with parenting aggression, levels of 
hostility, decreased warmth and more potential for abuse 
and neglect (Banyard, Williams, & Siegel, 2003; DiLillo, 
Tremblay, & Peterson, 2000; Hughes & Cossar, 2016; 
Pazdera, McWey, Mullis, & Carbonell, 2013; Schuetze & 
Eiden, 2005; Thornberry, Knight, & Lovegrove, 2012). 
Furthermore, parental exposure to ACEs may be associ-
ated with increased risk of child developmental delay, neg-
atively affecting child problem solving, communication, 
social interaction, and motor skills (Folger et al., 2018). 
The experience of ACEs in childhood may have impli-
cations for later adult secure attachment relationships, 
as traumatic experiences may increase the potential for 
insecure attachment even in non-clinical samples (Thom-
son & Jaque, 2017). Furthermore, utilizing the standard 
categories of attachment diagnosed by the Adult Attach-
ment Inventory (AAI), clinical and community samples 
demonstrate greater likelihood of categorizing those with 
four or more positive ACE items as unresolved mourning 
(U) due to past trauma or discordant states of mind or can-
not classify (CC) interviews (Murphy et al., 2014). Unfor-
tunately, these two categories (U/CC) associate poorly 
with parenting skills, with a greater likelihood of parent 
to child responses of frightened, threatening or dissocia-
tive behavior leading to greater potential for disorganized 
attachment in children (Hesse & Main, 2006). Traumatic 
experiences are often associated with problems related to 
depression, anxiety, and general health problems, which 
may affect parenting closeness (Anda, Butchart, Felitti, 
& Brown, 2010; CDC, 2019a). When parents suffer from 
these mental and physical health disabilities, they are less 
likely to attend to children’s needs. Many studies related 
to ACEs primarily sample mothers, leaving gaps of knowl-
edge about the influence of ACEs in fathering, with a 
dearth of evidence about effects on paternal-adolescent 
relationships.

A history of significant family transitions such as separa-
tion and divorce are considered ACEs, as children are more 
likely to experience stress and anxiety as a result (Jensen, 
Shafer, & Holmes, 2017). Family transitions, including 
marital and cohabitation transitions in family structure and 
composition, have long been identified as relevant to child 
development (Brown, 2006). Children and adolescents expe-
riencing multiple family transitions are more likely to exhibit 
internalized and externalized symptoms, reduced cognitive 
and socioemotional development, symptoms of delinquency, 

and reduced academic engagement (Brown, 2006; Lee & 
McLanahan, 2015). Disruptions such as divorce, remar-
riage, blending families, and stepparent introduction present 
potential challenges in the parent–child relationship as well. 
However, less is known about the historical effect of family 
of origin transitions on the quality of future parent–child 
relationships, specifically father-adolescent relationship 
closeness.

The Present: Current Parenting Environment 
for Adolescence

A history of research related to paternal engagement indi-
cates that a father’s involvement in the parenting realm 
is important for child outcomes. As the child ages, father 
involvement is a key determinant of the attachment level 
between father and child (Brown, Mangelsdorf, & Neff, 
2012). Parental warmth and monitoring behavior are also 
important factors for these outcomes, for children with 
warmth from a father are more likely to gain social skills 
and exhibit pro-social behavior (Padilla-Walker, Nielson, & 
Day, 2016; Webster, Low, Siller, & Hackett, 2013). Warmth 
within the parenting realm in general has been linked to ado-
lescent development outcomes such as delinquency (Hoeve 
et al., 2009), depression and anxiety (Yap, Pilkington, Ryan, 
& Jorm, 2014), academic achievement (Pinquart, 2015), and 
externalizing behavior problems (Pinquart, 2017). However, 
little work has focused on the relationship between engage-
ment, warmth, and father closeness, and these factors remain 
important for understanding child and family relationships.

While it is developmentally appropriate for adolescents to 
become more secretive, less transparent, and more autono-
mous (Lionetti et al., 2019), parental monitoring has dem-
onstrated strong effects on risky adolescent sexual behavior 
(Dittus et al., 2015), adolescent alcohol consumption (Yap, 
Cheong, Zaravinos-Tsakos, Lubman, & Jorm, 2017), and 
adolescent delinquency (Keijsers, 2016). However, parental 
monitoring has historically been based upon the concept of 
parental knowledge related to an adolescent, not solicitation 
or monitoring of behavior (Stattin, Kerr & Tilton-Weaver, 
2010). More recently, questions have been posed about the 
construct of parental monitoring (Stattin et al., 2010), thus 
leading a re-evaluation of the construct of parental monitor-
ing by identifying previous research construct measurement 
as a parent’s knowledge of their child rather than parental 
monitoring. As many studies have previously used parental 
knowledge as a construct to measure monitoring behavior, 
there are strong associations between parenting knowl-
edge and adolescent outcomes (Guilamo-Ramos, Jaccard, 
& Dittus, 2010). Most studies related to parental monitor-
ing include both mothers and fathers, with few providing a 
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specific model of the associations between paternal knowl-
edge of their child, engagement, and relationship quality.

Mental health and stress may also affect the father-adoles-
cent relationship closeness. Fathers who are depressed are 
less likely to exhibit warmth and engage with their children 
(Shafer, Fielding, & Holmes, 2019). They are also more 
likely to exhibit aggression, negative affect, and behave in 
an abusive or neglectful manner (Bronte-Tinkew, Moore, 
Matthews, & Carrano, 2007; Epkins & Harper, 2016; Leung 
& Smith Slep, 2006; Nath, Russell, Ford, Kuyken, & Psy-
chogiou, 2015). Depression often contributes to a negative 
cognitive perspective, which can be detrimental in seeing 
the positive and providing a child with a positive affirm-
ative experience. Parenting stress has also been found to 
impact the closeness of parenting relationships (Nygren, 
Carsten, Ludvigsson, & Sepa Frostell, 2012). While limited 
in research related specifically to fathers, parenting stress 
in fathers has been associated with lower cognitive score 
ranges in children (Harewood, Valloton, & Borphy-Herb, 
2017). Parenting stress may be a contributor to the overall 
lack of attention to a child’s needs.

Lastly, the co-parenting relationship has been a focus of 
research related to the paternal relationship with a child, par-
ticularly with low-income, non-resident fathers. Co-parent-
ing is the degree to which two parents (not necessarily bio-
logical) work together to share activities that provide care for 
a child (McHale & Lindahl, 2011). Ideally, the co-parenting 
alliance provides support and shared decision making with 
another in the active pursuit of care. This relationship quality 
between parents and critical evaluations of infant care may 
decrease the likelihood of father infant closeness (Carlson, 
Pilkauskus, McLanahan, & Brooks-Gunn, 2011; Wynter, 
Rowe, Tran, & Fisher, 2016). With non-resident fathers, co-
parenting challenges may increase due to the relationship 
status and risks for his participation in the parenting process, 
including income and distance (Fagan & Palkovitz, 2007). 
When a co-parenting relationship is positive, fathers are 
more likely to engage in involvement with children (Coates 
& Phares, 2014). However, less is known about the intersec-
tion of coparenting and father relationship quality within the 
context of the father-adolescent relationship.

The goal of this exploratory study is to explore a broad 
range of factors that may be associated with father-adolescent 
closeness. We do this by evaluating the associations of family 
of origin experiences and current fathering factors on variables 
of engagement and father-adolescent closeness. Engagement 
has also been included as a dependent variable to compare 
the paths of historical and current factors to both dependent 
variables. Furthermore, engagement is potentially associated 
with father-adolescent closeness and was thus included in 
the model. These factors were chosen to represent previously 
researched factors associated with involvement and engage-
ment, along with new variables that were hypothesized to 

relate to father-adolescent closeness. We recognize, however, 
that there may be other factors previously researched related 
to paternal engagement, not included in our analysis. For 
instance, paternal sensitivity has previously been evaluated as 
an important personality characteristic contributing to attach-
ment (Grossman, Grossman, & Kindler, 2005; Lucassen et al., 
2011).

In addition to a study of exploratory factors that may asso-
ciate with father-adolescent relationship closeness, this study 
subdivides factors into two categories: factors from one’s fam-
ily of origin, which we will name "historical" and factors that 
relate to the current experience of parenting an adolescent, 
which have been named "current." These designations are also 
an opportunity to cross-compare differences between factors 
experienced in childhood that later may impact relationship 
quality with current factors. Recognizing that these factors are 
retrospective, we acknowledge that memory influence may 
be attached to the validity of historical variables, as they are 
self-reported by participants. Historical factors, in this study, 
include the history of a quality relationship with a paternal 
figure and whether that parent was a biological parent, a his-
tory of ACEs, and the number of family transitions during 
childhood. Current factors include parenting warmth, par-
ent knowledge of their child, mental health, parenting stress, 
and the quality of the co-parenting relationship. As paternal 
engagement is also potentially a factor related to the closeness 
of a parent-adolescent relationship, we also include engage-
ment as a factor for the model.

Based on prior research, we hypothesize the following:

1. Historical influences of own father relationship quality, 
biological parenting, ACEs, and family transitions be 
associated with paternal engagement and father-ado-
lescent relationship closeness. Own father relationship 
quality will be positively associated with father-ado-
lescent closeness, while ACEs, family transitions, and 
nonbiological parenting will be negatively associated.

2. Current parental warmth and parent knowledge of ado-
lescent and factors that may affect these traits, includ-
ing parenting stress, depression, and co-parenting qual-
ity, will be associated with paternal engagement and 
father-adolescent relationship closeness. While pater-
nal warmth, knowledge of adolescent and co-parenting 
will demonstrate a positive association with relationship 
quality, parenting stress and depression will demonstrate 
a negative association.
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Methods

Participants and Data Collection

This study is a secondary data analysis from the Survey of 
Contemporary Fatherhood (SCF) in 2015 (For more infor-
mation, see Shafer, Fielding, & Holmes, 2019). The sur-
vey is a cross-sectional online survey research design that 
collected data related to factors that relate to contemporary 
fatherhood in the United States. SCF is a national sample of 
nearly 2300 biological, stepfathers, and father figures col-
lected by multiple investigators from universities across the 
United States. Survey eligibility requirements included: (1) 
at least 18 years of age, (2) a paternal relationship with a 
child including biological (resident and non-resident), adop-
tive (resident and non-resident), stepparent (resident only), 
nonbiological related resident father figure (i.e., nonbiologi-
cal and not adopted paternal relationship with a child, living 
in the home but not married to the child’s biological or adop-
tive mother), and biological related father figure (resident, 
related by biology, marriage, or adoption such as grandfather 
or uncle), (3) English proficiency, and (4) Internet access 
for survey completion. Respondents were asked to use their 
youngest child (between 2 and 17 years of age) as a focal 
relationship to answer questions.

Quota sampling techniques were employed for data 
collection. Samples collected using quota sampling have 
produced equivalency to probability samples (Weinberg, 
Freese, & McElhattan et al., 2014), but may also produce 
non-equivalent samples (Yang & Banamah, 2014). Due to 
self-selection bias and survey collection based on quota 
stratification, quota sampling cannot be interpreted as rep-
resentative. Thus, results from this study should be con-
sidered exploratory in nature. Data was collected using a 
Qualtrics opt-in online panel, recruited through online and 
other advertising, and screened for eligibility through an 
online registration form. Approximately 9,000 respondent 
candidates were randomly selected by Qualtrics from a pool 
of approximately 17.6 million potential participants and con-
tacted via email, text message, or other electronic means by 
Qualtrics to request participation. Respondents were pro-
vided a link to the survey screening site, where final eligi-
bility was determined based upon three categories: race and 
ethnicity, paternal relationship with child, and geographical 
residence. The final response rate from randomly chosen 
panelists was 26.2%. Quotas of population characteristics 
were drawn from population estimates from the 2011 to 
2014 American Community Survey (U.S. Census Bureau, 
2016). Upon meeting eligibility requirements, respondents 
were invited to complete the survey.

Data quality checks, including attention filters (some-
times referred to as “trap questions”), identification of 

careless respondents, guards against multiple submissions, 
and survey length minimums were all employed—in accord-
ance with the guidelines for online survey implementation 
approved by the American Association for Public Opinion 
Research (AAPOR) (Baker et al., 2010). Online research 
designs can be representative of those that have access to 
the Internet (Tourangeau, Conrad, & Couper, 2013). For this 
reason, generalizability may be impacted by access to tech-
nology. Father demographics in SCF are like other national 
data sets (see Shafer et al., 2019), including Pew Research, 
Survey of American Fathers (race/ethnicity, education, and 
income), and National Survey of Family Growth (resident 
status). However, there are groups within the SCF that are 
underrepresented compared to national statistics, includ-
ing non-resident, low SES, and minority fathers. While the 
results of this study should not be considered generalizable, 
the large sample size and quality of measures used should be 
considered a resource for exploring the nature of paternal-
child relationships.

Fathers answered questions related to a focal child. Only 
fathers reporting that the focal child was an adolescent, 
defined by the World Health Organization (WHO) as ages 
10–19, were included in the analytic analysis (Rosen, 2004). 
While the WHO extends adolescence to 19 years of age, this 
study did not include fathers with children over the age of 
18, which is generally a cut-off point for moving to adult sta-
tus. Additionally, only fathers who reported as the biologi-
cal, stepparent, or adopted father to a child were included 
in the analysis. Twenty-five fathers were removed from 
the analysis due to their status as a foster parent, guardian, 
grandfather, extended family member, or currently residing 
with a child of a girlfriend.

Measures

Father‑Adolescent Closeness

Relationship quality with a child was measured using an age-
specific measure of parent-adolescent relationship quality 
from NICHD Study of Early Childcare and Youth Develop-
ment (SECCYD) (U.S. Dept. of Health and Human Ser-
vices, 2019). The Parent-Adolescent Relationship Quality 
Scale (Hair et al., 2006) consists of 8 items measuring the 
level of closeness in a parent-adolescent relationship with 
respondents using a 5-point Likert-like scale (1 = strongly 
agree to 5 = strongly disagree) to assess the parental report 
of the quality of closeness with their adolescent (e.g., they 
consistently turn to you when upset or worried, they seek 
you out when something bad happens) with several items 
reverse coded (e.g., they depend on you too often). The scale 
demonstrates good internal consistency (α = 0.80).
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Paternal Engagement

Father engagement scales were employed to be age-
appropriate, with the current study utilizing the National 
Survey of Family Growth (NSFG) scales of involvement 
(CDC, 2019b). The NSFG scale (2006–2010) consists 
of 13 items for fathers of children ages 9–18 quantifying 
father involvement. Respondents answer questions on a 
five-point Likert-like scale (1 = not at all to 5 = every day) 
about the frequency of behavior (e.g., eat evening meals 
together, take him/her to the doctor, help them when they 
were upset). The scale demonstrates good internal consist-
ency (α = 0.89).

Historical Factors

Adverse Childhood Experiences The Adverse Childhood 
Experiences Questionnaire was employed to evaluate the 
effect of retrospective abuse, neglect, and household dys-
function during childhood. The scale has consistently dem-
onstrated reliability (Bethell et al., 2017) and been used in 
large scale data collection related to the effects of child-
hood trauma (Anda, Butchart, Felitti, & Brown, 2010). The 
questionnaire consists of 18 items with a binary response of 
"yes" or "no" totaled to create a cumulative score to measure 
the quantity of ACEs. The scale demonstrates good internal 
consistency (α = 0.88).

Family Transitions Family transition has been identified as a 
significant stressor with the potential to affect future adoles-
cent development (Brown, 2006; Jensen et al., 2017). Fam-
ily transitions are defined as changes in structure, resulting 
in new family composition. To measure family transitions, 
respondents were requested to state how many years they 
lived in various family structures. These family composi-
tions included "both biological parents," single parent 
(because of divorce), single parent (because of death), bio-
logical parent, and stepparent, single parent (never married), 
foster family, two adoptive parents, a relative other than a 
parent, biological parent and partner (not married), and sin-
gle adoptive parent. A cumulative score of the number of 
transitions was calculated by adding up the amount of tran-
sitions in a family structure from ages 0 to 18 years of age.

Family of Origin (FOO) Father Quality Measurement of the 
family of origin father quality consisted of two variables: 
growing up with a biological father and the quality of the 
father-child relationship. Growing up with a biological 
father was measured using a dichotomous variable of bio-
logical and all other types of father relationships. The qual-
ity of the FOO fathering was measured using the 9-item 
RELATE family of origin father-child relationship scale 

(Busby, Holman, & Taniguchi, 2001). Respondents use a 
5-point Likert-like scale to answer questions about the qual-
ity of their experience with someone they identify as their 
"father" (e.g., How much do you think your father enjoyed 
being a father?, When you needed a father’s support, was he 
there for you?). Test–retest reliability of the original scale 
indicates good reliability (α = 0.86) and current scale dem-
onstrates excellent internal consistency (α = 0.96).

Current Factors

Depression Depression was measured with the 20-item 
Center for Epidemiological Studies-Depression (CES-D) 
scale (Comstock & Helsing, 1976), which addresses the 
frequency of both internalized (e.g., “I had trouble keep-
ing my mind on what I was doing”) and externalized symp-
toms (e.g., “I did not feel like eating, my appetite was poor”) 
over the last week. For each of the 20 items on the scale, 
respondents were asked to indicate how frequently they 
experienced the depressive symptom on a four-point Lik-
ert-like scale ranging from 0 (did not experience in the last 
week) to 3 (experienced every day or almost every day in 
the last week). Using standardized scoring instructions for 
this scale, results were calculated by summing all 20 items 
into a continuous variable ranging from 0 to 60. This scale 
demonstrates high internal consistency (⍺ = 0.92) and has 
shown acceptable sensitivity and specificity in various anal-
yses (e.g., Thomas et al., 2001).

Knowledge of  Adolescent Knowledge of adolescent, or 
parental involvement and monitoring (for more information 
about this distinction, see Stattin et al., 2010) was measured 
utilizing the 9-item parental monitoring or "keeping tabs" 
scale from Phase IV of the SECCYD study (U.S. Dept. of 
Health and Human Services, 2019). Respondents use a four-
point Likert like scale (1 = not at all, 2 = a little bit, 3 = a 
lot, 4 = everything) to respond to questions related to the 
amount of knowledge they maintain about their child (e.g., 
who they spend time with, where they go after school, how 
they spend their money). Using scoring instructions from 
this scale, results were calculated by summing all items into 
a continuous variable. The scale demonstrates excellent 
internal consistency (α = 0.90).

Warmth Warmth was measured using the 17-item parent-
ing warmth scale from SECCYD, Phase IV (U.S. Depart-
ment of Health and Human Services, 2019). Using a four-
point Likert like scale (1 = never, 2 = sometimes, 3 = often, 
4 = always), respondents are asked about the frequency of 
behavior during interaction related to the amount of warmth 
between parent and child (e.g., let them know you really 
care about them, act supportive and understanding towards 
them, let them know you appreciate them, their ideas, or the 
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things they do). Eight items are reverse scored (e.g., criti-
cize them or their ideas). Using scoring instructions from 
this scale, results were calculated by summing all items into 
a continuous variable. The scale demonstrates good internal 
consistency (α = 0.89).

Parenting Stress Parenting stress was measured using 
a 5-item adapted version of the parenting stress scale 
(Osborne & McLanahan, 2007). Using a four-point Likert 
like scale (1 = never, 2 = rarely, 3 = sometimes, 4 = often), 
respondents indicate their level of agreement with state-
ments related to well-being regarding being a parent (e.g., I 
enjoy being a parent). Several items are reverse scored (e.g., 
as a parent, I often feel I cannot handle things well), and a 
total score is calculated by summing all items. The longer 
version of the scale has demonstrated excellent internal con-
sistency (α = 0.89; Osborne & McLanahan, 2007), and the 
adapted version demonstrates acceptable internal consist-
ency (α = 0.77).

Co‑parenting Co-parenting support was measured using 
the five items from the Fragile Families and Child Well-
being Study, Y1, Y3, and Y5. The items measure the degree 
to which a father feels supported by the mother of the child. 
Sample items include "you and mother talk about problems 

that come up with raising your child" and "she supports you 
in the way you want to raise your child." Using the 3 item 
Likert-like scale from Y1, respondents state how often state-
ments are true (1 = always, 2 = sometimes, 3 = never). Items 
are then reverse scored and summed to construct a compos-
ite score of perceived co-parenting support. The measure 
demonstrates excellent internal consistency (α = 0.91).

Control Variables

Control variables were also included in the model to increase 
model fit. Dichotomous variables were created for categori-
cal variables. Using model building techniques (Hosmer, 
Lemeshow, & Sturdivant, 2013), Pearson’s correlation 
coefficients were analyzed for association with dependent 
variables. These included race (1 = Caucasian, 0 = Minority), 
residential status of the child (1 = Resident, 0 = Non-Resi-
dent), father’s employment status (1 = Stay at Home Parent, 
0 = Employed part or full time, other), and biological status 
to adolescent (1 = biological father, 2 = stepchild, foster, 
adopted, and other).
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Relationship 
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Warmth
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Fig. 1  Path analysis of historical and current factors related to engagement and father-adolescent relationship closeness
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Results

Analytic Approach

Path analysis was conducted to ascertain the associations 
between historical and current factors on parental engage-
ment and relationship closeness (see Fig. 1). This analysis 
included the effects of only manifested variables on paternal 
engagement and relationship quality. Variables were also 
entered in the path analysis to control for demographic fac-
tors. Pearson’s correlation coefficients were calculated to 
determine the correlation between demographic variables 
and dependent variables. Only variables of parent race, 
child age, child gender, child residential status, and parent 
employment status correlated with the dependent variables, 
paternal engagement and father-adolescent relationship 
closeness. Thus, those factors were included in the analysis. 
Engagement was also included in the model. Therefore, the 
path analysis consisted of both engagement and relationship 
closeness as dependent variables, with factors related to each 
evaluated for correlation. Furthermore, a pathway between 
engagement and relationship closeness was introduced to 
evaluate whether there was an association and potential over-
lap between these two constructs. As engagement may be 
highly associated with relationship closeness, it was deter-
mined to be evaluated as both a dependent and independent 
variable. The investigation involved testing a covariance 
matrix to a maximum likelihood function using STATA SE 
15.0 (StataCorp., 2017).

Indicators of the goodness of fit for the model were 
assessed, including assessing whether chi-square is non-
significant, Steiger and Lind Root Mean Square Error of 
Approximation (RMSEA) is less than 0.06 (Browne & 
Cudeck, 1992; Lance, Beck, Fan, & Carter, 2016), a Com-
parative fit index (CFI) of at least 0.95 (Lance et al., 2016), 
a Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI) of at least 0.95 (Hu & Bentler, 
1999; West, Taylor, & Wu, 2012) and a Standardized Root 
Mean-Square Residual (SRMR) is less than 0.05. Generally, 
chi-square is the prominent index of model fit. However, 
there may be limitations particularly related to large sample 
size, causing chi-square to be significant, despite just identi-
fied model fit. Thus, other indices are included to address 
this potential limitation.

Sample Description

Nine hundred thirty-three surveys were initially reviewed for 
inclusion/exclusion criteria. Of these, 33 surveys included 
father figures, which were excluded from the final study. 
The remaining sample (N = 900) were evaluated for missing 
data using Little’s MCAR test (Little, 1988). Little’s test 
was significant (chi-square = 55.52; p = 0.001), indicating 

potential MNAR or MAR data. Upon review of the data, it 
appears that the data is MNAR, and missing data accounts 
for 0.65% of data from variables of interest, indicating a low 
potential for bias.

The sample (N = 900) consisted of fathers, ages 18 to 72 
(m = 44.91, SD = 9.63) including biological fathers (80.9%; 
n = 728) and nonbiological fathers (stepfathers, adoptive 
fathers) (19.1%, n = 172) with self-identified racial catego-
ries consisting of Caucasian/white (76.9%; n = 692), African 
American (9.5%; n = 86), Latino/Hispanic (5.6%; n = 51), 
Multi-racial (3.5%; n = 32), Asian (3.2%, n = 29), Native 
American (n = 7) and Other (n = 4). Education levels var-
ied, with fathers reporting high school education including 
a GED or below (19.7%; n = 178), some college (n = 222; 
24.6%), associate degree (13.0%, n = 117), bachelor degree 
(28.6%, n = 258), and some or completed graduate education 
(13.9%, n = 125). Father’s personal income was also varied; 
however, most fathers reported an income between $20,000 
and $79,000 (n = 555, 61.6%). Half of fathers (n = 458, 
50.9%) were married for the first time, with others report-
ing being remarried (n = 158, 17.6%), or unmarried includ-
ing divorced/separated, cohabitating, or engaged (n = 177, 
19.6%). Most fathers reported current employment, either 
by wages or self-employed (n = 773, 85.8%). Focal children 
of survey answers were both male (56.1%, n = 505) and 
female (43.9%, n = 395). Descriptive statistics are reported 
in Table 1.

Correlation and Path Analysis

The analyses consisted of Correlational and Path Analysis. 
The Correlation Matrix is displayed in Table 2. The first 
analysis consisted of current and historical factors associated 
with father engagement. The correlational analysis revealed 
that father engagement was positively correlated with cur-
rent factors including father-adolescent relationship close-
ness (r = 0.15, p = 0.000), co-parenting (r = 0.11, p = 0.001), 
knowledge of child (r = 0.40, p = 0.000), warmth (r = 0.22, 
p = 0.000) and negatively correlated with parenting stress 
(r = -0.131, p = 0.000) with no association with depression 
(r = 0.02, p = 0.555). Father engagement was also positively 
correlated with historical factors including family transi-
tions (r = 0.10 p = 0.005), ACEs (r = 0.10, p = 0.004), and 
own father relationship quality (r = 0.16, p = 0.000), but was 
not found to correlate with having a nonbiological father 
(r = -0.02, p = 0.597).

The second analysis consisted of associations between 
factors and father-adolescent relationship closeness. 
Father-adolescent relationship closeness was found to be 
positively correlated with current factors including father 
engagement (r = 0.15, p = 0.000), co-parenting (r = 0.30, 
p = 0.000), knowledge of adolescent (r = 0.42, p = 0.000), 
and warmth (r = 0.65, p = 0.000), and negatively correlated 
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with parenting stress (r = − 0.43, p = 0.000) and depression 
(r = -0.36, p = 0.000). In analyzing historical factors, father-
adolescent relationship closeness did positively correlate 
with own father quality (r = 0.07, p = 0.048), but did not 
associate with ACEs (r = − 0.05, p = 0.116) or nonbiological 
fathering (r = − 0.01, p = 0.735). A negative correlation was 

demonstrated with family transitions (r = − 0.07, p = 0.038) 
(Table 2).

Path analysis was conducted to test the model displayed 
in Fig.  1 while controlling for Race, Child Age, Child 
Gender, Father Residential Status, Employment, and Rela-
tionship with Child (Table 3). The model was found to be 
justly identified; χ2 = 783.78, p = 0.000, RMSEA = 0, 95% 

Table 1  Descriptive statistics 
(N = 900)

n % Mean SD

Parent child relationship
Biological Father 728 80.9
Nonbio Father 172 19.1

Father highest education level
Middle school 14 1.6
High school/some college 386 42.0
Associate, college, or postgrad degree 500 55.5

Father employment
Employed 778 86.4
Not employed/Retired 109 12.1
Stay at home parent 13 1.4

Household Income
0–$19,999 67 7.4
$20,000–59,999 402 40.2
$60,000–99,999 258 28.6
$100,000 + 208 23.1

Race/Ethnicity
African American 86
Asian 29
Caucasian 692
Native American 7
Latino/Hispanic 51
Multi-Racial 32
Other 4

Child gender
Male child 511 56.3
Female child 397 43.7

Age
Child age 13.52 2.44
Father age 44.91 9.63

Variables
Relationship Quality 30.22 5.46
Engagement 41.53 9.66
Co-parenting 12.93 2.56
Knowledge 29.61 4.60
Warmth 58.33 7.25
Parenting Stress 9.39 2.99
Depression 31.70 10.79
Family Transitions .56 1.11
ACE 3.30 3.94
Own Father Quality 31.37 9.98
Child Age 13.52 2.44
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Table 2  Pearson correlation coefficients among study variables (N = 900)

*  p < .05 ** p < .01
Eng engagement, Close father-adolescent closeness, CoPar co-parenting, ParS parenting stress, Depr depression, Know parent  knowledge, 
Warm warmth, FamTr family transitions, Bio biological father, OFRQ own father relationship quality

Eng Close CoPar ParS Depr Know Warm ACE FamTr Bio OFRQ

Eng 1
Close .15** 1
CoPar .11** .30** 1
ParS − .13** − .43** − 25** 1
Depr .02 − .36** − .31** .41** 1
Know .40** .42** .19** − .28** − .18** 1
Warm .22** .64** .32** − .48* − .40** .44** 1
ACE .10** − .05 − .14** .15** .33** .00 − .07* 1
FamTr .10** − .07* − .06 .06 .15** .01 − .09* .38** 1
Bio − .02 − .01 − .01 .01 − .02 − .00 − .02 − .20** − .31** 1
OFRQ .16** .07* .14** − .14** − .19** .13** .09** − .45** − .20** .14** 1

Table 3  Path analysis results 
(N = 900)

Variable Coef OIM Std. Err Z P >|z| 95% Conf. Interval

Engagement
 Race − 3.45 0.74 − 4.68 0.00 − 4.89 − 2.00
 Resident child 4.61 1.10 4.17 0.00 2.44 6.77
 Stay at home parent − 2.25 2.40 − 0.94 .0.35 − 6.97 2.46
 Biological status to adolescent 1.45 0.84 1.73 0.08 − 0.20 3.09
 Warmth 0.14 0.05 2.68 0.00 0.04 0.24
 Depression 0.12 0.03 3.68 0.00 0.06 0.18
 Parenting stress − 0.11 0.12 − 0.98 0.33 − 0.34 0.11
 Own Father Quality 0.19 0.03 5.75 0.00 0.13 0.26
 ACEs 0.31 0.09 3.42 0.00 0.13 0.49
 Family Transitions 0.92 0.29 3.18 0.00 0.35 1.49
 Knowledge 0.67 0.07 9.12 0.00 0.52 0.81
 Historical nonbiological father -1.57 1.03 -1.52 0.13 -3.59 0.45
 Co-parenting 0.07 0.13 0.55 0.58 − 0.18 0.32

Closeness
 Race 0.99 0.35 2.80 0.01 0.30 1.68
 Resident Child 0.46 0.53 0.87 0.39 − 0.58 1.50
 Stay at home parent − 2.89 1.15 − 2.50 0.01 − 5.16 -0.62
 Biological status to adolescent 0.76 0.38 1.99 0.05 0.01 1.53
 Warmth 0.37 0.02 14.77 0.00 0.32 0.41
 Depression − 0.03 0.02 − 2.12 0.03 − 0.06 − 0.002
 Parenting Stress − 0.22 0.06 − 3.99 0.00 − 0.33 − 0.11
 Own Father Quality -0.01 0.02 -0.52 0.60 -0.04 0.02
 ACEs 0.07 0.04 1.48 0.14 − 0.02 0.15
 Family Transitions − 0.12 0.14 − 0.88 0.38 − 0.40 0.15
 Knowledge − 0.16 0.04 4.45 0.00 0.09 0.22
 Nonbiological Father 0.06 0.50 0.11 0.91 − .92 1.02
 Co-parenting 0.17 0.06 2.92 0.00 0.06 0.30
 Var (Engagement) 68.06 3.38 61.74 75.01
 Var (Closeness) 15.71 0.78 14.25 17.31
 Cov (Engagement, Closeness) − 1.04 1.14 − 0.91 0.37



276 M. H. Trahan et al.

1 3

CI = (0.00, 0.09), CFI = 1.0, TLI = 1.0, SRMR = 0.002 (Hu 
& Bentler, 1999). In evaluating paths of paternal engage-
ment, path analysis revealed that current factors of depres-
sion (Z = 3.68, p = 0.001), parent knowledge (Z = 9.12, 
p = 0.001), and warmth (Z = 2.68, p = 0.007) along with 
historical factors of ACEs (Z = 3.42, p = 0.001), family 
transitions (Z = 3.18, p = 0.001), and own father relationship 
quality (Z = 5.75, p = 0.000), were associated with father 
engagement (Table 3).

Path analysis also evaluated the relationship between 
current and historical factors with father-adolescent rela-
tionship closeness. The path analysis indicates that cur-
rent factors including co-parenting (Z = 2.92, p = 0.004), 
parenting stress (Z = − 3.99, p = 0.008), parent depression 
(Z = − 2.12, p = 0.034), parent knowledge of adolescent 
(Z = 4.45, p = 0.000), and warmth (Z = 14.77, p = 0.000) 
were associated with parent-adolescent closeness. Historical 
factors including ACEs (Z = 1.48, p = 0.14), family transi-
tions (Z = -0.88, p = 0.379), biological fathering (Z = 0.11, 
p = 0.910), and own father relationship quality (Z = -0.52, 
p = 0.600), were not associated with parent adolescent close-
ness. Strangely, engagement and father-adolescent closeness 
were not correlated (Z = -0.91, p = 0.37).

A follow up multi-group path analysis was conducted to 
compare the impact of the child’s gender on predictors in 
the model designated in Fig. 1 while controlling for Race, 
Child Age, Father Residential Status, Employment, and 
Relationship with Child. The model was also found to be 
justly identified; χ2 = 797.88, p = 0.000, RMSEA = 0, 90% 
CI = (0.00, 0.09), CFI = 1, TLI = 1.018, SRMR = 0.002 (Hu 
& Bentler, 1999). For female children, path analysis for 
engagement with current factors indicated associations with 
parent knowledge (Z = 4.94, p = 0.000), depression (Z = 3.36, 
p = 0.001, and warmth (Z = 3.19, p = 0.001), while histori-
cal factor associations included ACEs (Z = 3.18, p = 0.000) 
and own father quality (Z = 4.22, p = 0.000). For male chil-
dren, path analysis for engagement included current factors 
of parent knowledge (Z = 7.42, p = 0.000) and depression 
(Z = 2.14, p = 0.033). Historical factor associations included 
family transitions (Z = 3.21, p = 0.001) and own father rela-
tionship quality (Z = 3.22, p = 0.001).

A follow up multi group path analysis was also con-
ducted to analyze associations of father-adolescent relation-
ship closeness based on child gender. For female children, 
associations included current factors of parent knowl-
edge (Z = 3.92, p = 0.000), parenting stress (Z = − 2.04, 
p = 0.041), and warmth (Z = 8.10, p = 0.000) with no asso-
ciations to historical factors. For male children, current fac-
tor associations to relationship closeness included parent 
knowledge (Z = 2.60, p = 0.009), coparenting (Z = 2.72, 
p = 0.006), depression (Z = −  2.21, p = 0.027), parent-
ing stress (Z = − 3.45, p = 0.001), and warmth (Z = 11.93, 
p = 0.000) with no associations to historical factors.

Discussion

This study attempted to examine the factors that associate 
with both engagement and closeness between a father and an 
adolescent child. The main interest of this study was to iden-
tify both historical and current factors that could potentially 
contribute to future research of parent-adolescent relation-
ship closeness. Additionally, the study sought to identify 
historical and current factors that contribute to engage-
ment. The findings from this study indicate support for the 
hypothesis that both current and historical factors are highly 
influential for father engagement with an adolescent, while 
current factors may be a primary focus in producing close 
father-adolescent relationships.

Father-adolescent relationship quality is an under-
researched area and needs further attention to identify ways 
to boost relationship quality during a time period that is 
often characterized by teenage separation from the family of 
origin (Meeus, 2019). Within this context, we attempted to 
separate both current and historical factors to provide some 
characterization of the types of factors that may influence 
the closeness of the father-adolescent relationship. While 
a father’s relationship with his own father and his history 
of ACEs including family transitions were associated with 
his engagement, these factors were not associated with the 
quality of closeness of the relationship between fathers and 
adolescents. Furthermore, the history of having a nonbio-
logical father was also not associated with father-adolescent 
relationship closeness. Thus, our hypothesis that these his-
torical factors would be associated with father-adolescent 
closeness was not supported.

We also hypothesized that current factors including 
warmth, parent knowledge, stress, depression, and co-
parenting would associate with parent-adolescent relation-
ship closeness. This hypothesis held with results indicating 
that greater warmth, parent knowledge, and co-parenting 
increased the closeness of the relationship, while stress and 
depression had a negative effect. These results are consist-
ent with findings that warmth and knowledge of an ado-
lescent are intimately tied; and with increased quality of 
the parent–child relationship, an adolescent is more will-
ing to disclose (Dotterer & Day, 2019). It also appears that 
co-parenting may have an effect on father-adolescent rela-
tionship closeness, consistent with previous findings of the 
indirect effect of co-parenting on the relationship between 
parent–child relationship quality and child externalizing 
behavior outcomes (Coates et al., 2019). Results here also 
indicate the negative effect that mood related problems 
(Shafer et al., 2019) and parenting stress (Knoester & Petts, 
2017) have on parent-child engagement; however, findings 
further support the role that these problems have on father-
adolescent closeness.
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Interestingly, when evaluating current factors on parent 
engagement, only parent knowledge, depression, and warmth 
were associated; thus, while co-parenting positively influ-
enced parent-adolescent relationship closeness, it did not 
appear to associate with engagement. This finding was sur-
prising, considering the multitude of studies that support 
associations between co-parenting and paternal engagement 
(Lee, Volling, Lee, & Altschul, 2020; Fagan & Palkovitz, 
2019). However, studies of co-parenting influence on father 
engagement are often focused on the transition to parenthood 
and early childhood and have indicated a complicated triadic 
nature of co-parenting within the context of intimate part-
ner interaction (Fagan & Palkovitz, 2019). Unfortunately, 
while there has been some focus on coparenting during the 
adolescent years, relatively few studies have evaluated this 
factor on father-adolescent engagement or relationship qual-
ity. This finding potentially indicates the triadic influence of 
the parent’s intimate partnership and co-parenting interac-
tion on parenting outcomes, perhaps emphasizing how the 
evolving co-parenting quality could be leveraged to increase 
positive father-adolescent interaction. Further evaluation of 
this relationship could be explored using an actor partner 
interdependence model to understand the interactive nature 
of the co-parenting relationship and intimate partnership on 
father-adolescent relationship quality and/or a longitudinal 
evaluation of the changes in co-parenting and relationship 
closeness over time.

Surprisingly, in the path analysis, father-adolescent rela-
tionship closeness was not associated with engagement. We 
expect that this may be due to a mediator of this relationship 
that we have not yet analyzed. We expect that there may be 
personal characteristics that may mediate the relationship 
between engagement and father-adolescen closeness, serving 
as a moderator to this relationship. As parental warmth has 
been found to predict and moderate adolescent achievement 
outcomes (Chung, Phillips, Jensen, & Lanier, 2019; Suizzo 
et al., 2017), adolescent prosocial behavior (Padilla-Walker 
et al., 2016), and adolescent externalizing behavior (Quach, 
Epstein, Riley, Falconier, & Fang, 2015), we also suspect 
that warmth plays an important role in the interactions 
between fathers and adolescents. However, further analysis 
is necessary to evaluate the mediating relationship of this 
variable on engagement and father-adolescent relationship 
closeness.

As there was not a direct pathway between engagement 
and closeness, we propose that father-adolescent close-
ness is a separate dimension of the father-adolescent rela-
tionship experience and should be considered in evaluat-
ing outcomes and assessing interventions. Pleck’s (2010) 
model of involvement does not explicitly state closeness 
as a dimension of engagement between a father and child, 
despite recent qualitative inquiry that bonding and closeness 
is an experience of some fathers (Trahan & Cheung, 2018). 

With evidence that the father-child relationship does have 
an important effect on adolescent outcomes and associates 
with engagement, these variables are interrelated. However, 
it appears that closeness remains a distinctly different dimen-
sion of father engagement, and as such may need inclusion 
as a component of its definition.

In the multi-group analysis, results indicated slight differ-
ences in associations based on gender. For father-adolescent 
closeness, both male and female adolescent positive asso-
ciations included parent knowledge, stress, and warmth. 
However, male adolescent associations also included 
father depression and co-parenting. Thus, previous evidence 
that father-daughter adolescent closeness, as opposed to 
father-son adolescent closeness, is associated with pater-
nal depression (Reeb & Conger, 2009) was not supported. 
Multi-group analysis associations with father engagement 
indicate that warmth may be more important for the engage-
ment of fathers with daughters than sons.

Limitations and Future Directions

These exploratory findings are limited in their generalizabil-
ity. The data set is a quota sample, and not a nationally repre-
sentative sample, which may not accurately produce general-
izability to the larger population (Yang & Banamah, 2014). 
Additionally, respondents were paid for their participation 
in the panel survey, which may influence their responses and 
increase self-selection bias (Bethlehem, 2010), and quota 
sampling may not provide for identity of the respondent 
(Im & Chee, 2011). The survey is cross-sectional and does 
not make any inference of causation. The survey was also 
completed online, which may present bias of inclusion of 
respondents that do not represent socioeconomic variability, 
particularly lower-income fathers, and thus may be more of 
a function of social class. Access to a computer for fami-
lies below the poverty line is 50% less likely than families 
with income exceeding $100,000 per year (Dolan, 2016). 
The results of this study should thus be interpreted with 
caution and considered exploratory.

While these results may not be generalizable, they do 
point to a significant shift necessary in fatherhood related 
research. Recently, scholars have indicated that the quality of 
the father-child relationship is under-researched and requires 
more scientific inquiry (Fagan, 2020; Palkovitz, 2019). 
Within the context of scholars’ suggestions to increase our 
understanding of the attachment of relationship within the 
family context (Bretherton, 2010; Palm, 2014), the interrela-
tionship between paternal attachment and relationship close-
ness, the intimate interaction between the father and mother, 
and the attachment between a mother and a child may be 
interrelated; thus, we suggest that future inquiry focus on 
the triadic relationship of these attachment outcomes using 
an actor partner interdependence model (Wickham & Knee, 
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2012) to account for the potential influence of maternal-child 
closeness on paternal-child relationship quality.

Implications

This study adds to the knowledge base related to pater-
nal-child relationship closeness, and provides a bridge 
between previously researched outcomes of co-parenting 
and father-adolescent engagement (Futris & Schoppe‐Sul-
livan, 2007). As a broader exploration of the variables 
included here, this research may assist future evaluation 
of focused attention on these factors to further clarify the 
effect of specific variables, with both direct and indirect 
effects, on father-adolescent relationship closeness. Within 
social work practice and fatherhood specific interventions, 
several findings point to important implications in working 
with fathers and adolescents. Father-adolescent closeness 
and father engagement are two distinctly different dimen-
sions with a set of distinctive associated factors and may 
be influenced by distinctly different current and historical 
factors. Based on these findings, father-adolescent close-
ness may be most influenced through current factors such 
as parent depression, parenting stress, co-parenting, parent 
knowledge of the adolescent and warmth. There appears to 
be little evidence here that interventions focused on own 
father quality, history of ACEs or nonbiological fathering 
may boost father-adolescent relationship closeness. How-
ever, when focused on boosting active parent-adolescent 
engagement, practitioners may consider these historical 
influences in shaping their family interventions. Further-
more, we might note that there are slight differences in 
associations for father-daughter and father-son relation-
ships. It may be noted that father-adolescent closeness and 
relationship quality is under-researched, and more study 
is needed to evaluate how father-adolescent closeness is 
experienced based on age of parent and child, cultural and 
ethnic background, and history of own father relationship 
quality.
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