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Abstract

This study analyses paternal involvement in the daily basic childcare of Italian
cohabiting and married fathers with children aged 0–3. The aims are (a) to verify
whether cohabiting fathers are more or less involved in childcare than married ones
are and (b) to examine the mechanisms behind the possible differences. The focus is
on both the daily basic childcare as a whole and on the specific activities of daily
basic care (such as putting the child to sleep, dressing the child and changing its
nappies). In addition, also potential differences among married fathers are examined,
distinguishing between those who marry directly and those with pre-marital
cohabitation. Results show that a higher involvement in the daily basic childcare of
cohabiting fathers and of married fathers with pre-marital cohabitation may be
completely explained by the fact that these typologies of couples are selected by
structural differences which are positively associated with the higher fathers’ basic
childcare.
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Introduction
Since the literature has stressed the relevance for the children’s development and well-

being of an active involvement of the father in the childcare (Pleck and Masciadrelli

2004; Pleck 2010; Smith Leavell et al. 2012), research has become increasingly focused

on this topic. However, most of these studies have referred to married or to

non-resident fathers. Little is known about the paternal involvement in childcare of

unwed resident fathers (González et al. 2010; Perry et al. 2012; Bianchi et al. 2014),

despite the fact that cohabitation is rapidly increasing in western societies (Kasearu

and Kutsar 2011).

This study aims to fill, at least partly, this gap in the literature by analysing paternal

involvement in the daily basic childcare (such as feeding the child, putting it to sleep

or changing its nappies) performed by Italian cohabiting and married fathers with chil-

dren aged 0–3. Are cohabiting fathers more or less involved in childcare than married

ones are? If so, what are the mechanisms behind these (possible) differences? Is there a

direct causal relationship between marital status and the paternal role or rather an in-

direct effect due to certain structural differences such as the father’s or familial charac-

teristics? We will focus on answering these questions for both a group of daily basic

care as a whole and, more specifically, for each type of basic care performed within

Italian families.

Genus
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If married and cohabiting fathers differ in terms of their involvement in childcare, the dif-

fusion of non-marital unions could have important consequences for children, since the role

of paternal involvement in children’s development is crucial (Aldous and Mulligan 2002;

Bronte-Tinkew et al. 2008). Activities connected with daily basic childcare are obviously not

exhaustive of the multiple dimensions of paternal involvement (engagement, accessibility,

responsibility,1 see Lamb et al. 1987 and Lamb 2000) and are not even exhaustive of all the

direct father-child interactions examined through the engagement component. However,

for babies aged 0–3 years, they account for a large part of the children’s needs and are of the

upmost importance in terms of the development of warm and rich father-child relation-

ships. Moreover, the father’s involvement in these activities, which are traditionally attrib-

uted to the mother, is assumed to ease the mother’s workload.

This topic is of particular interest in a context such as Italy. Even if occurring later

than in other European regions (Kiernan 2002), non-marital unions have become in-

creasingly common also in this country (Salvini and De Rose 2011). As a consequence,

out-of-wedlock births have dramatically increased, passing from 8.9% in 1997 to 24.8%

in 2012 (Italian Statistical Yearbook 2001, 2015). However, the percentage remains

lower compared to many other European countries. For example, in 2012, the percent-

age of out-of-wedlock births is higher than 40% in countries such as Belgium and the

Netherlands, and even higher than 50% in countries such as Sweden, Norway, and

France (Eurostat Demographic Statistics2). The fact that cohabitation is less common is

often associated both with lower social acceptance and less legal acknowledgement of

cohabitation (and this, indeed, is the case in Italy3). Thus, we cannot exclude that co-

habiting fathers might feel their role substantially different from that of married fathers,

with implications on their parental behaviour. For example, some authors suggest that,

where the cohabitation is less “marriage like”, cohabiting couples are a self-selected

group aiming to breaking the traditional gendered division of family labour, including

that of childcare (Ono and Yeilding 2009). In addition, Italy is a particularly interesting

context for investigation also due to its gender system, which is characterized by a low

level of involvement of fathers in childcare (Smith Koslowski 2008; Tanturri 2012; Neil-

son and Stanfors 2014). Typically, Italian mothers carry the main responsibility for

these tasks. In fact, the last few decades have shown a progressive reduction in the gen-

der imbalance in childcare between parents. However, these changes have not evenly

affected all types of childcare and the mothers continue to carry the main responsibility

in daily basic care (Istat 2016). Therefore, this study offers an opportunity to examine

the differences in tasks characterized by a persistent gender gap for cohabiters and

married fathers living in a context where cohabitation is not yet regarded as an equiva-

lent of, or as a substitute for, marriage.

The remainder of this paper is organized as follows. The next section presents an over-

view of the main findings from the literature on the differences in the involvement with

children between married and cohabiting fathers as well as some considerations on the pe-

culiarity of this work. Then the data (surveys and sample characteristics) and the analysis

plan (multivariate regression models and covariates) are illustrated. Some descriptive ana-

lyses of the fathers’ involvement according to the type of couple are presented in the subse-

quent section. Next, we report the results of multivariate analyses, firstly considering an

overall measure of fathers’ involvement in childcare, and then distinguishing between the

different specific care activities. The concluding section discusses the results.
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Background

The existing literature highlights two possible mechanisms that explore how the father’s

marital status could influence his involvement in childcare. One main explanation of

the differences in paternal involvement between married and cohabiting fathers is re-

lated to what we can call the “de-institutionalization perspective”, which relates to the

concept of the “incomplete institutionalization” of cohabiting couples explored by some

authors (see, for example, Baxter 2005 and Kuperberg 2012). According to this theory,

the legal bond and public commitment of marriage (the “enforceable trust”, see Cherlin

2004) define the roles of the individuals as parents and spouses, thus establishing, in

particular, a joint investment in children by both partners (Townsend 2002); at the op-

posite, non-marital unions lack institutionalization (Nock 1995), which may imply am-

biguity in terms of the father’s parental role. Thus, married fathers would be

characterized by a greater investment (both in terms of material resources and child-

care) in their children than unmarried fathers, given the stronger institutional structure

of marriage as opposed to cohabitation (Hofferth and Anderson 2003; Anderson et al.

2007; Berger et al. 2008). Alternatively, some authors suggest that cohabiting fathers

might be more highly involved in their children’s care than married fathers are because

they are motivated to demonstrate their commitment to their child and to their partner

(Cabrera et al. 2011; Perry et al. 2012). In this sense, the less institutional condition of

unwed resident fathers could push them to represent themselves well as potential mar-

riage partners (the “commitment perspective”).

However, it could be the case that the potential differences between married and co-

habiting fathers regarding paternal involvement are mediated by other factors depend-

ing on selection. In other words, it is not the marital status in itself that leads to

differing childcare involvement across types of couples, but rather unmarried couples

(and fathers) differ in a variety of ways from their married counterparts, and it is these

factors that influence the father’s investment in childcare. Firstly, cohabiters could be a

selected group as regard values and attitudes; in particular, they might have less con-

ventional expectations regarding the care of children. Cohabiters are assumed to be less

likely to adhere to traditional views of the family than married individuals are and, in

turn, could be more prone to a more egalitarian gendered division of domestic labour

(see, for example, Liefbroer and Dourleijn 2006). This may imply that a greater invest-

ment in childcare from cohabiting fathers exists, through a greater willingness to share

with their partners activities traditionally assigned to the mothers. Secondly, demo-

graphic studies have indicated that cohabiting couples can be characterized by distinct

features that set them apart from married ones (Smock and Manning 2004; Kalmijn

2007) and that are connected with the fathers’ involvement in childcare through several

conceptual frameworks such as the household production model and sociological the-

ories regarding time availability and relative resources (see the discussion in Kalenkoski

et al. 2007). For example, cohabitation has been related to a greater participation in

paid work by women (Kalmijn 2007), which is clearly positively connected with the fa-

thers’ involvement in childcare. Another factor explaining the differing involvement in

childcare between cohabiting and married fathers may be their educational level, since

caring for offspring is particularly valued among more educated fathers (Sayer et al.

2004; González et al. 2010), who are, in turn, more aware of the long-term conse-

quences of care in terms of the child’s development and well-being. Thus, in examining
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the difference in childcare investment between married and cohabiting fathers, it is im-

portant to control for a wide range of factors that may be associated with selection into

cohabitation. Controlling for these factors should remove the cohabiting-married fa-

thers’ involvement differential.

Empirical research on this topic does not seem to clearly support one mechanism

over the other. Some authors found, indeed, that, after controlling for potential se-

lection, married fathers have a higher commitment in caregiving for their children

than cohabiting ones do (Landale and Oropesa 2001; Hofferth 2006), thus confirm-

ing the “de-institutionalization perspective”; other studies showed a greater involve-

ment among cohabiting fathers than married ones in their children’s lives, also

when controlling for potential selection (Cabrera et al. 2011; Hohmann-Marriot

2011). Finally, some empirical research found no evidence that cohabiting and mar-

ried fathers allocated different amounts of time to childcare when controlling for

the couple’s and paternal characteristics (Kalenkoski et al. 2007; Gibson-Davis

2008; Pailhé et al. 2018).

In fact, the existing literature suggests even the existence of a possible interaction

between fathers’ behaviour in terms of their marital status and the context in

which they live. The potential differences in the involvement with children between

married and cohabiting fathers might depend, indeed, on the degree of diffusion

and on the social acceptance of cohabitating couples. If cohabitation is deemed

relatively little socially accepted, such as in Italy, cohabiting fathers might be more

motivated to legitimate their union, in turn demonstrating a higher commitment to

their child. In addition, the selection might also depend on the context, as sug-

gested by some authors (Ono and Yeilding 2009; Bianchi et al. 2014). In those

countries where cohabitation is less widespread and less “marriage-like” (as is the

case in Italy), cohabiters may be more selected than what happens in other con-

texts, where cohabitations and marriages are culturally and legally perceived as

similar unions. The few studies carried out on the time allocation to market and

non-market work for Italian fathers seem to principally support this last hypoth-

esis. Pailhé et al. (2018) found that when controlling for several social and demo-

graphic characteristics, cohabiting Italian fathers do not show significant

differences in childcare with respect to their married counterparts. Similarly, Bian-

chi et al. (2014) showed that, once controls are introduced, most of the differences

in childcare between cohabitating and married fathers disappear: the positive coeffi-

cient corresponding to cohabitation is still significant but its value is very small.

But, concerning the fathers’ involvement in childcare according to their marital sta-

tus, what happens if, instead of all childcare, only the daily basic activities that are often

left to the mothers (Sayer et al. 2004; Kotila et al. 2013) are examined? The kind of

childcare we are interested in is constituted of an easily definable group of tasks: feed-

ing, putting the child to sleep, dressing the child, bathing it and changing nappies. In

Italy, this kind of childcare displays the highest (72.6%) gender asymmetry index4

within the couple with respect to the other types of childcare (Istat 2016); among these,

some acts (bathing and changing nappies) are considered even more “maternal” than

others given the personal nature of this type of care. Thus, we perform our analyses

both for basic childcare as a whole and for some specific acts of care selected for their

different level of primary care.
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In addition, in comparison to previous studies, we also account for the heterogeneity

of the married couples, distinguishing between fathers who marry directly and those

with pre-marital cohabitation. This distinction may be relevant: in both the hypotheses

of the de-institutionalization and the commitment perspectives, fathers with

pre-marital cohabitation should be more similar to those who directly married than to

cohabiters; at the opposite, in the case of the self-selection of cohabiters for structural

characteristics and values, a level of involvement in childcare more similar to cohabiters

should be observed.

Data

The data comes from the pooling of two cross-sectional rounds of the survey “Family

and Social Subjects” conducted in Italy by the Italian Statistical Institute (ISTAT) in

2003 and in 2009. Each round of the survey is based on a representative sample at the

national level of about 20,000 households.

Besides socio-demographic information on each household member and on the

household as a whole, detailed data on current and past marital and non-marital unions

was available. In the light of this data, we can distinguish not only between unmarried

and married couples but also between whether or not the marital couples started their

formal union by entering directly into marriage or following a period of pre-marital co-

habitation. In addition, for each baby aged 0–3 living with both parents, the father’s in-

volvement in a selection of childcare activities was investigated. The father’s

participation in each of five daily basic activities—feeding, putting the child to sleep,

clothing, bathing, and changing its nappies—was measured on a point scale ranging

from 1 (every day) to 6 (never).

Thus, we have information on the fathers’ involvement in childcare activities for 3093

babies living with both parents (1655 in 2003 and 1438 in 2009)5: most (2361 corre-

sponding to 76.3%) are children of couples who have married directly, 14.7% (456 ob-

servations) are children of married couples with pre-marital cohabitation and 8.9% (276

observations) are children whose parents are unwed. Table 1 presents the distributions

of these three groups of children according to some relevant socio-demographic char-

acteristics. Broadly speaking, we distinguish between five separate areas of interest for

our analysis: the child’s characteristics (gender, age and whether or not the child is an

only child), the parents’ characteristics (age, educational attainment and labour force

participation), the couple’s characteristics (union duration), the family arrangement and

resources (formal or informal childcare and economic status) and the historical and

geographical context (time and area of residence). The children—who are equally dis-

tributed in terms of sex and age into the three groups defined by the typology of couple

of their parents—are often cared for by grandparents. Their parents, who on average

show a relatively high union duration (almost 9 years) and a medium level of education,

present a relatively high percentage of non-employed mothers. Finally, one out of three

of children live in a family whose economic resources are perceived as inadequate. As

expected, however, several socio-demographic characteristics are significantly associ-

ated with different types of couples.6 Direct marriages have a significantly longer union

duration, and most probably in relation to this longer union, significantly higher per-

centages of direct marriage unions have two or more children in comparison with the
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Table 1 Sample characteristics (percentages or means) according to the type of couple

Direct marriage Marriage with
pre-marital
cohabitation

Cohabitation Total

Children in the household

One child 38.0 42.8 52.5 40.0

Two or more children 62.0 57.2 47.5 60.0

Age of the child

0 22.4 24.3 26.5 23.1

1 24.8 24.6 30.4 25.3

2 26.5 26.5 24.3 26.3

3 26.3 24.6 18.8 25.3

Gender of the child

Female 46.8 47.4 51.8 47.4

Male 53.2 52.6 48.2 52.6

Duration of the union in years (mean)*** 9.13 8.61 5.59 8.74

Highest educational level of parents

High 22.2 30.9 21.0 23.4

Medium 53.2 46.1 50.7 52.0

Low 24.6 23.0 28.3 24.6

Parental employment

Employed father and non-employed mother 46.1 37.5 35.9 43.9

Employed father, full-time employed mother 24.1 28.3 31.5 25.4

Employed father, part-time employed mother 22.7 27.2 25.0 23.6

Other 7.1 7.0 7.6 7.1

Father’s age (mean) 36.81 36.61 36.17 33.21

Grandparents involved in childcare

Yes 59.7 58.1 59.8 59.5

No 40.3 41.9 40.2 40.5

Childcare by a babysitter

Yes 6.2 8.6 6.5 6.6

No 93.8 91.4 93.5 93.4

Child goes to crèche

Yes 32.1 36.6 34.4 32.9

No 67.9 63.4 65.6 67.1

Household economic resources**

Sufficient 69.1 66.7 62.3 68.1

Poor or insufficient 30.9 33.3 37.7 31.9

Area of residence***

North 36.6 53.3 60.1 41.2

Centre 17.6 22.2 15.6 18.1

South 45.8 24.5 24.3 41.7

Year of the survey

2003 56.8 45.4 39.1 53.5

2009 43.2 54.6 60.9 46.5

N 2361 456 276 3093

p values for the significance of the differences across the different types of couple (chi-square test and
ANOVA—for father’s age and duration of the union): *** = p < 0.01; ** = p < 0.05; * = p < 0.10
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other types of couple. Direct marriages are also characterized by a significantly higher

percentage of the traditional male breadwinner models and are more common in the

South of the country. In opposition, cohabiting couples have shorter unions and are

characterized by a higher percentage of only-child households. More than half of the

children in cohabiting couples have both parents employed, even if the household eco-

nomic resources are significantly worse than those of the children living in other types

of couples and their parents are less educated. Cohabiting couples, as expected, are

concentrated in the North of the country. Marriages with a pre-marital cohabitation

seem to be in an intermediate position, but with higher educated partners.

Analysis plan

We first describe the father’s involvement in the childcare according to the type of

union (cohabitation, direct marriage, marriage with pre-marital cohabitation). We dis-

tinguish between specific daily basic care tasks (feeding, putting the child to sleep,

changing nappies, dressing the child, bathing the child) and daily basic childcare as a

whole. Since in the survey the level of the fathers’ involvement in specific activities is

measured with an ordinal scale ranging from 1 (every day) to 6 (never), in order to have

a more concise description of paternal involvement, four categories are distinguished

for each activity: every day (1), not every day but several times a week (2), one time a

week or two or three times a month (3–4), and less frequently or never (5–6). Instead,

the fathers’ involvement as a whole is analysed with a synthetic measure which distin-

guishes fathers with: (a) very high participation in childcare (who performed at least

two activities every day and at least one of the others several times a week or every

day); (b) high involvement (those who performed one activity every day and at least

one of the others several times a week or who performed two activities every day); (c)

medium involvement (those who performed no activity every day but with at least two

activities performed several times a week); and lastly, (d) low involvement (those with

less strong participation, that is those who fall into the remaining types of involve-

ment). Preliminary analyses showed that the usage of these four categories was a robust

choice even when compared with different alternative specifications.

We then turn to multivariate estimates aiming to assessing whether involvement in

childcare differs for those who are cohabiting versus those who are married (distin-

guishing between direct marriage and marriage post-cohabitation). Ordinal logistic re-

gression models are used to estimate the effects of the couple’s typology on the specific

childcare activities performed by the fathers. An ordinal logistic regression model is

simply an extension of the logistic regression model used for a dichotomous response

variable allowing for three or more ordered response categories which are separated by

a series of thresholds (Agresti 2010). It is based on the proportional odds assumption,

which, in fact, our models fail to meet; however, we opted to keep an ordinal measure

of the father’s involvement in the different childcare activities, since there were no sub-

stantial differences in the estimates when the dependent variable was recoded as a di-

chotomous. Ordinal logistic regression models are used even to assess the associations

between the type of union and childcare as a whole. In fact, the choice of an ordinal lo-

gistic model for this variable could be considered questionable but this strategy has

been found to be robust to alternative model specification (for example, a multinomial

model has given similar results).
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For all these models, we consider as background covariates the socio-demographic

characteristics of the child, the couple, the parents, the family, and the context reported

in Table 1.

The child’s characteristics defined by gender, age (in years), and the presence of other

children in the household are taken into account. Some research has, indeed, indicated

that fathers are more involved when their child is a boy rather than when the child is a

girl (Lundberg et al. 2007), with younger children more than with older ones (see the

review by Monna and Gauthier 2008), and with an only child, since when there are

more children in the household, fathers may have less time available for any single

child (Sullivan et al. 2014).

The union’s duration (expressed in terms of the number of years the couple has lived

together) is employed for as a measure of the stability of the relationship, but also as a

proxy of the partners’ family orientations. Both these interpretations suggest a negative

association between duration and the father’s involvement: on the one hand, a longer

union duration may select couples with more conservative values regarding gender

roles, values which, in turn, designate the bulk of the childcare for young children as a

task for mothers. On the other hand, according to the uncertainty theory, the longer

the relationship lasts, the more secure the couples become in a more specialized div-

ision of labour in the home (Stratton 2004).

In regard to the characteristics of the parents, we consider the highest educational level

of at least one parent (high, medium, low), the employment status of both parents (this

variable combines the status of the two partners distinguishing, for mothers, whether their

job is full or part time), and the father’s age (under 35, 35–39, over 39). Education may

have an impact on a father’s involvement in childcare, as more highly educated parents

tend to have more supportive co-parenting behaviours (Yeung et al. 2001; Gracia 2014).

In regard to employment status, being employed reduces involvement in childcare (Hoh-

mann-Marriot 2011). This means that, if the mother is employed, the father’s participation

in childcare increases and, in opposition, the father’s employment decreases his childcare.

The mother’s and father’s ages usually correlate, but in the models we controlled for the

father’s age at the interview (for the role of paternal age, see Meggiolaro and Ongaro 2013

and the review by Monna and Gauthier 2008). In general, these variables are also a proxy

for unobserved characteristics connected with individual orientations, cultural values and

life perspectives, and thus they allow us to control, at least indirectly, for the selection of

the different types of couples.

A subjective measure of household economic conditions (sufficient or poor) and the

childcare strategies of families (whether grandparents are involved in childcare, whether

the child is cared for by a babysitter and whether the child goes to the crèche) are co-

variates which represent the familial economic and informal resources (which may in-

fluence the father’s involvement, especially in terms of daily basic care).

Finally, the area of residence (North, Centre, South) and the year of the survey (2003

or 2009) are also controlled for as proxies for contextual, cultural and institutional dif-

ferences which can influence the father’s behaviour.

All these covariates were used in multivariate models to estimate the effect of the

type of union on both the fathers’ daily basic childcare as a whole and the specific ac-

tivities performed by fathers. A series of five models were considered in each analysis

to better evaluate the potential indirect role of some covariates: the first model includes
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only the type of couple as a predictor, models 2 and 3 add other characteristics of the

family (characteristics of the child and union duration, respectively), model 4 also takes

into account the parents’ characteristics and lastly, model 5 adds all the other controls

mentioned previously.7

Describing the fathers’ childcare involvement according to the type of couple

The graphs reported in Fig. 1 show different patterns for the fathers’ involvement in

the various childcare activities according to the type of couple. In general, a stronger

participation is found in activities such as feeding and putting the child to sleep; these

tasks are performed by around 40% of fathers several times a week, by about 30% of

them every day. Another activity with fairly high levels of father’s involvement is dress-

ing the child: at least 20% of fathers dress their baby every day. The other tasks, bathing

and changing the nappies, which are care tasks of a personal and physical nature, are

performed less frequently (more than 30% of fathers almost never participate in these

activities). In regard to the type of couple, higher percentages of fathers performing

childcare activities every day, even the less common activities such as bathing and

changing nappies, are observed among fathers who cohabit, followed by those who

married following pre-marital cohabitation. Conversely, a higher proportion of fathers

with low levels of involvement are observed among fathers who married directly, even

if the differences are not evident in the more common activities such as feeding and

putting the baby to sleep. In fact, the chi-square test shows that the differences are sta-

tistically significant only for dressing the child and changing nappies.

Fig. 1 Fathers’ involvement in daily childcare tasks according to the type of couple
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Overall, almost half of the fathers have at least high levels of involvement in childcare

(29.7% have very high involvement and 16.7% have high involvement); 30.8% present a

medium involvement and 22.8% show a low level of involvement. The percentages of

fathers in these categories according to the types of couple are reported in Fig. 2.

The proportion of fathers with very high involvement is higher among fathers who

married following a pre-marital cohabitation and among unmarried fathers than among

those who married directly; the opposite is true for medium and low involvement. In

particular, the percentage of fathers with low involvement is lower among cohabiting

fathers.8

Modelling the fathers’ involvement

Clearly, these figures represent marginal distributions and there may be many compos-

itional effects producing these results. Thus, multivariate models have to be used.

Modelling the father’s involvement in daily basic childcare

Table 2 shows the results of a series of ordinal logistic models that explore the determi-

nants of the father’s involvement in the childcare as a whole (very high, high, medium,

low). The models predict the probability of being in a higher involvement category ra-

ther than in a lower one. For example, in model 1, the odds ratio of 1.3 (=exp 0.26) tells

us that cohabiting fathers have an odds of being in a higher involvement category ra-

ther than a lower one that is 1.3 times that of directly married fathers.

Model 1 shows that fathers with experience of cohabitation (current or pre-marital)

are more likely to have a very high involvement levels in childcare than directly married

fathers are. These effects, however, for cohabiting fathers, rapidly disappear when con-

trolling for the child’s characteristics (model 2) and for the union’s duration (model 3).

Instead, the differences between directly married fathers and those who entered mar-

riage following pre-marital cohabitation remain when controlling for these covariates

(model 3), significantly decrease when the characteristics of fathers and mothers are

taken into account (model 4) and completely disappear when all other controls are

considered (model 5).

In conclusion, there is no evidence that the experience of cohabitation matters for

the level of the father’s involvement in daily basic childcare: the effect of the type of

Fig. 2 Fathers’ involvement in daily basic childcare by the different types of couple
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couple is, indeed, cancelled out after controlling for the characteristics of the couple

and of the parents associated with the different types of union. In particular, fathers

who entered into marriage following pre-marital cohabitation are selected through

theirs and their partner’s characteristics, defined mainly by education and employment

status, which, as noted above, can also be considered as proxies for unobserved charac-

teristics connected with orientations and values. The feature that selects for childcare

involvement of cohabiting fathers is connected with the child’s characteristics and the

Table 2 Ordinal logistic models for fathers’ involvement in daily basic childcare as a whole—β
coefficients (coefficients predicting higher involvement of fathers—3093 observations)

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5

Type of union (ref: marriage without pre-marital cohabitation)

Marriage with pre-marital cohabitation 0.25*** 0.24*** 0.23** 0.19* 0.13

Cohabitation 0.26** 0.21* 0.16 0.14 0.08

Only child (ref: no)

Yes 0.16** 0.09 0.02 0.02

Child’s age (ref: 0)

1 0.01 0.01 0.05 0.04

2 0.07 0.06 0.09 0.07

3 − 0.34*** − 0.36*** − 0.34*** − 0.41***

Child’s gender (ref: F)

Male 0.10 0.11 0.12* 0.12*

Union duration − 0.02*** − 0.02** − 0.02**

Educational status of parents (ref: low)

High 0.40*** 0.40***

Medium 0.22*** 0.19**

Parental employment (ref: empl. father and non-empl. mother)

Empl. father, full-time empl. mother 0.50*** 0.44***

Empl. father, part-time empl. mother 0.43*** 0.35***

Other 0.32** 0.37***

Father’s age (ref: under 35)

35–39 − 0.02 − 0.03

> 40 0.01 0.01

Grandparents involved in childcare (ref: No)

Yes 0.04

Childcare by a babysitter (ref: No)

Yes − 0.10

Crechè (ref: No)

Yes 0.08

Household economic resources (ref: sufficient)

Insufficient − 0.01

Area of residence (ref: South)

Centre 0.24**

North 0.26***

Year of the survey (ref: 2003)

2009 − 0.01

*** = p < .001; ** = p < 0.05; * = p < 0.10
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union’s duration. The role played by the duration of the union may have different inter-

pretations. Again, union duration may be connected with unobserved characteristics

such as religiosity or perspectives on life, which could lead couples assuming more or

less traditional gender roles. Alternatively, more specialized roles may emerge after the

end of a first phase of “enthusiastic” activity-sharing associated with the first years of a

partnership or, more probably, to rational choices that suggest the partners to specialize

in family work only in view of longer-lasting partnerships.

Modelling the father’s involvement in different childcare activities

Three ordinal logistic regression models are used to estimate the effect of the type of

couple on the specific childcare activities provided by the fathers. The models (Table 3)

refer to only three activities9 chosen for the fact that they can be more or less tradition-

ally attributed to the mothers: putting the baby to sleep (with a low connotation of pri-

mary care, thus less traditionally attributed to mothers, and which Fig. 1 showed to be

the most common tasks performed by fathers), dressing the child (intermediate level)

and changing nappies (a high level of basic care and thus traditionally attributed to

mothers). The models predict the probability of being in a lower involvement category

rather than in a higher one. For example, in model 1 of part B of Table 3, the odds ratio

of 0.7 (=exp − 0.35) tells us that cohabiting fathers have an odds of being in a lower in-

volvement category rather than in a higher one that is 30% lower than directly married

fathers have.

In regard to putting the child to sleep (analyses referring to feeding reported similar

results), part A of Table 3 shows that already in model 1 there are no differences across

fathers for the different types of couple. Part B of Table 3 shows that fathers with co-

habitation experience have higher participation levels in terms of dressing their babies

in comparison to directly married fathers, but that those differences disappear when

taking into account the parents’ characteristics (model 4) for married fathers following

pre-marital cohabitation and when accounting for the union’s duration (model 3), and

geographical context (model 5) for cohabiting fathers. Part C of Table 3 regards the less

common activity of changing nappies (analyses not reported here and referred to bath-

ing the child also produced similar results): the higher involvement for married fathers

following pre-marital cohabitation disappears when taking into account the family and

parents’ characteristics (model 4) and some other controls, such as the geographical

context and the household’s economic resources (model 5). Instead, the higher commit-

ment for cohabiting fathers disappears once the union duration (model 3), child’s

(models 1 and 2) and parents’ characteristics (model 4) are controlled for.

Concluding remarks

This study offers new information regarding Italian father’s involvement with very

young children: it examines whether or not married and cohabiting fathers are differ-

ently involved in the daily basic childcare that is traditionally attributed to the mothers

and, if so, whether the differences are due to the type of couple per se or to specific

characteristics of the family. Daily basic childcare represents a partial dimension of the

multiple components characterizing parental involvement. However, since it can be of

primary importance both for improving father-child relationships and for easing the
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Table 3 Ordinal logistic models for fathers’ involvement in some childcare activities—β
coefficients (coefficients predicting lower involvement of fathers—3093 observations).

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5

A. Putting the child to sleep

Type of union (ref: marriage without pre-marital cohabitation)

Marriage with pre-marital cohabitation − 0.13 − 0.12 − 0.11 − 0.09 − 0.09

Cohabitation − 0.05 − 0.03 0.03 0.02 0.01

Only child (ref: no)

Yes − 0.03 0.04 0.06 0.06

Child’s age (ref: 0)

1 0.03 0.03 − 0.01 − 0.01

2 − 0.01 − 0.00 − 0.02 − 0.01

3 0.31*** 0.32*** 0.31*** 0.39***

Child’s gender (ref: F)

Male − 0.10 − 0.11 − 0.10 − 0.10

Union duration 0.02*** 0.01** 0.01*

Educational status of parents (ref: low)

High − 0.40*** − 0.40***

Medium − 0.25*** − 0.23***

Parental employment (ref: empl. father and non-empl. mother)

Empl. father, full-time empl. mother − 0.19** − 0.18**

Empl. father, part-time empl. mother − 0.21** − 0.20**

Other − 0.42*** − 0.44***

Father’s age (ref: under 35)

35–39 − 0.05 − 0.05

> 40 0.03 0.02

Grandparents involved in childcare (ref: No)

Yes − 0.03

Childcare by a babysitter (ref: No)

Yes 0.30*

Crechè (ref: No)

Yes − 0.10

Household economic resources (ref: sufficient)

Insufficient 0.08

Area of residence (ref: South)

Centre − 0.01

North 0.04

Year of the survey (ref: 2003)

2009 − 0.01

B. Dressing the child

Type of union (ref: marriage without pre-marital cohabitation)

Marriage with pre-marital cohabitation − 0.20** − 0.19** − 0.15** − 0.14 − 0.08

Cohabitation − 0.35*** − 0.32*** − 0.25** − 0.24** − 0.18

Only child (ref: no)

Yes − 0.19*** − 0.11 − 0.04 − 0.06
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Table 3 Ordinal logistic models for fathers’ involvement in some childcare activities—β
coefficients (coefficients predicting lower involvement of fathers—3093 observations). (Continued)

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5

Child’s age (ref: 0)

1 0.02 0.02 − 0.03 − 0.03

2 − 0.13 −0.12 − 0.16* − 0.16

3 0.19** 0.20** 0.18** 0.21*

Child’s gender (ref: F)

Male − 0.13** − 0.13** − 0.14** − 0.14**

Union duration 0.02*** 0.02*** 0.01*

Educational status of parents (ref: low)

High − 0.45*** − 0.47***

Medium − 0.30*** − 0.29***

Parental employment (ref: empl. father and non-empl. mother)

Empl. father, full-time empl. mother − 0.56*** − 0.52***

Empl. father, part-time empl. mother − 0.45*** − 0.40***

Other − 0.33** − 0.38***

Father’s age (ref: under 35)

35–39 0.01 0.03

> 40 − 0.03 − 0.01

Grandparents involved in childcare (ref: No)

Yes − 0.02

Childcare by a babysitter (ref: No)

Yes 0.14

Crechè (ref: No)

Yes − 0.04

Household economic resources (ref: sufficient)

Insufficient − 0.04

Area of residence (ref: South)

Centre − 0.22**

North − 0.25***

Year of the survey (ref: 2003)

2009 − 0.09

C. Changing nappies

Type of union (ref: marriage without pre-marital cohabitation)

Marriage with pre-marital cohabitation − 0.30*** − 0.28*** − 0.28*** − 0.22** − 0.16

Cohabitation − 0.36*** − 0.26** − 0.21* − 0.18 − 0.09

Only child (ref: no)

Yes − 0.20*** − 0.14** − 0.08 − 0.07

Child’s age (ref: 0)

1 0.22** 0.22** 0.18* 0.18*

2 0.42*** 0.43*** 0.39*** 0.41***

3 1.14*** 1.15*** 1.17*** 1.17***

Child’s gender (ref: F)

Male − 0.11* − 0.11* − 0.11* − 0.12*

Union duration 0.02** 0.02** 0.02**
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mother’s workload, this topic is worthy of examination: perhaps this is especially

worthy of consideration in a country such as Italy, where non-marital unions have only

recently started spreading and where fathers are traditionally minimally involved in

childcare duties. Daily basic childcare was considered both as a whole and via some

specific activities that were selected for their different level of primary care levels. In

addition, potential differences among married fathers were also examined, distinguish-

ing between those who entered directly into marriage and those experiencing

pre-marital cohabitation.

The results show that cohabiting fathers are significantly more involved than married

ones are in the childcare as a whole (and among the latter group, those who experi-

enced pre-marital cohabitation are more involved than the others). However, once the

background covariates are controlled for, the differences across the types of couples dis-

appear. This confirms what has been found in previous studies on Italy on all childcare

for dependent children even for basic childcare for youngest offspring: potential

differences between married and unmarried couples with respect to the father’s in-

volvement depend on the fact that they are selected for specific characteristics,

which are differently associated with paternal involvement in childcare (Bianchi et

al. 2014; Pailhé et al. 2018).

Table 3 Ordinal logistic models for fathers’ involvement in some childcare activities—β
coefficients (coefficients predicting lower involvement of fathers—3093 observations). (Continued)

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5

Educational status of parents (ref: low)

High − 0.46*** − 0.51***

Medium − 0.25*** − 0.25***

Parental employment (ref: empl. father and non-empl. mother)

Empl. father, full-time empl. mother − 0.63*** − 0.58***

Empl. father, part-time empl. mother − 0.45*** − 0.35***

Other − 0.20 − 0.25*

Father’s age (ref: under 35)

35–39 − 0.05 − 0.04

> 40 − 0.12 − 0.14

Grandparents involved in childcare (ref: No)

Yes − 0.09

Childcare by a babysitter (ref: No)

Yes 0.12

Crechè (ref: No)

Yes 0.02

Household economic resources (ref: sufficient)

Insufficient − 0.15*

Area of residence (ref: South)

Centre − 0.39***

North − 0.39***

Year of the survey (ref: 2003)

2009 0.08

*** = p < .001; ** = p < 0.05; * = p < 0.10
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With respect to previous studies, however, this study sheds further light on how the

selection process influences the fathers’ behaviour regarding childcare as a whole. Obvi-

ously, given the cross-sectional structure of our data, we cannot fully address the selec-

tion issue but at least some points can be highlighted. Firstly, the higher levels of basic

childcare of cohabiting fathers seem to depend on both the age of the child (early in-

fancy) and on the specific conditions of the couple (first child and a short union dur-

ation), which, in turn, are associated with higher involvement by the fathers. In

particular, it seems that a significant aspect of the higher involvement of cohabiting fa-

thers is “explained” by the fact that non-marital unions are, on average, shorter than

marriages are (as shown in Table 1). Interestingly, this result is consistent with Strat-

ton’s (2004) findings in terms of the couple’s specialization in housework. She reported

a positive association between the duration of the relationship and a specialization in

housework and interpreted this as an evidence of her theory about uncertainty: the lon-

ger the relationship is, the more secure the couple has become in a more specialized

division of labour in the home. It could be that the theory of uncertainty holds even in

the case of childcare. A second finding is that even a higher level of childcare involve-

ment for fathers who entered marriage after a period of cohabitation depends on a se-

lection process, but in this case, the differences are due both to some parental

characteristics (the parents’ education and employment status) and to the geographical

context (area of residence). Higher educational levels make fathers more aware of the

importance of their care for child development and well-being; similarly, couples where

the mother is involved in paid work are forced into a more egalitarian gendered div-

ision of family labour. However, we cannot exclude that these structural characteristics

absorb, at least partly, potential differences with respect to preferences and attitudes

that make these parents more prone to breaking the traditional roles around the house-

hold division of labour. Thus, cohabiting couples who then marry may even be selected

for their values and orientations.

With respect to fathers who enter directly into marriage, those who both cohabit or

have experienced cohabitation show not only higher involvement in basic childcare as a

whole, but also differences in the types of childcare they provide to their children. As

regards the specific activities of childcare, they are more involved in activities character-

ized by medium (dressing their child) or high (changing nappies) connotations of pri-

mary care but, even in this case, the differences disappear after controlling for the

background characteristics and these characteristics differ between cohabiting fathers

and those married following cohabitation.

In summary, the results do not suggest that cohabiting fathers, even if they are living

in a context such as Italy where cohabitation is less widespread and less “marriage-like”

than in other countries, are more motivated to demonstrate their commitment to the

child. In regard to the behaviour of married fathers following pre-marital cohabitation,

their higher levels of childcare involvement could depend on the fact that they are a

sub-group of cohabiting couples selected for characteristics that are associated both

with higher childcare involvement and with a higher likelihood of progressing towards

marriage: in this case, we may assume that the potential higher paternal involvement

associated with cohabitation persists even within the marriage. It is also possible that

men who move from cohabitation to marriage are more likely to perceive the institu-

tional aspects of marriage, including those connected to the paternal role. In this case,
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the results might be attributable to residual cultural differences among the fathers that

are not completely controlled for by the covariates. Unfortunately, the cross-sectional

nature of our data does not allow us to further develop these suggestions. Further ana-

lyses following both the couple and the paternity carriers, as well as the individual

norms and values from a longitudinal perspective, will be able to confirm these hypoth-

eses. Anyway, this result suggests the importance of distinguishing among married cou-

ples those with a pre-marital cohabitation, at least for a country experiencing family

transitions such as Italy.

Endnotes
1The activities considered in this paper are part of the engagement dimension, which

is the most restrictive type of paternal involvement, and refers to the time spent in ac-

tual one-on-one interaction with the child. Accessibility refers to activities character-

ized by less intense degrees of interaction (for example, cooking in the kitchen while

the child watches TV); responsibility “reflects the extent to which the parent takes ul-

timate responsibility for the child’s welfare and care” (Lamb 2000, p. 31).
2https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/population-demography-migration-projections/

data/main-tables
3The legal rights of cohabiting couples have been recognized and regulated only re-

cently by Law 76/2016. The data used in this paper refers to a period when cohabita-

tions were not legally recognized.
4The gender asymmetry index is defined as the ratio between the time dedicated to

some activities by the woman and that dedicated by both partners.
5The majority of them (90%) are babies without siblings in the same age group 0–3

(in 2003 and in 2009 they are, respectively, 1493 and 1278). Thus, the sample of chil-

dren does not suffer from possible problems due to the over-representation of children

belonging to the same family.
6We used chi-square and ANOVA statistics to test the significance of the association

between each socio-demographic characteristic and the type of couple.
7Alternative sequences of models were also tested. The results of the sequence re-

ported here are robust to these alternatives and the contribution of the different vari-

ables resulted in the same findings with alternative sequences.
8The significance of the chi-square statistic supports these results.
9For each activity, the level of the father’s involvement is measured with an ordinal

scale ranging from 1 (every day) to 6 (never).
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