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and Adjustment Among Very Young Children

Large numbers of infants and toddlers have
parents who live apart due to separation,
divorce, or nonmarital/noncohabiting child-
bearing, yet this important topic, especially
the controversial issue of frequent overnights
with nonresidential parents, is understudied. The
authors analyzed data from the Fragile Fami-
lies and Child Wellbeing Study, a longitudinal
investigation of children born to primarily low-
income, racial/ethnic minority parents that is
representative of 20 U.S. cities with populations
over 200,000. Among young children whose par-
ents lived apart, 6.9% of infants (birth to age
1) and 5.3% of toddlers (ages 1 to 3) spent an
average of at least 1 overnight per week with
their nonresident parent. An additional 6.8%
of toddlers spent 35% – 70% of overnights with
nonresident parents. Frequent overnights were
significantly associated with attachment insecu-
rity among infants, but the relationship was less
clear for toddlers. Attachment insecurity pre-
dicted adjustment problems at ages 3 and 5, but
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frequent overnights were not directly linked with
adjustment problems at older ages.

Social scientists have extensively documented
demographic changes and compiled evidence
on the social, psychological, and economic well-
being of children who are not living with their
two biological parents due to separation, divorce,
or nonmarital/noncohabiting childbirth (Amato,
2010; Cherlin, 2009; Emery, 1999; McLanahan
& Sandefur, 1994), yet very little research has
examined the living arrangements and well-
being of very young children. In this article,
we operationally define very young children
as including infants (birth – 1 year old) and
toddlers (1 – 3 years old). Research on these
groups is needed because, compared to older
age groups, very young children (a) are likely to
experience parental breakup because separation
is highest during the early childhood years;
(b) are potentially more vulnerable due to
key socioemotional milestones, in particular
the development of attachment security; and
(c) present more complications for parenting
plans, especially some form of joint physical
custody, due to both practical reasons (e.g.,
expensive baby equipment, easily disrupted
sleeping routines) and psychological issues (e.g.,
balancing the benefits of a secure attachment
to one parent against the benefits of forming
attachments to both parents).

Many very young children have parents who
live apart. In 2008, 41% of childbirths in the
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United States occurred outside of marriage
(Martin et al., 2010); an estimated half of these
births were to noncohabiting parents (Sigle-
Rushton & McLanahan, 2002). Moreover,
nearly 20% of first marriages in the United States
end in separation or divorce within the first 5
years (Copen, Daniels, Vespa, & Mosher, 2012).
Cohabitation has an even greater likelihood of
dissolution than marriage (Cherlin, 2009). Of
course, dissolution during the early years of a
relationship often coincides with having infants
and toddlers in the family. Thus, very young
children are at greater risk of first experiencing
parental separation and separate parenting than
are older children (Furstenberg, Nord, Peterson,
& Zill, 1983).

In considering this critical yet understudied
topic, we note two very different areas of
concern. One is the absence of contact between
very young children and their nonresidential
parents, a circumstance likely to foreshadow
little or no contact in the future (Cheadle,
Amato, & King, 2010). The other area, our
present focus, is frequent overnight contact
between nonresident parents and their very
young children, typically multiple overnights
with fathers away from mothers.

Do many very young children spend fre-
quent overnights with both of their parents?
Surprisingly little research has attempted to
answer this question. A recent report using a
nationally representative sample of Australian
children found that almost one quarter of very
young children of divorced or separated parents
spent at least one overnight with the nonres-
idential parent; nearly 5% spent five or more
overnights every 2 weeks (McIntosh, Smyth,
Kelaher, Wells, & Long, 2010). Yet Australian
law encourages joint physical custody, so these
estimates may not apply to the United States,
for which we could find no comparable statis-
tics. We do know that nonresident fathers in
the United States see their older children more
frequently. In 1976, 18% of nonresident sin-
gle fathers saw their 6- to 12-year-old children
at least once a week; by 2002, this number
had risen to 31% (Amato, Meyers, & Emery,
2009). Similarly, a random sample of divorce
settlements in 21 Wisconsin counties showed
an increase in joint physical custody (defined
as 30% or more of the children’s time with
each parent), from 2% in 1981 to 32% in 2001
(Berger, Brown, Joung, Melli, & Wimer, 2007).
Unfortunately, there are no U.S. national data

on joint physical custody trends for very young
children.

DEBATES ABOUT FREQUENT OVERNIGHTS
AND ATTACHMENT SECURITY

The pressing need for research is not only
due to demographics. In recent years, legal
and scientific controversies have erupted about
what constitutes the best, or least damaging,
living arrangements for very young children.
Using rationales based on attachment theory,
some child development experts have argued
that infants especially, but also toddlers, should
spend limited time away from their primary
attachment figure (e.g., Main, Hesse, & Hesse,
2011; Solomon & Biringen, 2001; Solomon &
George, 1999a; Sroufe & McIntosh, 2011). In
order to promote a secure, primary attachment
and limit the risks posed by attachment
insecurity for children’s future mental health
(Weinfield, Sroufe, Egeland, & Carlson, 2008),
these developmentalists posit that very young
children should have few overnights away
from the primary attachment figure until they
are 3 or perhaps 4 years of age (e.g.,
Main et al.; Solomon & George, 1999a;
Spokane County Superior Court Guardian Ad
Litem Committee, 1996; Sroufe & McIntosh).
Preschoolers’ developing language and time
perception as well as the greater likelihood
of having a secure attachment to both parents
make these experts more comfortable with
more frequent overnights at this older age.
Of course, if very young children spend the
great majority of overnights with their primary
attachment figure, usually the mother, this
means they spend relatively few overnights with
the secondary attachment figure, usually the
father. As an alternative, these experts suggest
that a secondary attachment can be developed
and maintained through brief, frequent daytime
visits, perhaps two per week (Main et al.; Sroufe
& McIntosh).

Other experts highlight the importance of
multiple attachment figures in child development
and maintain that caretaking in multiple contexts
promotes each parent’s bond with his or her
very young child (Kelly & Lamb, 2000; Lamb
& Kelly, 2001; Warshak, 2000). These experts
thus advocate for frequent contact with both
parents when children are infants and toddlers,
including regular overnights with each (Kelly &
Lamb; Lamb & Kelly). Accordingly, a secure
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attachment to both parents develops in very
young children when separation from either
parent is limited. For example, 2-year-olds
might spend no more than two consecutive
overnights away from either parent, rotating
between homes every one or two days (Kelly
& Lamb). Only a minority of attachment
researchers agree with this perspective (Sroufe
& McIntosh, 2011). Nevertheless, the ideas and
their implications have garnered considerable
attention and influence among child custody
experts (Garber, 2012; Hynan, 2012; Ludolph,
2012).

IMPERFECT EVIDENCE AND EVIDENCE-BASED
DECISION MAKING

Ideally, decision making about child custody
could be guided by empirical evidence estab-
lishing which practices are most beneficial
(or least detrimental) to development. The
best evidence in this regard would be exper-
imental, but of course ethical considerations
make random assignment to alternative custody
arrangements impossible. Thus, evidence-based
decision making must rely on correlational
studies, where causality can always be called
into question. Still, descriptive research pro-
vides parents and professionals with poten-
tially helpful, normative evidence. Correlational
studies also can be used to test theoretical
predictions about causality (e.g., infants with
frequent overnights will have more insecure
attachments; infants in joint physical custody
will be better adjusted). The present study
is an effort toward these ends, focusing on
detailing the frequency of different parenting
plans for very young children and associations
between frequent overnights and attachment
(in)security.

An empirical reason for caution about inter-
preting correlational studies is nonrandom selec-
tion into different arrangements. On average,
fathers with joint physical custody or who
otherwise maintain high levels of contact are bet-
ter educated, have higher incomes, have older
children at the time of separation, and have
better coparenting and parent – child relation-
ships (Bauserman, 2002; Cheadle et al., 2010;
McClain, 2011). On the other hand, fathers who
maintain low levels of contact are younger, less
likely to be married, have younger children at
the time of separation, and live further away
from their children (Cheadle et al.). One can and

should statistically control for factors known
to affect selection, as we did in the present
study. Even so, groups still may differ on some
unmeasured third variable.

Yet another concern is the wide range of
possible arrangements in between the debated
extremes of rotating overnights every day or two
versus allowing few or no overnights until the
age of 4 years. As noted, one goal of the present
study was to document a range of common
living arrangements for very young children.
Still, different custodial plans need to be grouped
for the purpose of comparing children living in
different circumstances. One consideration in
forming groups is the concept of joint physical
custody, commonly defined as a minimum of
25% to 35% of time with each parent (Emery,
2011). The largest study of this topic used the
joint physical custody cutoff of 35% to define
‘‘frequent’’ overnights for children 2 years of
age or older (McIntosh et al., 2010). Because
frequent has a different psychological meaning
for infants, this study used a lower threshold,
an average of one overnight per week, when
examining children at the age of 1. Although
any cutoff is somewhat arbitrary, we used
these definitions in the present study but, for
descriptive purposes, we also included more
finely grained breakdowns.

A LIMITED RESEARCH BASE

Given the prevalence, implications, and con-
troversies, one might expect to find extensive
research on alternative custody arrangements
for very young children, yet we were able
to locate only three investigations. Solomon
and George (1999a) studied 145 infant – mother
dyads recruited through newspaper advertise-
ments and referrals from lawyers, mental health
professionals, and day care centers. Using a well-
established technique for assessing attachment,
the strange situation (e.g., Ainsworth, Blehar,
Waters, & Wall, 1978), these investigators found
significantly more disorganized/unclassifiable
infant – mother attachments among 44 babies
who spent regular overnights (at least one per
month) with their father in comparison to 52
infants from married families. Attachment secu-
rity did not differ between the regular overnight
group (composed of about 20% of couples who
had no stable relationship at conception) and 49
infants from separated/divorced families who
had only day contact with their fathers. Mothers
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in the overnight group whose infants exhibited
disorganized attachment reported more con-
flict, poorer communication, and less maternal
protection compared to mothers in this group
whose infants were securely attached. At a 1-
year follow-up, toddlers who had overnights
as infants showed more anger and inconsolable
upset when reunited with their mothers in a labo-
ratory assessment (Solomon & George, 1999b).

A 11/2-year follow-up study of 132 families
who had filed for divorce, had agreed to partic-
ipate in an intervention study, and had children
who were age 6 years or younger found consis-
tent and statistically significant better adjustment
among 4- to 6-year-old girls who had frequent
overnights with both parents. No significant dif-
ferences were found for boys. The results were
inconsistent for very young children, age 0 to 3
years. More frequent overnights were associated
with more behavior problems in some analyses,
but the results were not statistically significant.
Finally, with one exception (father-reported
social problems), the better child adjustment
associated with more frequent overnights
was no longer statistically significant after
accounting for sociodemographic and family
relationship factors (Pruett, Ebling, & Insabella,
2004).

In contrast to these convenience samples, the
previously mentioned Australian investigation
(McIntosh et al., 2010) used a national sam-
ple and found an association between child
development problems and spending frequent
overnights with nonresident fathers. Specifi-
cally, among 248 infants whose parents lived
apart, the 63 babies who spent one overnight
or more per week with their nonresident fathers
were more irritable (compared to infants with
less frequent overnights) and displayed more
vigilant visual monitoring of their primary par-
ent (compared to infants with no overnights in
the past year), according to parental reports.
Among 587 two- to three-year-olds whose par-
ents lived apart, the 26 who spent five or
more overnights every 2 weeks with the non-
resident father were less persistent and more
distressed in parent – child interactions. Finally,
among the 1,015 four- to five-year-olds whose
parents lived apart, the 71 who spent five
or more overnights every 2 weeks with the
nonresident parent showed no more or fewer
signs of adjustment difficulties. These relation-
ships held after including controlling for socio-
economic status, parenting, and coparenting.

Of note is that some nonsignificant asso-
ciations became significant only when con-
trols were introduced, reflecting nonrandom
selection into frequent overnights (McIntosh
et al.).

THE PRESENT STUDY

In the present research, we analyzed data
from the Fragile Families and Child Well-
being Study (hereafter Fragile Families), a
large, diverse sample of very young children
representative of the population of 20 U.S.
cities with populations greater than 200,000
(http://www.fragilefamilies.princeton.edu/).
About three quarters of families in Fragile
Families were unmarried; about half of parents
lived apart. Direct assessments of children
included a Q-sort measure of attachment
completed at age 3 as well as parents’ reports
of child’s well-being. Our two primary aims
were to (a) provide descriptive evidence on
the physical custody arrangements for very
young children and (b) test our hypothesis
that very young children who had frequent
overnights with their fathers would have more
insecure attachments with their mothers. Our
hypothesis was based on earlier (Emery, 2004)
and current interpretations of attachment theory,
the limited empirical evidence reviewed here,
and our experience working with separated
parents. We also explored relationships among
frequent overnights, attachment insecurity, and
children’s psychological well-being.

METHOD

The Fragile Families sample was first collected
between 1998 and 2000 from 20 major
U.S. cities with populations over 200,000.
Families were asked to participate at the
hospital, shortly after the birth of a child.
Nonmarital births (and therefore predominately
low-income and racial/ethnic minority families)
were oversampled by a factor of three. Mothers
and fathers were interviewed separately shortly
after the child’s birth and again when the child
was 1, 3, and 5 years old. Although data
were collected from both parents, we relied
on mothers’ responses, which were much more
complete. We attempted to include fathers’
responses for comparison purposes, but the
sample sizes were too small. For example,
for the 1,023 families in the unweighted age
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1 sample described below, both mothers’ and
fathers’ reports of the number of overnights
were available for only 16 cases.

From the total sample of 4,898 families, we
constructed two primary subsamples for data
analysis. For the age 1 subsample, we excluded
cases if (a) the focal child’s biological mother
and father were living together at age 1, 3, or
5 (n = 3,811) or (b) either parent reported that
the child was living with someone other than
the biological parents at age 1 or age 3 (n = 64).
The final age 1 unweighted sample consisted
of 1,023 families. For the age 3 subsample, we
excluded cases if (a) the focal child’s biological
mother and father were living together at age 3
or 5 (n = 3,266) or (b) either parent reported that
the child was living with someone other than
the biological parents at age 1 or age 3 (n = 85).
The final age 3 unweighted sample consisted of
1,547 families.

We addressed missing values using multiple
imputation via the ICE command (Royston,
2007) in Stata. Twenty-five data sets were
imputed, using the total sample of cases as
well as all the variables included in the
models. Values were imputed using all variables;
however, for the creation of out-contact groups,
as well as for the dependent variables in
our analyses, the original variables with their
missingness were retained. In particular, if
indicators of biological mother and biological
father living situation were missing, those
participants were dropped (after data imputation)
to avoid misappropriating children into the frame
of our study.

In order for our results to be generalized
beyond the members of our sample, we also
applied the replicate weighting strategy included
in the Fragile Families data file. Specifically, we
used the baseline city sampling weight and its
10 replicates, which adjusted the standard errors
of the estimates to account for the clustered
nature of the data and multistep sampling
design. The results can thus be generalized
to the population of the 20 cities sampled.
Attempts to weight the data to make them
nationally representative proved problematic,
because our particular population of interest
for this study (i.e., noncohabiting biological
mothers and biological fathers) represented a
segment of the sample that received smaller or
no values on the sampling weight due to their
overrepresentation in the sample, thus reducing
our weighted analytic power.

Measures

Attachment. Established measures of attach-
ment security are not easy to use in large,
national samples, because they are time con-
suming and often require specialized training to
administer (Main et al., 2011). Fortunately, an
established measure of attachment was adapted
and used with the Fragile Families sample. The
Toddler Attachment Q-sort (TAQ) consists of
39 items derived from the longer, widely used
and broadly accepted Attachment Q-set (AQS;
Waters, 1995). Items for the TAQ were selected
on the basis of multidimensional scaling fol-
lowed by facet cluster analysis of AQS data sets
from around the world (Andreassen & Fletcher,
2007). Like the AQS, the TAQ is normally
administered by trained, independent raters;
however, this method was determined to be too
expensive for Fragile Families data collection,
so developmental consultants adapted it to use
mothers as raters. Mothers were supervised by a
trained observer and asked to sort the 39 cards
into three groups: (a) frequent behavior of the
focal child, (b) infrequent behavior of the focal
child, and (c) neither extreme. Mothers then took
the frequent and infrequent piles and subdivided
them into the following categories: (a) applies
mostly or (b) applies often in the frequent-
occurrence group, (c) applies sometimes in the
infrequent group or (d) applies rarely or hardly
ever, and (e) the neither-extreme group remained
the same. Security and dependency scores were
then calculated using traditional AQS scoring
(Waters & Deane, 1985) and, in turn, were
used to classify children into attachment pat-
terns: A high security score and low dependency
score indicated a secure attachment pattern, a
low security score and high dependency score
indicated an insecure – ambivalent attachment
pattern, and a low security score and low depen-
dency score indicated an insecure – avoidant
attachment pattern.

The adapted TAQ was administered to 2,268
mothers participating in the Fragile Fami-
lies study when the focal child was 3 years
of age. The results showed frequencies of
attachment patterns similar to what is typi-
cally found in the general population (Prior
& Glaser, 2006). A majority of the children
in the Fragile Families study were classified
as securely attached (75.8%) with smaller seg-
ments classified as insecure – resistant (22.1%)
or insecure – avoidant (2.1%). Girls were
more likely than boys to demonstrate secure
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Highlight
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Table 1. Contact Groups Based on Child’s Frequency of Contact With His or Her Biological Father, Weighted Sample

Amount/Type of Contact Definition(s) n %

Age 1 (n = 1,023)
No contact No contact, day or overnight 105 10.3
Day contact only Less than once per month 245 23.9

Once per month but less than every 2 weeks 52 5.1
Once every 2 weeks but less than once a week 65 6.3
Once a week or more 172 16.8

Some overnights Less than once per month 249 24.3
Once per month but less than once every 2 weeks 35 3.4
Once every 2 weeks but less than once a week 29 2.8

Frequent overnights More than once a week 71 6.9
Age 3 (n = 1,542)

No contact No contact, day or overnight 406 26.3
Day contact only Less than once per month 250 16.2

Once per month but less than every 2 weeks 46 3.0
Once every 2 weeks but less than once a week 57 3.7
Once a week or more 175 11.3

Rare overnights Less than one night per month 281 18.2
Some overnights Once per month but less than once every 2 weeks 83 5.4

Once every 2 weeks but less than once a week 59 3.8
Once a week but less than 35% of time 82 5.3

Frequent overnights 35% of the time to 70% of the time 103 6.8

Note: Percentages may not total 100 due to rounding.

attachment patterns, and children living with
both parents were more likely to be classified as
securely attached than those living with a sin-
gle mother (Howard, Brooks-Gunn, & Lubke,
2008).

Father – child overnights. At age 1, mothers
were asked, ‘‘Since (CHILD) was born, has
(FATHER) seen (him/her)?’’, and at age 3
mothers were asked, ‘‘Has (FATHER) seen
(CHILD) since (his/her) first birthday?’’ If
the mother responded ‘‘yes,’’ she was asked,
‘‘During the past 30 days, how many days has
(FATHER) seen (CHILD)?’’ Mothers were then
asked, ‘‘Since (CHILD’s) birth, has (CHILD)
ever stayed overnight with (FATHER)?’’ at age
1, and at age 3 mothers were asked, ‘‘Has
(CHILD) stayed overnight with (FATHER)
since (his/her) first birthday?’’ If the mother
responded ‘‘yes,’’ she was asked, ‘‘How many
nights altogether has (CHILD) spent with
(FATHER) [since (his/ her) first birthday?]’’

To examine possible associations between
contact and attachment/adjustment, we created
categories of exposure to the nonresident parent
following McIntosh et al. (2010). We generated
three categories for the age 1 group analyses.

Day contact only was coded when mothers stated
that the child had contact with the biological
father, but no overnights. Some overnights
included children who had at least one and up to
51 overnight visits during the first year. Frequent
overnights included children who stayed with
fathers between 52 times (once a week or more)
and 256 times (at least 30% time with mother).
We also subdivided age 1 contact groups into
more refined categories purely for descriptive
purposes (see Table 1).

We created four groups for the age 3 analysis
on the basis of maternal responses about contact
between the ages of 1 and 3. Day contact
was defined the same as it was for age 1 for
analysis of child attachment/adjustment, but we
constructed different overnight categories at age
3, again following McIntosh et al. (2010). Rare
overnights occurred between 1 and 12 times per
year. Some overnights ranged from 13 (more
than once a month) to 127 nights spent with
the nonresidential parent (less than 35% time).
Finally, frequent overnights included a range
from 128 to 256. For descriptive purposes, we
used the same, finely grained breakdown of
these categories as for age 1, with the updated
definition of the frequent overnights.
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Child adjustment. Child behavior measures
were derived from the Child Behavior Check-
list (Achenbach, 1992; Achenbach, Dumenci,
& Resorla, 2003) for children ages 1.5 to 5
years. These measures were administered to
mothers when the focal child was age 3 and
age 5. The items were scored on a 0-to-2 scale
on which 0 = not true, 1 = somewhat/sometimes
true, and 2 = very true/often true. Behavioral
subscales examined at both ages 3 and 5 were
Anxious/Depressed (11 items, age 3, α = .68;
age 5, α = .67), Withdrawn (14 items, age 3,
α = .76; nine items, age 5, α = .58), Internaliz-
ing Problems (25 items, age 3, α = .83; 22 items,
age 5, α = .75), Aggression (15 items, age 3,
α = .87; 20 items, age 5, α = .86), and External-
izing (22 items, age 3, α = .89; 25 items, age 5,
α = .87). Attention-deficit/hyperactivity disor-
der (six items, α = .74) and oppositional defiant
disorder (six items, α = .79) behaviors were
examined at age 3 only. Attention Problems (11
items, α = .72) and Positive Behaviors (13 items,
α = .78) were examined at age 5 only. A total
score for each subscale was calculated by sum-
ming all items from each subscale; higher scores
indicate greater expression of the behavior.

Indicators of maternal depression were
derived from the Composite International Diag-
nostic Interview Short Form, which identifies
whether respondents have met the diagnostic
criteria for major depressive disorder (MDD)
over the past year (Kessler, Andrews, Mroczek,
Ustun, & Wittchen, 1998). Participants were
asked if they experienced either intense
depressed mood or the inability to experience
pleasure for a period of 2 weeks or more. In
addition, if respondents reported that they expe-
rienced either symptom almost every day for at
least half the day, they were asked about addi-
tional symptoms: trouble concentrating, feeling
tired, change in weight, trouble sleeping, feeling
down, loss of interest, and thoughts about death.
Those who endorsed three or more additional
symptoms were categorized as meeting the cri-
teria for MDD, where 0 = absence of MDD and
1 = presence of MDD. This information was
collected at both ages 1 and 3.

Finally, mothers were asked questions about
coparenting and their relationship with the
child’s biological father. Parental conflict was
measured at age 1 with the question, ‘‘How often
do you and child’s father argue about things that
are important to you?’’ and at age 3 with the
question, ‘‘How often do you and father argue?’’

Both questions were rated on a 5-point Likert
scale (1 = always, 2 = often, 3 = sometimes,
4 = rarely, and 5 = never). Mothers’ rating of
the fathers’ quality of parenting was measured
at age 3 with the question, ‘‘What kind of a
father do you think the father is?’’ This question
was rated on a 4-point Likert scale (1 = excellent,
2 = very good, 3 = good, and 4 = not very good).
Mother’s rating of the quality of her relationship
with the father was measured at age 1 and
age 3 with the question, ‘‘How good is your
relationship with child’s father?’’ This question
was rated on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = excellent,
2 = very good, 3 = good, 4 = fair, and 5 = poor).

RESULTS

Demographic Information

In the weighted age 1 sample, mothers and
fathers had a mean age of 25.0 and 27.1
years at the birth of their child, respectively.
Most mothers (61.7%) and fathers (59.7%)
self-identified as Black (non-Hispanic). The
educational attainment of parents was as follows:
Over one third (38.9%) of mothers and 34.0%
of fathers had no high school degree or GED,
43.8% of mothers and 38.9% of fathers had a
high school degree or GED, 14.7% of mothers
and 20.9% of fathers spent some time in college
(without graduating), and 2.6% of mothers and
6.2% of fathers had a college degree. Of these
families, 56 mothers were married to the child’s
biological father at birth, and two remained
married at age 1.

The weighted age 3 sample was demograph-
ically similar. Mothers and fathers had a mean
age of 25.4 and 27.5 years at the birth of their
child, respectively. Most mothers (60.0%) and
fathers (59.2%) self-identified as Black (non-
Hispanic). Finally, the educational attainment
was no high school degree or GED for 36.9%
of mothers and 31.7% of fathers, high school
diploma or a GED for 43.3% of mothers and
43.2% of fathers, some college for 15.6% of
mothers and 19.1% of fathers, and a college
degree for 4.2% of mothers and 6.0% of fathers.
Of these families, 194 mothers were married to
the biological father at the child’s birth, and 115
were married at age 1. Of the parents who were
not living together at age 3 or 5, 584 parents had
been living together when the baby was 1 year
old, with only 147 married at age 1.

More than half of both samples (age 1, 61.5%;
age 3, 55.6%) were below the federal poverty
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line. The average household had two adults
over age 18 and two children under age 18.
About one third of mothers self-identified as
Protestant (age 1, 35.6%; age 3, 36.5%) or
Catholic (age 1, 29.3%; age 3, 27.0%), about
one fifth reported no affiliation (age 1, 22.5%;
age 3, 23.1%), and more than one tenth self-
identified as some other affiliation (age 1, 12.5%;
age 3, 13.4%). Fathers’ self-identified religious
affiliation, when available, matched closely to
mothers’. In comparison to the total sample, both
subsamples included significantly more families
who were low income, were Black, and had less
education.

Father Contact/Overnight Frequency

We calculated frequencies of contact groupings
for both the weighted and unweighted samples,
because this information is of interest in its
own right and helps describe the samples. We
also broke contact groupings into more finely
grained categories for descriptive purposes, and
we calculated changes in contact between age 1
and age 3.

At age 1, day contact only was the most
frequent category, including 52.2% of the
weighted sample (47.2% unweighted). Some
overnights were reported for 30.6% of the
weighted sample (30.7% unweighted), frequent
overnights were reported for 7.0% of the
weighted sample (9.4% unweighted), and no
contact was reported for 10.2% of the weighted
sample (12.7% unweighted). Breakdowns of
these groups showed that some overnights
primarily averaged to about one overnight a
month or less, although day contact only was
composed primarily of two subgroups: (a) those
who visited their father less than once a month
and (b) those who visited their father once a
week or more (see Table 1).

At age 3, day contact only was again
the largest father – child contact category,
comprising 34.2% of the weighted sample
(32.6% unweighted), but both overnight contact
and no contact increased in frequency compared
to age 1. Rare overnights were reported for
18.3% of the weighted sample (22.0% un-
weighted), and some overnights were reported
for 14.6% of the weighted sample (17.7%
unweighted). Frequent overnights were found
for 6.7% of the weighted sample (6.0%
unweighted), a similar percentage as at age 1,
but recall that frequent was defined differently

at age 1 and age 3. No contact was reported for
26.3% of the age 3 weighted sample (21.8%
unweighted), more than doubling the age 1
frequency. No other broad or refined contact
pattern changed notably in frequency between
the two years (see Table 1).

Comparisons of age 1 and age 3 frequencies
can mask changes if families shift between
groups (e.g., a similar number of families
move from day contact to overnight contact
as from overnight contact to day contact). For
this reason, and because we wanted to explore
whether changes in contact might be associated
with child adjustment (which we discuss later),
we calculated contact changes between age 1
and age 3. We observed both continuity and
change. Weighted data for the age 1 no-contact
group showed that 68.6% maintained no contact
at age 3, 19.0% moved to day contact, and
the remainder began overnights. For the age 1
day-contact-only group, 41.8% maintained day
contact only, 34.5% had no contact at age 3,
and the remainder began overnights (equally
divided between rare and some/frequent). The
age 1 some-overnights group maintained some
(26.5%), rare (25.2%), or frequent (3.8%)
overnights at age 3, but 24.6% moved to day
contact only, and 19.8% had no contact. Finally,
most of the age 1 frequent-overnight group
continued with frequent (14.1%), some (32.4%),
or rare (32.4%) overnights, but 12.7% moved to
day contact only, and 8.5% moved to no contact
(see Table 2).

Attachment Insecurity

Theory and research tend to focus on the
difference in attachment security of very young
children who experience frequent overnights
versus less frequent overnights or day contact;
that is, children who have no contact with their
nonresident parent tend to be their own unique
group; therefore, we dropped the no-contact
group from all analyses of attachment security
and other measures of child well-being.

For the weighted age 1 sample, we found a
significant difference in attachment insecurity
across the three groups with some father
contact, χ2(2, N = 634) = 20.91, p = .001. The
frequency of attachment insecurity (43%) was
notably higher in the frequent-overnight group.
For the weighted age 3 sample, we again found
a significant difference in attachment across
groups, χ2(3, N = 704) = 21.25, p = .004. The
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Table 2. Change in Contact From Age 1 to Age 3

Age 3

No Contact Day Contact Rare Overnight Some Overnight Frequent Overnight

n % n % n % n % n % Total

Age 1
No contact 72 68.6 20 19.0 5 4.8 6 5.7 2 2.0 105
Day contact only 184 34.5 223 41.8 73 13.7 42 7.9 11 2.1 534
Some overnights 62 19.8 77 24.6 79 25.2 83 26.5 12 3.8 313
Frequent overnights 6 8.5 9 12.7 23 32.4 23 32.4 10 14.1 71
Total n 324 329 180 154 35 1,023

Note: Percentages indicate change or consistency across contact groups from age 1 to age 3 (calculated per row); they may
not total 100 due to rounding.

Table 3. Attachment Security by Contact Group

Insecure Secure

Amount/Type of Contact n % n % Total

Age 1
Day contact only 90 25 274 75 364
Some overnights 34 16 185 84 219
Frequent overnights 22 43 29 57 51
Total n 146 488 634

Age 3
Day contact only 58 18 262 82 320
Rare overnights 56 33 115 67 171
Some overnights 23 22 83 78 106
Frequent overnights 22 37 38 63 60
Total n 169 535 703

Note: Percentages may not total 100 due to rounding.

frequent-overnight group again showed the
highest level of insecure attachment (37%; see
Table 3). Note that the Ns in Table 3 are smaller
than in Table 1 because the attachment measure
was collected for only 60% of the sample and
we did not use the imputed data to handle
missingness for our dependent measures.

As discussed, we expected selection into
different overnight groups to be nonrandom, and
we found evidence to support this empirically
(see Table 4). To test for differences between
specific contact groups and control for key
demographic and family interaction variables,
we conducted a series of logistic regressions
predicting secure versus insecure attachment.
For age 1, two dummy variables compared
frequent overnights with (a) some overnights
and (b) day contact only. For age 3, three dummy
variables compared frequent overnights with (a)
some overnights, (b) rare overnights, and (c) day

contact only. We also compared three models.
The first regressed the dummy variables for
contact group onto attachment security alone,
the second added demographic controls, and the
third included measures of family relationships.

As shown in Table 5, the odds ratios pre-
dicting insecure attachment were significant for
the frequent versus some overnights comparison
for age 1 and remained significant in all three
models. Finally, none of the control variables
were significant at age 1 or age 3 when entered
as a group into the logistic regression. In fact,
we found only two significant bivariate correla-
tions between the control variables and contact
frequency at age 1. Fathers who saw children
more frequently were rated by mothers as being
better fathers (r = .16, n = 1,023, p < .001) and
as having a better relationship with the mother
(r = .25, n = 1,023, p < .001).

Child Adjustment Measures

We ran a series of linear regressions to explore
whether frequent overnights were associated
with (a) any of the five child adjustment
measures collected both at age 3 and age 5,
(b) the two measures collected at age 3 only,
and (c) the two measures collected at age 5
only. For each of the 14 dependent measures,
we repeated the same variable entry procedure
as described above, beginning with a baseline
model that included only the set of contact-
with-nonresident-parent dummy variables and
then adding covariates to test the unique impact
associated with contact, net of the other control
variables.

None of the regressions produced statistically
significant results with one exception. Age 3
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Table 4. Weighted Means and Percentage Distributions on Independent Variables by Child’s Frequency of Contact With
Biological Father at Age 1

Father Contact at Age 1

No Contact Day Contact Some Overnight Frequent Overnight Total
Variable M (SD) or % M (SD) or % M (SD) or % M (SD) or % M (SD) or %

Mother age (years) 25.41 (4.93) 25.09 (6.18) 24.70 (6.04) 24.99 (5.70) 25.00 (5.99)
Child age (months) 14.88 (3.92) 14.79 (3.45) 15.27 (3.77) 15.28 (3.71) 14.98 (3.62)
Number of adults in household 2.66 (1.19) 2.07 (1.28) 1.92 (0.93) 2.03 (1.27) 2.08 (1.19)
Father parenting qualitya 1.61 (1.03) 1.54 (0.90) 1.91 (1.08) 2.02 (1.17) 1.70 (1.01)
Coparenting qualityb 2.07 (1.13) 2.07 (1.09) 2.66 (1.32) 3.01 (1.38) 2.32 (1.23)
Parent conflictc 3.47 (1.19) 2.68 (1.29) 2.97 (1.10) 3.13 (1.08) 2.88 (1.24)
Mother meets depression criteria 20.0 16.3 11.5 12.9 14.9
Mother’s race (ref.: Black) 46.3 58.6 70.9 67.6 59.7
Mother’s education (ref.: less

than high school)
48.3 35.6 41.8 37.5 38.9

Mother’s poverty (ref.: below
poverty)

72.4 59.8 63.1 51.8 61.5

Child gender (ref.: male) 50.9 46.4 57.2 54.4 50.7
Total (%) 10.3 52.1 30.5 6.9
Weighted n 105 533 314 71 1,023

Note: Percentages may not total 100 due to rounding. ref. = reference category.
aRange: 1 (excellent) to 4 (not very good). bRange: 1 (excellent) to 5 (poor). cRange: 1 (always) to 5 (never).

Table 5. Predicting Attachment Insecurity: Odds Ratios

Age 1 Contact Age 3 Contact

Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Contact (ref.: frequent)
Some overnights 4.32* 5.63* 5.62* 2.19 1.75 1.84
Rare overnights 1.29 1.13 1.42
Day only, no overnights 2.41 2.38 3.20 2.84 2.05 3.23

Mother Black (ref.: non-Black) 0.59 0.48 0.64 0.51
Mother education (ref.: high school or greater) 0.64 0.66 0.63 0.57
Mother poverty (1,3) 1.10 1.17 1.26 1.26
Mother age 0.99 0.95 1.01 1.00
Child gender 2.19 2.04 1.68 1.76
Child age 1.04 1.03 1.02 1.03
Number adults in household (1,3) 0.68 0.78
Mother depression (ref.: no depression; 1,3) 0.47 0.70
Father parenting quality (3)a 1.31 1.59
Parent conflict (1,3)b 0.90 0.81
Coparenting quality (1,3)c 1.05 1.03

Note: Numbers in parentheses indicate the child’s age(s) when the variable was measured. ref. = reference category.
aRange: 1 (excellent) to 4 (not very good). bRange: 1 (always) to 5 (never). cRange: 1 (excellent) to 5 (poor).
∗p < .05.

contact significantly (p < .05) predicted
age 5 positive behavior. Children with frequent
overnights at age 3 displayed more positive
behavior at age 5 than their peers in both the day-
contact-only and rare-overnights group but were

no different than children in the some-overnights
group. This pattern remained significant for all
models (see Table 6).

In addition to the examination of these
outcomes at each age, we took the five child
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Table 6. Regression Predicting Prosocial Behavior at Age 5: Age 3 Sample

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Variable B SE t B SE t B SE t

Contact (ref.: frequent)
Some overnights −0.80 0.65 −1.23 −0.91 0.63 −1.45 −0.92 0.60 −1.54
Rare overnights −1.56 0.52 −3.01∗ −1.48 0.47 −3.15∗ −1.48 0.43 −3.41∗

Day only, no overnights −1.35 0.38 −3.54∗ −1.52 0.37 −4.11∗∗ −1.47 0.39 −3.73∗

Mother Black (ref.: non-Black) −0.56 0.33 −1.71 −0.61 0.32 −1.88
Mother education (ref: high school or greater) −0.84 0.45 −1.86 −0.82 0.43 −1.93
Mother poverty (3) 0.15 0.11 1.30 0.15 0.11 1.41
Mother age −0.05 0.03 −1.64 −0.06 0.03 −1.99
Child gender 0.65 0.40 1.64 0.65 0.39 1.68
Child age (5) 0.12 0.08 1.46 0.13 0.09 1.45
Number adults in household (3) 0.01 0.22 0.05
Mother depression (ref.: no depression; 3) −0.73 0.55 −1.33
Father parenting quality (3)a 0.15 0.21 0.70
Parent conflict (3)b −0.26 0.26 −0.98
Coparenting quality (3)c −0.04 0.24 −0.16

Note: Numbers in parentheses indicate the child’s age(s) when the variable was measured. ref. = reference category.
aRange: 1 (excellent) to 4 (not very good). bRange: 1 (always) to 5 (never). cRange: 1 (excellent) to 5 (poor).
∗p < .05. ∗∗p < .01.

behavior measures that were collected at both
age 3 and age 5 and conducted a further set
of analyses that predicted children’s age 5
outcome controlling for the corresponding age
3 measure. These models provide a rather
stringent test of the association between contact
with nonresident parent and children’s behavior
outcomes by controlling for baseline behaviors
and in essence estimating change in these
models over the 2 years between ages 3 and 5.
As might be expected given our lack of findings
in the earlier regression models, these analyses
did not return any significant results (results
available on request).

Attachment, Child Adjustment, and Other
Family Functioning Measures

We computed bivariate correlations to examine
whether attachment security predicted child
adjustment in the present study, as has been
found in other research (Weinfeld et al., 2008).
Secure attachment was associated with better
child adjustment for all measures assessed
concurrently at age 3 and, less strongly, for
several measures assessed at age 5. For example,
children who were rated by their mothers as
having more secure attachment were rated as
having less externalizing behaviors at age 3

(r = −.31, n = 982, p < .001), and at age 5
(r = −.10, n = 783, p = .004).

We also computed bivariate correlations
between various family interaction measures,
including contact at age 1 (coded as frequent
vs. some/day only for this analysis) and
attachment or child adjustment. Contact was
only significantly related to attachment security,
consistent with earlier analyses, although many
other measures of family interaction were
associated with child adjustment, attachment
security, or both. Maternal depression (assessed
at age 1) was significantly correlated with
a number of measures of child adjustment
at age 3. For example, maternal depression
was significantly correlated with externalizing
behaviors at age 3 (r = .15, n = 759, p < .001)
and age 5 (r = .14, n = 714, p < .001). Mothers’
ratings of fathering ability, assessed at age 3,
were consistently associated with their ratings of
child adjustment at both assessment occasions,
although, perhaps surprisingly, age 1 conflict
was significantly associated with age 3 and age
5 adjustment. For example, mothers’ ratings of
fathering ability (at age 3) were consistently
associated with their ratings of externalizing
behaviors at age 3 (r = −.19, n = 769, p < .001),
and age 5 (r = −.14, n = 714, p < .001), but age
1 conflict was significantly correlated with age
3 externalizing (r = −.24, n = 769, p < .001),
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and age 5 externalizing (r = −.26, n = 714, p <
.001). Overall, the intercorrelations support the
validity of the different measures.

DISCUSSION

The present study certainly does not resolve
debates about frequent overnights and the well-
being of very young children, but it does
underscore the importance of the topic and
the need for more attention to it. We found
that, of children with separated parents, about
7.0% of 1-year-olds spent an average of one or
more overnights with their nonresident father
every week. Among 2- and 3-year-olds, 5.3%
spent between one night per week and 35%
of all overnights with their nonresident fathers,
and an additional 6.8% of toddlers spent 35%
to 70% of overnights with their nonresident
fathers, an amount typically considered to
be joint physical custody. These percentages
are relatively small, but given the increasing
frequency of children being raised by separated
parents, they represent a large and growing
number of young children. Although the present
estimates are not nationally representative,
Fragile Families is a large and diverse sample
that is generalizable to 20 U.S. cities with a
population of over 200,000.

The present study is the largest investigation
to date of young children’s frequent overnight
contact with nonresident parents and its asso-
ciation with attachment security. The reported
findings are consistent with our hypothesis that
frequent overnights away from the primary
attachment figure are associated with greater
attachment insecurity among infants. Based on
an adaptation of the TAQ that is derived from
the highly regarded AQS (Waters, 1995), we
found that 43% of infants were insecurely
attached to their mothers when they spent at
least one night a week with their nonresi-
dent father. This contrasts with 25% of infants
who had only day contact with their fathers,
and 16% of infants who had at least one
overnight in the last year but less than one per
week. The overall comparison of these three
groups was statistically significant, although
logistic regression pinpointed significant dif-
ferences only between the frequent-overnight
and some-overnight categories. It is important
to note that this last difference remained sig-
nificant even when controlling for demographic
background and measures of mothers’ reports

of parent conflict, coparenting quality, and the
quality of fathering. In fact, the little evidence
of selection we detected at age 1 indicated that
fathers with frequent overnights were reported
by mothers to be better parents and have bet-
ter relationships with their child’s mother. Yet,
even with these positive parenting characteris-
tics, these infants were at an increased risk for
attachment insecurity. Of course, it is possible
that selection based on unmeasured variables
accounts for the present results.

Attachment security may be a particularly
sensitive measure for detecting problems among
very young children, or attachment insecu-
rity may be especially reactive to frequent
overnights, consistent with theoretical predic-
tions (Main et al., 2011; Solomon & Biringen,
2001; Solomon & George, 1999a; Sroufe &
McIntosh, 2011). Whatever the case, we did find
that attachment security predicted child adjust-
ment concurrently and prospectively, as it has in
many other studies (Weinfeld et al., 2008).

Among toddlers, we also found that the
rate of attachment insecurity was highest with
frequent overnights (37%), but the percentage
was similar for those with rare overnights (33%)
and lower for some overnights (22%) and day
contact only (18%). It is important to note,
however, that none of the direct comparisons of
groups was statistically significant in the logistic
regressions. With one exception, we found
no significant relationships between frequent
overnights and multiple measures of children’s
adjustment as rated by mothers when children
were 3 and 5 years old.

The one exception was that more frequent
overnights among toddlers, but not infants,
predicted more positive behavior at age 5.
Although we do not want to dismiss this result,
we also do not want to overinterpret it. We
are cautious about the possibility of chance
results, because we did not predict this result, and
only one of 28 regressions for child adjustment
measures (other than attachment security) was
statistically significant.

This consideration leads us to a more
general issue, one that applies to the frequent-
overnights-and-attachment controversy and to
many other social science controversies: What
is the null hypothesis—or, to state the issue
differently, who assumes the burden of proof?
There is no neutral null hypothesis in the
present debate. Do we assume that frequent
overnights are harmful until proven otherwise,
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or do we assume that frequent overnights are
beneficial until proven otherwise? Advocates
often try to shift the burden of proof onto their
opponents (e.g., ‘‘There is absolutely no credible
evidence that frequent overnights cause insecure
attachment’’), but this is a rhetorical tactic, not
a scientific one.

We do not know where the burden of proof
should lie in the present debate, but we do think
it is important to call attention to this general
issue as well as the box score. To date, we know
of no research showing that frequent overnights
are associated with better adjustment among
very young children (under age 4) other than
one result we report here. On the other hand,
the present investigation is the third of four
studies of the topic that show some evidence
of increased insecurity among very young
children who have frequent overnights, perhaps
particularly in the face of parental conflict
(McIntosh et al., 2010; Solomon & George,
1999a). Although no study, including this one,
has shown that frequent overnights with the
nonresident parent causes greater attachment
insecurity, the onus for showing otherwise may
be shifting with growing empirical findings.

Several limitations of the present study
should be noted. First, the Fragile Families
sample is large and diverse, but not nationally
representative, and thus the results may not
generalize to other children and families.
Second, the study used an adapted measure of
attachment security that can be called into ques-
tion. Perhaps the two most important limitations
of the adapted measure are that (a) it may fail
to detect true effects due to poor reliability or
validity or (b) the maternal ratings of attachment
are potentially biased (Teti & McGourty, 1996).
The former issue perhaps suggests that our
positive results are actually a relatively conser-
vative estimation, and future studies with better
measures are the only way to challenge that lim-
itation. The latter issue cannot be ruled out and
perhaps is especially important because mothers
were reporting on their children’s attachment
to them. Nevertheless, one would need to
explain why rater bias produced an association
between attachment insecurity and overnight
ratings provided 2 years earlier (age 1) but
not between attachment security and overnight
ratings provided simultaneously (both at age 3).

Despite its limitations, the present study
contributes to the small yet important literature
on the debated influence of frequent overnights

on very young children’s development. First,
in a large, diverse U.S. sample, we found
frequent overnights to be uncommon, but hardly
nonexistent. Second, we found that frequent
infant overnights were significantly related to
attachment insecurity assessed at age 3. Third,
we found that, with one exception, frequent
overnights were not related to better or worse
child adjustment measured at ages 3 and 5, a
null finding that we expect will be interpreted
differently by advocates who want to shift the
burden of proof onto their opponents.
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