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ABSTRACT. Using data from two waves of a short-term longitudinal study, the influences of mothers’
social support with respect to parenting from nonresident fathers and significant others on behav-
ioral outcomes among poor and near-poor preschool-aged Black children were examined. The sample
consisted of 99 single Black mothers—each with a preschool-aged child (ages 3 and 5 years old,
respectively, at Time 1 and Time 2)—who were current and former welfare recipients. Results revealed
protective effects of nonresident fathers’ presence in the context of mothers’ parenting stress and de-
pressive symptoms at Time 1 that appeared to operate through decreases in the negative influences of
these variables on the children’s development of behavior problems 1.5 to 2 years later. Greater avail-
ability of instrumental support from significant others, including nonresident fathers, was associated
with more adequate parenting at Time 1, and through the latter, with fewer child behavior problems at
Time 2. Implications of these findings for program and policy interventions are discussed. Nonresident
fathers are described in the Appendix.
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Nearly 80% of births to Black women who are
younger than 30 years of age are to single moth-
ers, and for Black children, more than half (51%)
are being raised in a family headed by a single-
parent mother (Hamilton, Martin, & Ventura,
2011; Kreider & Ellis, 2011). These families
are disproportionately poor (Duncan & Brooks-
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Gunn, 1997; Huston, McLoyd, & Garcia Coll,
1994). Countless studies have demonstrated that
poverty diminishes the quality of parenting due
to persistent daily stressors (Brooks-Gunn &
Duncan, 1997; McLoyd, 1990; McLoyd & Wil-
son, 1991) and that single parenting—especially
among mothers with limited access to
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130 A. P. Jackson et al.

supportive parenting resources—is associated
with diminished psychological well-being,
stemming in part from the single-handed nego-
tiation of heavy parenting responsibilities (see,
e.g., Ceballo & McLoyd, 2003; Jackson, Pre-
ston, & Franke, 2010; Lamb, 1997; McLanahan
& Teitler, 1999; McLoyd).

Recent research has raised issues about the
role of nonresident fathers in outcomes for chil-
dren in single-mother families. For example,
some have found no relationship between the ex-
tent of father–child contact and child well-being
(Amato & Gilbreth, 1999; Amato & Meyers,
2009; Furstenberg, Morgan, & Allison, 1987;
Lerman, 2010). Others have found beneficial
effects when parents get along well together
(Cheadle, Amato, & King, 2010; Cummings
& Davies, 2002; King, 1994). Much of this
research, however, has focused on the effects
of father absence (due to divorce) in middle-
class White families (see also, Juby, Billette,
Laplante, & Le Bourdais, 2007; Lamb, 1997).
For poor and near-poor Black children in single-
mother households, there is evidence that the
extent of nonresident fathers’ contact with their
children and the children’s mothers is associ-
ated with beneficial developmental outcomes
for preschool-aged children (Jackson, Choi, &
Bentler, 2009; Jackson, Choi, & Franke, 2009)
and that such contacts may be beneficial for
the children not necessarily due to the fathers’
greater involvement in childrearing but in the
greater emotional support father–child contacts
provide to mothers (Cowan, Cowan, Pruett,
Pruett, & Wong, 2009; Waldfogel, Craigie, &
Brooks-Gunn, 2010). There also is evidence that
access to instrumental support from others when
needed can be an important parenting resource
for single mothers (Cairney, Boyle, Offord, &
Racine, 2003; Jackson, Brooks-Gunn, Huang,
& Glassman, 2000; McLoyd & Wilson, 1991;
Ryan, Kalil, & Leininger, 2009). Some spec-
ulate that the salutary effect of such support
may be due to mothers feeling less isolated,
overwhelmed, and stressed by their parenting
when support is available (see, e.g., Crnic &
Greenberg, 1987; Hashima & Amato, 1994;
Jackson et al., 2000; Waldfogel et al.). Others
have found that mothers who receive higher lev-
els of social support, including help and sup-

port from their partners, are more nurturing to-
ward their children compared with those who
receive lower levels and that when single moth-
ers have more material and instrumental sup-
port, children have fewer behavioral problems
(Cairney et al.; Chase-Lansdale, Brooks-Gunn,
& Zamsky, 1994; Jackson et al., 2000; Wein-
raub & Wolf, 1983). Moreover, because fathers
and mothers influence each other’s parenting
in married-couple families (see, e.g., Belsky &
Vondra, 1989), it is plausible that the nonresident
father–mother relationship might influence chil-
dren in single-parent families through its effects
on mothers’ parenting (see also, Jackson, 1999).

Although this evidence is consistent with Bel-
sky’s theory of the determinants of parenting
(1984), which posits linkages among contex-
tual sources of stress, social support with re-
spect to mothering from fathers and significant
others, parental psychological well-being, and
children’s development, there is a substantial
gap in the literature linking fathers’ involvement
and children’s outcomes in understanding the
processes by which involvement by nonresident
Black fathers might be associated with positive
outcomes for mothers and children in families
headed by poor and near-poor single mothers.
This gap is important because of the large num-
ber of Black children being raised in such fam-
ilies and because it limits our ability to explain
how individual differences in poor Black chil-
dren’s family relationships explain differences
in their socioemotional development.

Nonresident Fathers

Studies of nonresident fathers tend to find
positive associations among father involvement,
fathers’ regular payment of child support, and
children’s behavioral adjustment (Cheadle et al.,
2010). However, few studies have examined the
parenting behavior of fathers in low-income and
ethnic-minority populations. Those that have
done so are limited mostly to Black–White com-
parisons regarding father visitations (Cheadle
et al.; Hofferth, 2003; King, Harris, & Heard,
2004; Lerman, 2010; Seltzer, 1991). The extant
results suggest that nonresident Black fathers are
more likely than their White, mostly middle-
class, counterparts to be in poverty, to be less
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Preschoolers’ Socioemotional Development 131

educated, to pay less child support, and to be ei-
ther less engaged with their children (Hofferth)
or (paradoxically) more likely to sustain contact
with their children (Lerman; Seltzer), while also
showing less stability in their patterns of contact
(Cheadle et al.; Coley & Chase-Lansdale, 1999;
Waldfogel et al., 2010). The contradictions in
this evidence make it difficult to generate a con-
sistent profile of nonresident Black fathers and
underscore the importance of understanding the
ways in which their involvement affects family
functioning and child well-being in poor Black
families. This is important because, as noted, sin-
gle Black mothers, on average, are more likely
than others to have fewer parenting resources, to
experience increased stress in the parenting role,
and to be in poorer mental health, any of which
might influence outcomes for their children.

The Present Study

In this study, the influences of mothers’ so-
cial support with respect to parenting from
nonresident fathers and significant others on
behavioral outcomes among poor and near-
poor preschool-aged Black children were ex-
amined. The theoretical and conceptual analy-
ses that make up this study were informed by
ecological (Belsky, 1984; Bronfenbrenner, 1986,
1988) and risk and resilience (McLoyd, 1990;
Rutter, 1987) perspectives. These perspectives
assume that processes operating in different eco-
logical contexts are interrelated. These interrela-
tionships, according to Bronfenbrenner’s (1986,
1988) person-process-context model—in partic-
ular, proximal processes that occur between par-
ents and children in the home environment—are
considered key mechanisms by which child de-
velopmental potential is realized. Belsky high-
lights the beneficial contextual influences of so-
cial support from significant others and from
fathers, in particular, on maternal psychologi-
cal well-being and parenting. According to his
model, the availability of a network of significant
others and a supportive and caring mother–father
relationship are considered protective factors
with respect to child outcomes through their
influences on parenting in the home environ-
ment. While the risk and vulnerability perspec-
tive holds that particular children or groups of

children are at risk for decrements in well-being
due to harsh environmental conditions (Brooks-
Gunn, 1990; Garmezy & Rutter, 1983), the risk
and resilience perspective highlights the differ-
ential and interactive influences of individual,
family, and environmental variables in efforts
to better understand the contexts in which re-
silience is most likely. Stated differently, the
risk and resilience perspective is concerned with
individual differences in people’s responses to
stress and hardship (McLoyd; Rutter).

Informed by these perspectives, our concep-
tual model (see Figure 1) hypothesizes that
the availability of social support—from non-
resident fathers and significant others in the
environment—serves a “protective” function
with respect to single mothers’ psychological
well-being, the quality of their parenting in the
home environment, and the influences of these,
in turn, on their preschool-aged children’s devel-
opment. As noted, studies have found that social
support has beneficial effects on children’s de-
velopment in poor families (Cairney et al., 2003;
Jackson et al., 2000; Ryan et al., 2009), partic-
ularly in families headed by low-income single
mothers (see, e.g., Pianta & Bell, 1993).

The conceptual model begins with nonres-
ident fathers’ presence, a latent variable with
three indicators (mothers’ satisfaction with the
fathers’ love for the child, time spent with the
child, and money provided for the child), and in-
strumental support from others and proposes that
they will be related to the mothers’ psychological
well-being and parenting quality—all measured
at Time 1. In our figure, the latent variable is
circled and the measured variables are in rectan-
gles. More explicitly, Figure 1 shows paths from
fathers’ presence to mothers’ parenting stress,
depressive symptoms, and parenting quality, as
well as from instrumental support to the same
variables. It then shows paths from the two psy-
chological well-being variables and parenting
quality to child problem behaviors at Time 2. The
double-headed arrow between fathers’ presence
and instrumental support depicts the expected
correlation between these variables, given that
involvement by fathers with their children in the
form of love, time, and money is also an aspect of
instrumental support in the context of single par-
enting. In sum, this study tested the hypothesis
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132 A. P. Jackson et al.

FIGURE 1. Conceptual Model of the Influences Through Which Fathers’ Presence and Instrumental
Support Affect Child Problem Behaviors Longitudinally.

that rather than influencing the development of
preschoolers directly, nonresident fathers’ pres-
ence and the availability of instrumental support
from others affect young Black children’s de-
velopment over time through their impacts on
poor and near-poor single mothers’ psychologi-
cal functioning and parenting adequacy.

The terms “poor and near-poor” are used in-
terchangeably with the term “low-income” to
describe mothers in this study. However, low-
income mothers are more likely to be near poor
and welfare recipients are more likely to be poor.
Poor and near-poor mothers and their young chil-
dren (some of whom also have low income) are
the population in which the outcomes that we
wished to evaluate are most pressing. The anal-
yses that follow present an empirical evaluation
of the proposed model.

METHOD

Participants and Procedure

First interviewed between February and June
2004, participants in this study were 100 cur-
rent and former single-mother welfare recipi-

ents and their preschool-aged children at Time
1. The mothers resided in communities in Pitts-
burgh that were composed predominantly of
poor and low-income Black families. Recruited
through the Allegheny County Assistance Of-
fice (the main welfare agency in Pittsburgh),
the sample consisted of 134 randomly selected
mothers with a focal 3-year-old child and who
also were single, Black, and 18 years of age
or older. To preserve anonymity, random selec-
tion was carried out by the Allegheny County
Assistance Office, which then sent out letters
of solicitation that described the study as an
ongoing survey on raising young children and
family life. Prospective respondents were asked
to indicate their interest in participating in the
study by either calling the project office or re-
turning an enclosed participation form (giving
their name, address, and telephone number) in
a self-addressed, stamped envelope. For the ini-
tial interview, a 75% response rate was achieved
(see also Jackson, Choi, & Bentler, 2009, 2010).
For the final interview (between October 2005
and January 2006), the sample consisted of 99
mothers and their kindergarten-age children (one
mother died in the interim between Time 1 and
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Preschoolers’ Socioemotional Development 133

Time 2). For each interview, mothers completed
a computer-administered questionnaire focusing
on parenting and family life.

Procedurally, each interview occurred in the
mother’s home. Self-report questionnaires were
administered in an interview format. Each
interview was conducted privately between the
mother and the researcher. During the presenta-
tion of the self-report instruments, at no time was
it assumed that the mother could read, although
most could. When responses to a Likert-type
scale were required, the mother was read the
relevant question/statement by the interviewer
and was asked to indicate the magnitude of her
response via corresponding options indicated
on a computer screen. Data were collected by
a trained doctoral student and the first author,
an African American researcher with extensive
experience in administering self-report instru-
ments and conducting the observational proce-
dures involved in the larger study from which the
present data came. Home visits enhanced rapport
and cultural understanding. Mothers were paid
$75 at Time 1 and $150 at Time 2.

Prior to data collection, institutional review
board (IRB) approval was obtained. It should be
acknowledged that for the larger study, mothers
were assigned randomly to an experimental (n
= 50) and a control (n = 50) group. The experi-
mental group participated in a psychoeducation
intervention in the interim between the Time 1
and Time 2 interviews. The university IRB re-
quired that all study participants receive the same
amount of compensation for their time at both
interviews; thus, mothers in both the experimen-
tal group and the control group were paid $150
at Time 2. In the interim between the two in-
terviews, weekly phone calls to and a trusting
relationship with the mothers resulted in a reten-
tion rate of 100%.

Measures

The measures that follow are multiple- and
single-item scales. Items were reversed as nec-
essary so that a higher score indicates more of the
attribute named in the label. Alpha coefficients
were obtained for scales with multiple items.

Fathers’ Presence (Time 1)

Fathers’ love, time, and money were assessed
by three single-item scales asking mothers to in-
dicate how satisfied they were with, respectively:
“the amount of love and caring your child’s fa-
ther has shown her/him,” “the amount of time
your child’s father spends with him/her,” “the
amount of money and help he’s provided for rais-
ing her/him.” For each item, mothers indicated
if they were very dissatisfied (0) to completely
satisfied (5).

Instrumental Support (Time 1)

The availability of instrumental support was
assessed by asking mothers to indicate on a scale
(developed by McLoyd, Jayaratne, Ceballo, &
Borquez, 1994) the level of help they could get
from others if such support was needed. This
four-item, 6-point scale (0 = not at all to 5 =
completely) asked mothers to indicate how true
the following statements were for them: “If I
need to do an errand, I can easily find a friend or
relative living nearby to watch my child(ren)”;
“If I’m feeling exhausted or depressed, like at
the end of a long day, I have to cope alone.
There is no one to help me”; “If I need a ride
to get my child to the doctor, there are friends
I could call to help”; “If I need to buy a pair of
shoes for my child(ren) but I am short of cash,
there is someone who would lend me the money.”
Cronbach’s alpha for this scale was .75.

Parenting Stress (Time 1)

Parenting stress was measured by a seven-
item, 6-point scale (0 = not at all to 5 = com-
pletely) asking mothers to indicate how true
statements such as the following were for them
(Abidin, 1990): “My child seems much harder
to care for than most”; “There are some things
my child does that really bother me a lot”; and
“I find myself giving up more of my life to meet
my child’s needs than I expected.” Cronbach’s
alpha for this scale was .65.

Depressive Symptoms (Time 1)

Depressive symptoms were assessed by use
of the 20-item Center for Epidemiological
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134 A. P. Jackson et al.

TABLE 1. Means, Standard Deviations, and Correlations Between Variables

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

1. Love-1 — .78∗∗ .72∗∗ .32∗∗ −.24∗ −.22∗ −.00 −.14
2. Time-1 — .70∗∗ .31∗∗ −.15 −.19+ .03 −.16
3. Money-1 — .25∗ −.10 −.39∗∗ .04 −.14
4. Support-1 — −.15 −.06 .25∗ −.09
5. Dep-1 — .20∗ .03 .37∗∗
6. P. Stress-1 — −.14 .36∗∗
7. Parenting-1 — −.18+
8. Beh-2 —
Mean 2.58 1.85 1.74 3.50 14.62 1.45 25.53 1.62
SD 2.84 2.11 2.05 1.30 9.10 0.88 3.13 0.28

Love-1 = satisfaction with fathers’ love for child at Time 1; Time-1 = satisfaction with fathers’ time spent with child at Time 1; Money-1 =
satisfaction with fathers’ money provided for child at Time 1; Support-1 = instrumental support at Time 1; Dep-1 = depressive symptoms at
Time 1; P. Stress-1 = parenting stress at Time 1; Parenting-1 = parenting quality at Time 1; Beh-1 = problem behaviors at Time 2.
+ p < .10. ∗ p < .05. ∗∗ p < .01.

Studies-Depression Scale. Mothers were asked
to indicate on a 4-point scale (0 = less than once
a day to 3 = most or all of the time) how often
during the past week they felt depressed, lonely,
sad, unusually bothered by things, or that they
could not get going (Radloff, 1977). The Cron-
bach’s alpha was .86.

Maternal Parenting Quality (Time 1)

Parenting quality was assessed by use of the
Home Observation for Measurement of the En-
vironment (HOME). Designed to assess whether
the child’s home is an environment that en-
hances intellectual and emotional development
and helps to prepare him/her for the challenges
of school, the HOME is a well-validated and
widely used instrument (Bradley, 1989; Bradley
& Caldwell, 1984; Caldwell & Bradley, 1984).
The version used in this study (18 items) includes
maternal report items and interviewer observa-
tions that tap the regularity and structure of the
family’s daily routine, the amount of intellectual
stimulation available to the child, and the degree
of emotional support and warmth provided by
the parents. The Cronbach’s alpha was .86.

Child Problem Behaviors (Time 2)

Problem behaviors were assessed by asking
mothers to indicate on a 26-item, 3-point scale
(1 = very much like my child to 3 = not at all
like my child) the extent to which statements such

as the following described their child’s behavior
during the last 3 months (Peterson & Zill, 1986):
“Tends to fight, hit, take toys when playing with
other children”; “is disobedient at school or with
child care providers”; and “bullies or is cruel or
mean to others.” Cronbach’s alpha was .82.

RESULTS

Descriptive Analyses

At Time 1, the average mother in this study
was 25 years old; at Time 2, she was 27. The fo-
cal children were 3 and 5 years old, respectively,
at Time 1 and Time 2. Means, standard devi-
ations, and correlations between variables are
shown in Table 1. In general, the results are in ac-
cord with our expectations. Instrumental social
support was significantly positively correlated
with parenting, which in turn was associated
with fewer child behavior problems. The lack of
significant associations between the father pres-
ence variables and the quality of the mothers’
parenting in the home environment was unex-
pected but might be explained by the significant
positive association between instrumental sup-
port (which includes help also from nonresident
fathers among the significant others) and parent-
ing quality. As expected, however, significant
associations were obtained between depressive
symptoms, parenting stress, and parenting qual-
ity, respectively, and problem behaviors. More
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Preschoolers’ Socioemotional Development 135

precisely, mothers with higher levels both of de-
pressive symptoms and parenting stress at Time
1 had children with more behavior problems at
Time 2, while those who scored higher on our
measure of parenting in the home environment
at Time 1 had children with fewer behavior prob-
lems at Time 2.

Model Estimation

First, the assumptions of univariate and multi-
variate normality, linearity, and multicollinearity
were evaluated through the Statistical Package
for the Social Sciences and EQS. There were no
univariate or multivariate outliers, and none of
the measured variables were significantly uni-
variately skewed. Additionally, Mardia’s (1974)
normalized coefficient of kurtosis was 1.1, in-
dicating that the data were multivariate normal,
and maximum likelihood would be appropriate.
Latent variable analyses were performed using
the EQS structural equation modeling program
(Multivariate Software, 2008). As depicted in
Figure 2, the model with 18 degrees of freedom
produced a chi-square of 20.7 (p = .29), as well
as a comparative fit index of 1.0 and a root mean

square error of approximation of .04, all indicat-
ing good fit to the data.

Figure 2 provides the standardized param-
eter estimates, representing correlations (two-
way arrows) or beta weights (one-way arrows).
Given that the sample was somewhat small (N =
99) and two-tailed significance tests were used
(which are more conservative than one-tailed
tests), p < .10 was interpreted as a meaningful
finding (see, e.g., Huston et al., 2001; Jackson
et al., 2000). The path between fathers’ presence
at Time 1 and mothers’ parenting stress at Time
1 is Beta = –.32, indicating that fathers’ sup-
port predicted lower levels of mothers’ stress in
the parenting role. A similar negative relation-
ship between fathers’ presence and mothers’ de-
pressive symptoms at Time 1 (Beta = –.21) is
exhibited by the path from the former to the lat-
ter. Consistent with the theoretical expectation,
instrumental support from others predicted more
adequate maternal parenting in the home envi-
ronment (Beta = .25), and the latter, in turn, was
associated with fewer child problem behaviors at
Time 2 at p < .10 (Beta = –.15). The reverse was
so with respect to parenting stress and depres-
sive symptoms (i.e., each predicted higher levels
of problem behaviors at Beta = .28 and Beta

FIGURE 2. Observed Structural Model of the Pattern of Influences Through Which Fathers’ Pres-
ence and Instrumental Support Affect Child Problem Behaviors Longitudinally (N = 99). Note. T =
time. χ2(18) = 20.7; root mean square error of approximation = .04; comparative fit index = 1.00.
+ p < .10. ∗ p < .05. ∗∗ p < .01.
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136 A. P. Jackson et al.

TABLE 2. Decomposition of Standardized Effects of the Influences Through Which Fathers’
Presence and Instrumental Support Affect Child Problem Behaviors Longitudinally

Predictor Dependent Variable Direct Effect Indirect Effect Total Effect

Fathers’ Presence Parent Stress (T1) −.32∗∗ — −.32∗∗
Depressive Symptoms (T1) −.21∗ — −.21∗
Problem Behaviors (T2) — −.15∗ −.15∗

Instrumental Support Parenting (T1) .25∗∗ — .25∗∗
Problem Behaviors (T2) — −.04+ −.04+

Parent Stress (T1) Problem Behaviors (T2) .28∗∗ — .28∗∗
Depressive Symptoms (T1) Problem Behaviors (T2) .32∗∗ — .32∗∗
Parenting (T1) Problem Behaviors (T2) −.15+ — −.15+

Note. T = time. Dashes indicate no effect.
+ p < .10. ∗p < .05. ∗∗p < .01.

= .32, respectively). Given that nonresident fa-
thers’ presence in the lives of single mothers and
their children is a form of instrumental support,
the positive correlation (note the double-arrowed
path) between the father factor and instrumental
support (Beta = .34) was expected, suggesting
that getting assistance when needed from others
(including nonresident fathers) was associated
with more adequate maternal parenting. In ad-
dition, both fathers’ presence and instrumental
support had significant (p < .05 and p < .10,
respectively) indirect effects (Beta = –.15 and
Beta = –.04, respectively) on child problem be-
haviors at Time 2 (Table 2). The components of
these indirect effects include the Beta = –.32
and Beta = –.21 paths from fathers’ presence to
parenting stress and depressive symptoms, and
from instrumental support (Beta = .25) to par-
enting quality, indicating further—and in accor-
dance with our expectations—that higher levels
of fathers’ presence were associated with lower
levels of mothers’ parenting stress and depres-
sive symptoms, while higher levels of instrumen-
tal support were associated with more adequate
maternal parenting.

DISCUSSION

Using data from this short-term longitudinal
study, we tested a conceptual model of the pro-
cesses whereby social and instrumental support
from nonresident fathers and others might in-
fluence maternal psychological well-being and
parenting adequacy, and through these, the so-

cioemotional development of poor and near-poor
Black preschoolers. We found protective effects
of nonresident fathers’ presence in the context of
mothers’ parenting stress and depressive symp-
toms (at Time 1) that appeared to operate through
decreases in the negative influences of these con-
ditions and circumstances on the children’s de-
velopment of behavior problems over time (1.5
to 2 years later). Similarly, greater availability
of instrumental support from significant oth-
ers was associated directly with more adequate
parenting (at Time 1) and, through the latter,
with fewer child behavior problems over time
(at Time 2). This pattern of findings is consis-
tent with the “buffering” interpretation of social
support, which holds that social support is ben-
eficial in the main to those who need assistance
from others due to conditions and circumstances
such as single parenting and limited access to
social and financial resources (see, e.g., Cairney
et al., 2003; Hashima & Amato, 1994; Jackson
et al., 2010). It also is consistent with Bronfen-
brenner’s (1986, 1988) person-process-context
model and Belsky’s (1984) ecological theory of
the determinants of parenting, which posit link-
ages among personal characteristics of family
members, family processes, and particular ex-
ternal environments, and their influences in turn
on parenting in the home environment and chil-
dren’s behavioral development.

There were differences, nevertheless, be-
tween the observed model and the conceptual
model. We expected fathers’ presence and
the availability of instrumental support to be
associated directly with all three of the maternal

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f 
M

in
ne

so
ta

 L
ib

ra
ri

es
, T

w
in

 C
iti

es
] 

at
 1

1:
48

 0
8 

Fe
br

ua
ry

 2
01

3 



Preschoolers’ Socioemotional Development 137

psychological well-being and parenting
variables (Figure 1). However, fathers’
presence—that is, the latent variable repre-
senting mothers’ satisfaction with the fathers’
love, time, and money—was associated directly
with less parenting stress and fewer depressive
symptoms, but not with more adequate parent-
ing in the home environment; and instrumental
support was associated with more adequate
parenting, but not with parenting stress and
depressive symptoms. Despite these differ-
ences, the present findings appear to suggest
that children in this study benefitted when their
mothers got parenting support from significant
others, including nonresident fathers. Notably,
fathers’ presence was associated indirectly
(through less maternal parenting stress and
fewer maternal depressive symptoms) with
fewer child behavior problems at Time 2. Recall
that other studies have found associations
between more nonresident father involvement
and maternal psychological well-being, respec-
tively, and better child outcomes (Cowan et al.,
2009; Jackson, Choi, & Bentler, 2009; Jackson,
Choi, & Franke, 2009). Still, conclusions
regarding the present findings remain tentative
pending further investigation. Larger-scale
studies that yield greater power to detect in
greater detail how individual differences in poor
Black children’s family relationships explain
differences in their socioemotional development
in the preschool and early-elementary school
years will be especially important. Nonetheless,
it is noteworthy that partial support for our
conceptual model was found.

CONCLUSION

There are several limitations in this study
that should be noted. First, the sample was rel-
atively small, and the mothers were residing in
Pittsburgh. Further research with additional (and
larger) samples from other cities is needed to ex-
plore more fully these important issues. Second,
although the present study used two waves of
data, causal inferences about the observed re-
lations among the variables with respect to the
child outcome examined would be inappropriate.

Third, our measures, for the most part, relied on
mothers’ reports. The measure of child problem
behaviors, in particular, reflects mothers’ per-
ceptions, which often are intertwined with fam-
ily stress (Black & Jodorkovsky, 1994), such that
mothers like those in the present study who were
feeling stressed and unsupported might have per-
ceived their young children’s behaviors as more
problematic (see also Black, Dubowitz, & Starr,
1999), even though we used a well-established
measure of behavior problems appropriate for
preschoolers. However, others have found that
parents’ reports of children’s behaviors correlate
positively with teachers’ reports and that such
reports are not just reflections of maternal char-
acteristics (Conrad & Hammen, 1989; Richters,
1992; Richters & Pellegrini, 1989; Schaughency
& Lahey, 1985). We acknowledge, nevertheless,
that objective reports of our constructs would
have removed the potential for shared error vari-
ance.

In spite of these limitations, our results make
an important contribution to the literature by fo-
cusing on individual differences with respect to
parenting, family processes, and child outcomes
among single Black mothers who are dispro-
portionately represented among the poor and
welfare-dependent (Duncan & Brooks-Gunn,
1997; Huston et al., 1994). As such, we believe
there are important implications of this study for
program and policy interventions. If valid, the di-
rect positive relationship between availability of
instrumental support from significant others (in-
cluding nonresident fathers) and more adequate
maternal parenting early on and the relations,
in turn, between each of these (directly for par-
enting and indirectly for instrumental support)
and fewer child behavior problems subsequently
suggest that interventions that focus on sharp-
ening single mothers’ coping skills and behav-
iors (including obtaining social resources such as
emotional and instrumental support from others)
and that encourage nonresident Black fathers to
stay involved with their children (including hon-
ing relationship skills between these men and the
mothers of their children) should be a high prior-
ity (see, e.g., Brooks-Gunn & Markman, 2005;
Crnic & Greenberg, 1987; Hashima & Amato,
1994; Jackson et al., 2010; Ryan et al., 2009;
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Tran & McInnis-Dittrich, 2000). These matters
merit further consideration by researchers, poli-
cymakers, and practitioners.

REFERENCES

Abidin, R. R. (1990). The Parenting Stress Index short form.
Charlottesville, VA: Pediatric Psychology Press.

Amato, P. R., & Gilbreth, J. G. (1999). Nonresident fathers
and children’s well-being: A meta-analysis. Journal of
Marriage and the Family, 61, 557–573.

Amato, P. R., & Meyers, C. E. (2009). Changes in nonres-
ident father–child contact from 1976 to 2002. Family
Relations, 58, 41–53.

Belsky, J. (1984). The determinants of parenting: A process
model. Child Development, 55, 83–96.

Belsky, J., & Vondra, J. (1989). Lessons from child abuse:
The determinants of parenting. In D. Cicchetti & V.
Carlson (Eds.), Child maltreatment: Theory and re-
search on the causes and consequences of child abuse
and neglect (pp. 153–202). New York, NY: Cambridge
University Press.

Black, M. M., Dubowitz, H., & Starr, R. H., Jr. (1999).
African American fathers in low income, urban fami-
lies: Development, behavior, and home environment of
their three-year-old children. Child Development, 70,
967–978.

Black, M. M., & Jodorkovsky, R. (1994). Stress and
family competence as predictors of pediatric con-
tacts and behavior problems among toddlers. Jour-
nal of Developmental and Behavioral Pediatrics, 15,
198–203.

Bradley, R. H. (1989). HOME measurement of maternal
responsiveness. New Directions for Child Development,
43, 63–74.

Bradley, R. H., & Caldwell, B. M. (1984). The relation of
infants’ home environments to achievement test perfor-
mance in first grade: A follow-up study. Child Devel-
opment, 55, 803–809.

Bronfenbrenner, U. (1986). Ecology of the family as a
context for human development: Research perspectives.
Developmental Psychology, 6, 723–742.

Bronfenbrenner, U. (1988). Interacting systems in human
development. Research paradigms: Present and future.
In N. Bolger, A. Caspi, G. Downey, & M. Moore-
house (Eds.), Persons in context: Developmental pro-
cesses (pp. 25–49). New York, NY: Cambridge Univer-
sity Press.

Brooks-Gunn, J. (1990). Identifying the vulnerable young
child. In D. E. Rogers & E. Ginzberg (Eds.), Improv-
ing the life chances of children at risk (pp. 104–124).
Boulder, CO: Westview Press.

Brooks-Gunn, J., & Duncan, G. (1997). The effect of
poverty on children. Future of Children, 7, 55–71.

Brooks-Gunn, J., & Markman, L. B. (2005). The contri-
bution of parenting to ethnic and racial gaps in school
readiness. Future of Children, 15, 139–168.

Cairney, J., Boyle, M., Offord, D. R., & Racine, Y. (2003).
Stress, social support and depression in single and mar-
ried mothers. Social Psychiatry and Psychiatric Epi-
demiology, 38, 442–449.

Caldwell, B., & Bradley, R. (1984). Home observation for
measurement of the environment. Little Rock, AR: Uni-
versity of Arkansas Press.

Ceballo, R., & McLoyd, V. C. (2003). Social support and
parenting in poor, dangerous neighborhoods. Child De-
velopment, 73, 1310–1321.

Chase-Lansdale, P. L., Brooks-Gunn, J., & Zamsky, E.
S. (1994). Young African American multigenerational
families in poverty: Quality of mothering and grand-
mothering. Child Development, 65, 373–393.

Cheadle, J. E., Amato, P. R., & King, V. (2010). Pat-
terns of nonresident father contact. Demography, 47,
205–225.

Coley, R. L., & Chase-Lansdale, P. L. (1999). Stability and
change in paternal involvement among urban African-
American fathers. Journal of Family Psychology, 13,
416–435.

Conrad, M., & Hammen, C. (1989). Role of mater-
nal depression in perceptions of child maladjustment.
Journal of Consulting and Clinical Psychology, 57,
663–667.

Cowan, P. A., Cowan, C. P., Pruett, M. K., Pruett, K.,
& Wong, J. J. (2009). Promoting fathers’ engage-
ment with children: Preventive interventions for low-
income families. Journal of Marriage and Family, 71,
663–679.

Crnic, K., & Greenberg, M. (1987). Maternal stress, social
support, and coping: Influences on early mother–child
relationship. In C. Boukydis (Ed.), Research on sup-
port for parents and infants in the postnatal period (pp.
25–40). Norwood, NJ: Ablex.

Cummings, E. M., & Davies, P. T. (2002). Effects of mari-
tal conflict on children: Recent advances and emerging
themes in process-oriented research. Journal of Child
Psychology and Psychiatry, 43, 31–63.

Duncan, G. J., & Brooks-Gunn, J. (1997). Income effects
across the life span: Integration and interpretation. In G.
J. Duncan & J. Brooks-Gunn (Eds.), Consequences of
growing up poor (pp. 596–610). New York, NY: Russell
Sage Foundation.

Furstenberg, F. F., Jr., Morgan, S. P., & Allison, P. D. (1987).
Paternal participation and children’s well-being. Amer-
ican Sociological Review, 52, 695–701.

Garmezy, N., & Rutter, M. (1983). Stress, coping, and
development in children. New York, NY: McGraw Hill.

Hamilton, B. E., Martin, J. A., & Ventura, S. J. (2011).
Births: Preliminary data for 2010. National Vital
Statistics Reports, 60(2). Retrieved from http://www.
cdc.gov/nchs/data/nvsr/nvsr60/nvsr60 02.pdf

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f 
M

in
ne

so
ta

 L
ib

ra
ri

es
, T

w
in

 C
iti

es
] 

at
 1

1:
48

 0
8 

Fe
br

ua
ry

 2
01

3 



Preschoolers’ Socioemotional Development 139

Hashima, P. Y., & Amato, P. R. (1994). Poverty, social
support, and parental behavior. Child Development, 65,
394–403.

Hofferth, S. L. (2003). Race/ethnic differences in fa-
ther involvement in two-parent families: Culture, con-
text or economy? Journal of Family Issues, 24,
185–216.

Huston, A. C., Duncan, G. J., Granger, R., Bos, J., McLoyd,
V. C., Mistry, R., . . . Ventura, A. (2001). Work-based
anti-poverty programs for parents can enhance the
school performance and social behavior of children.
Child Development, 72, 318–336.

Huston, A., McLoyd, V. C., & Garcia Coll, C. (1994).
Children and poverty: Issues in contemporary research.
Child Development, 65, 275–282.

Jackson, A. P. (1999). The effects of nonresident father
involvement on single Black mothers and their young
children. Social Work, 44, 156–166.

Jackson, A. P., Brooks-Gunn, J., Huang, C., & Glassman,
M. (2000). Single mothers in low-wage jobs: Finan-
cial strain, parenting, and preschoolers’ outcomes. Child
Development, 71, 1409–1423.

Jackson, A. P., Choi, J. K., & Bentler, P. M. (2009). Par-
enting efficacy and the early school adjustment of poor
and near-poor Black children. Journal of Family Issues,
30, 1399–1455.

Jackson, A. P., Choi, J. K., & Franke, T. M. (2009). Poor
single mothers with young children: Mastery, relations
with nonresident fathers and child outcomes. Social
Work Research, 33, 95–106.

Jackson, A. P., Preston, K. S. J., & Franke, T. M.
(2010). Single parenting and child behavior prob-
lems in kindergarten. Race and Social Problems, 2,
50–58.

Juby, H., Billette, J., Laplante, B., & Le Bourdais, C.
(2007). Nonresident fathers and children: Parents’ new
unions and frequency of contact. Journal of Family Is-
sues, 28, 1220–1245.

King, V. (1994). Nonresident father involvement and child
well-being: Can dads make a difference? Journal of
Family Issues, 15, 78–96.

King, V., Harris, K. M., & Heard, H. E. (2004). Racial
and ethnic diversity in nonresident father involvement.
Journal of Marriage and Family, 66, 1–21.

Kreider, R. M., & Ellis, R. (2011). Living arrange-
ments of children: 2009. In Current population reports
(pp. 70–126). Washington, DC: U.S. Census.

Lamb, M. E. (1997). Fathers and child development: An
introductory overview and guide. In M. E. Lamb (Ed.),
The role of the father in child development (3rd ed.,
pp. 1–18). New York, NY: Wiley.

Lerman, R. I. (2010). Capabilities and contributions of un-
wed fathers. The Future of Children, 20, 63–86.

Mardia, K. V. (1974). Applications of some measures of
multivariate skewness and kurtosis in testing normality
and robustness studies. Sankhya, 36B(2), 115–128.

McLanahan, S. S., & Teitler, J. (1999). The consequence of
father absence. In M. Lamb (Ed.), Parenting and child
development in nontraditional families (pp. 83–101).
Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum.

McLoyd, V. C. (1990). The impact of economic hardship
on Black families and children: Psychological distress,
parenting, and socioemotional development. Child De-
velopment, 61, 311–346.

McLoyd, V. C., Jayaratne, T. E., Ceballo, R., & Borquez,
J. (1994). Unemployment and work interruption among
African American single mothers: Effects on parent-
ing and adolescent socioemotional functioning. Child
Development, 65, 562–589.

McLoyd, V. C., & Wilson, L. (1991). The strain of living
poor: Parenting, social support, and child mental health.
In A. C. Huston (Ed.), Children in poverty: Child de-
velopment and public policy (pp. 105–135). New York,
NY: Cambridge University Press.

Multivariate Software, Inc. (2008). EQS—Structural Equa-
tion Modeling Software [Computer software]. Encino,
CA: Author.

Peterson, J. L., & Zill, N. (1986). Marital disruption,
parent–child relationships, and behavior problems in
children. Journal of Marriage and the Family, 48,
295–307.

Pianta, R. C., & Bell, R. M. (1993). Maternal social support
as a predictor of child adjustment in kindergarten. Jour-
nal of Applied Developmental Psychology, 14, 107–120.

Radloff, L. (1977). The CES-D Scale: A self-report depres-
sion scale for research in the general population. Journal
of Applied Psychological Measurement, 1, 385–401.

Richters, J. E. (1992). Depressed mothers as informants
about their children: A critical review of the evidence
for distortion. Psychological Bulletin, 112, 485–499.

Richters, J., & Pellegrini, D. (1989). Depressed mothers’
judgments about their children: An examination of the
depression-distortion hypothesis. Child Development,
60, 1068–1075.

Rutter, M. (1987). Psychosocial resilience and protective
mechanisms. American Journal of Orthopsychiatry, 57,
316–331.

Ryan, R. M., Kalil, A., & Leininger, L. (2009). Low-income
mothers’ private safety nets and children’s socioemo-
tional well-being. Journal of Marriage and Family, 71,
278–297.

Schaughency, E. A., & Lahey, B. B. (1985). Mothers’ and
fathers’ perceptions of child deviance: Roles of child
behavior, parental depression, and marital satisfaction.
Journal of Consulting and Clinical Psychology, 53,
718–723.

Seltzer, J. A. (1991). Relationships between fathers and
children who live apart: The father’s role after separa-
tion. Journal of Marriage and the Family, 53, 79–101.

Tran, T. V., & McInnis-Dittrich, K. (2000). Social support,
stress, and psychological distress among single mothers.
Race, Gender & Class, 7, 121.

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f 
M

in
ne

so
ta

 L
ib

ra
ri

es
, T

w
in

 C
iti

es
] 

at
 1

1:
48

 0
8 

Fe
br

ua
ry

 2
01

3 



140 A. P. Jackson et al.

Waldfogel, J., Craigie, T., & Brooks-Gunn, J. (2010). Frag-
ile families and child wellbeing. The Future of Children,
20, 87–112.

Weinraub, M., & Wolf, B. M. (1983). Effects of stress
and social supports on mother–child interactions in
single- and two-parent families. Child Development, 54,
1297–1311.

APPENDIX

Description of Nonresident Fathers in the
Study

At Time 1, nonresident fathers of the focal
children in the present study were, on aver-
age, 29 years old and had an 11th-grade ed-
ucation. Almost half (48%) were categorized
as unemployed; 32% were categorized as em-
ployed either full- or part-time; and 14% were
incarcerated. However, 58% were described as

paying child support. While 27% had report-
edly never seen the focal child and 9% had
not seen the child in the past year, almost half
(46%) were described as visiting their child from
one to three times a month in the past year.
These data—collected from the mothers—were
not used in the present analyses, and we do not
know the degree to which they correspond to ac-
tual situations and circumstances. In this sample,
the mothers were, on average, slightly better ed-
ucated and more likely to be employed than the
nonresident fathers (i.e., the average mother’s
educational attainment was 13 years [some ed-
ucation beyond high school] and 43% were em-
ployed either full-time or part-time). The moth-
ers’ household income in the prior month at Time
1 ranged from $244 to $3,817; the mean was
$1,222.84 (SD = $622.74). We do not have com-
parable figures for the fathers.
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