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ABSTRACT 

 
 
 

IS THE PARTY OVER? UNMARRIED FATHERHOOD AND DRUG  

AND ALCOHOL USE 
 
 
 

Jonathan A. Jarvis 

Department of Sociology 

Master of Science 
 
 
 
Using waves two and three of the National Survey of Adolescent Males (1990 and 

1995) I examine the effects of marriage, paternity and father involvement on the use of 

drugs and alcohol by young men. Despite the importance of fatherhood as an adult role, I 

argue that commitment to the role of fatherhood and not paternity itself is what alters 

behavior. I hypothesize that young men who assume responsibility for fathering their 

children are more likely to reduce their drug and alcohol use over time than young men 

who father children but do not assume the role of parent. Results show that the 

assumption of adult roles and father involvement affect drug and alcohol use differently. 

Paternity is found to deter alcohol use independent of marriage, while marriage reduces 

illicit drug use. Closer examination of paternity and alcohol use supports my hypothesis 

that father involvement is associated with decreased alcohol use. Young men residing  
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with their children were also more likely to smoke infrequently than non-resident 

uninvolved fathers. 
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Introduction      

With half of all adolescents participating in one form of high-risk behavior or another 

(Kulbok & Cox 2002), adolescent deviance and its effect on development is an issue of 

great concern. Adolescent risk behaviors are complex and most often a product of many 

factors involving adversity and potential developmental problems (Thornberry et al. 

1997). Studies show risky behaviors, such as drug and alcohol use, peak at around the age 

of 20 for unmarried men (Chen & Kandel 1995). Nevertheless, extensive research 

monitoring the habits and lifestyles of this volatile age group concludes that drug and 

alcohol use eventually decreases with age (Chen & Kandel 1995; Bachman et al. 1997). 

What is it about getting older that brings about this change in behavior?   

Several theorists argue that the acceptance of adult roles is responsible for decreased 

alcohol and drug use (Nielsen 2001; Bachman et al. 1997; Yamaguchi & Kandel 1985), 

with the transition to marriage having the greatest impact on the drug and drinking 

patterns of young adults (Bachman et al. 1997; Akerlof 1998). Whether involvement or 

commitment to the transition is paramount (Sampson & Laub 1990, 1993; see also 

Shover 1985) or the timing and nature of the transition, marriage appears to decrease 

drug and alcohol use and improve overall health (Waite & Gallagher 2000; Bachman et 

al. 1997; Miller-Tutzauer, Leonard & Windle 1991; Akerlof 1998). However given trends 

in non-marital fertility, for many young men and women, parenthood rather than 

marriage is the first adult transition they experience (Casper & Bianchi 2002; Fields & 

Casper 2001; Forste 2002).  

In addition to marriage, the transition and commitment to other adult roles also affects 

young adult drug and alcohol use. Although it is distinct from marriage, parenthood is an 
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important adult transition. Despite concern over the increasing prevalence of non-marital 

childbearing, little research has examined “off-timed” transitions, such as early or non-

marital parenthood, and its influence on young adult substance use (Krohn, Lizotte & 

Perez 1997).  

To address these issues, I examine young men who become fathers and the influence 

of this transition on their use of drugs and alcohol over time. In particular, I explore how 

young single fathers’ involvement as parents influences their use of alcohol and drugs. 

Using the National Survey of Adolescent Males (1990, 1995) I focus not only on 

fatherhood, but father involvement and how it affects the use of drugs and alcohol among 

young adult men. 

Deviance and the Life Course  

Adolescence and young adulthood are times of great transition and change. During 

these turbulent periods, role models, responsibilities and external influences change and 

are often unclear. This is when individuals are most susceptible to experimentation with 

drugs, alcohol and deviant behavior (Chen & Kandel 1995). Although young adult drug 

and alcohol use plateaus in the early twenties and gradually decreases (Chen & Kandel 

1995; Bachman et al. 1997), young adult and adolescent substance use is positively 

associated with negative outcomes such as deviance and early fatherhood (Kiernan, 1997; 

Jafee et al., 2001; Krohn et al. 1997). Jessor (1991, 1993) also argues that continued 

substance use “can compromise adolescent development” (1991:599) impeding 

successful transitions to marriage or parenthood and altering individual trajectories.  

The life course perspective focuses on transitions and trajectories throughout an 

individual’s life. Trajectories are long term patterns of behavior, pathways or lines of 
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development; transitions are life events that occur along one’s trajectory—such as first 

child, job or marriage (Sampson & Laub 1992; Krohn et al. 1997). The timing of 

transitions and individual adaptation to transitions are crucial because they alter 

trajectories and the success of transitions (Elder 1985). Thus childhood and adolescent 

development have long-term effects on transitions into important adult roles such as 

marriage and parenthood (Krohn et al. 1997).  

In addition to the life-course perspective, criminological theories such as social 

control and strain theory focus on adult transitions along the life course. They explain 

criminal activity in adolescence, the general cessation of this tendency in young 

adulthood, and the effects of deviant activity on life-course trajectories.  

Social control theory assumes that social bonds keep individuals from committing 

delinquent acts (Hirschi 1969). Social bonds are strengthened by one’s attachment and 

commitment to roles and involvement in the activities that accompany these roles and 

relationships (Hirschi 1969; Akers 2000). The more invested individuals are in socially 

sanctioned roles the less likely they are to jeopardize these investments through deviant 

acts. Sampson and Laub’s (1990, 1993, 1997) adaptation of social control theory 

complements the life-course perspective’s emphasis on major life events, such as 

fatherhood and marriage, focusing on the commitment to the transition and the impact 

this has on social control (Sampson & Laub 1997). From this perspective, drug and 

alcohol use decreases in the early twenties as young adults transition to and become 

committed to adult roles such as marriage and work. Commitment to these transitions or 

roles increases commitment to social norms, decreasing the likelihood of deviant 

behavior. Conversely, the absence or weakened state of these commitments in 
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adolescence explains higher levels of drug and alcohol use.  

Role transition, especially when “off-timed”, can result in strain if the demands of the 

new role are difficult to meet. Recent developments in strain theory focus on the demands 

of social roles and how these demands may lead to role strain or role incompatibility 

during the life course (Yamaguchi & Kandel 1985; Marsiglio 1995). Most adult roles 

(such as husband, wife, father or mother) are particularly incompatible with high drug 

and alcohol use (Chilcoat & Breslau 1996). Because maintaining adult roles requires 

certain responsibilities and various sacrifices, transitioning from adolescence to 

adulthood can result in role strain if deviant behavior continues.  

Role strain arises if those transitioning to adult roles have not acquired the necessary 

skills and resources to successfully accomplish the role. This implies a social awareness 

concerning suitable sequences and timetables for transitions and ‘appropriate’ behaviors 

conducive to particular roles (Hagan & Wheaton 1993; Labouvie 1996; Chilcoat & 

Breslau 1996). Therefore role strain can push individuals towards deviance if there are 

not the skills or resources needed to deal with the strain and if social control (by way of a 

significant other or attachment to children) is weak, making deviance appear less 

consequential (Agnew 2001).  

Young men who have made “off-timed” transitions to fatherhood are also prone to 

strain in that the new role may prevent goal attainment and, because many are unable to 

provide financially for their children, challenge their masculinity (Agnew 2001). As a 

result many of these young men consider continuing deviant activities, such as using high 

levels of drug and alcohol use, rather than changing and adapting to their new roles 

(Hagan & Wheaton 1993; Akers 2000 see also Agnew 1985; Agnew 2001). The result is 
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that in order to alleviate this strain, individuals either can become socialized or look to 

exit the role (Goode 1960; Yamaguchi & Kandel 1985).  

Based on these perspectives, I expect young men with fewer transitions and ties to 

family roles to have higher levels of drug and alcohol use compared to those transitioning 

to adult family roles. The timing of transitions and resources available are associated with 

commitment to adult roles and the likelihood of role strain and role exit. Thus, I 

hypothesize that commitment to adult role transitions will decrease the use of drugs and 

alcohol over time compared to young men uncommitted to family roles.  

Adult Roles and the Life Course  

Getting married and having children are associated with decreased criminal activity 

and substance use. The timing of and investment in the roles are also important 

determinants of these behaviors.  

Marriage 

Research suggests that the transition to marriage contributes to a decrease in 

substance use over time (Yamaguchi & Kandel 1985; Miller-Tutzauer et al. 1991; 

Bachman et al. 1997; Bachman et al. 2002; Akerlof 1998; Chilcoat & Breslau 1996). This 

effect is especially apparent among men. Akerlof (1998) shows that married men are 

significantly less likely than single men of the same age to use alcohol or marijuana. 

However, less is known about why this transition motivates men to change and if these 

factors are also present in the assumption of other family roles. 

Research suggests that the transition to marriage requires commitment, alters the 

environment and friends of young people (Labouvie 1996) and adds new responsibilities. 

Not surprisingly, this in turn affects young adult drug and alcohol consumption 
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(Bachman et al. 1997; Labouvie 1996; Chilcoat & Breslau; Miller-Tutzauer et al. 1991). 

The marriage commitment is a public contract with social expectations. Those who 

undertake the transition not only change, but are also treated differently in social 

situations (Waite & Gallagher 2000). The social capital they receive from this 

institutional relationship exerts social control over those in the marriage relationship 

(Sampson & Laub 1992). The roles found in marriage create a change in social 

influences, role models, learning opportunities and positive and negative reinforcements 

as the environment changes (McIntyre 2002; Akers 1998; Jessor 1993). Marriage is also 

related to diminished contact with peers (Fischer & Phillips 1982; Warr 1998), and a 

decrease in events such as going to parties or bars (Bachman et al. 2002), limiting peer 

influence on drug and alcohol use (Warr 1998).  

Marriage positively affects employment and financial conditions (Akerlof 1998). This 

is due to expectations from the spouse, but also from the pooling of resources and aid 

from in-laws (Nock 1998). Married couples are more likely to receive help from their in-

laws than unmarried couples as marriage “not only changes the way spouses behave, it 

changes the way spouses’ relatives behave as well” (Waite & Gallagher 2000:118). This 

further strengthens the social bonds, expectations and the demand for socially acceptable 

behavior. 

Rutter and Hill (1990) find that support from marriage to a non-deviant spouse 

inhibits deviance. Spouses hold each other accountable for inappropriate actions and 

expect socially accepted behaviors—such as full-time employment or involvement with 

children (Waite & Gallagher 2000). Spouses also monitor each other’s physical health, 

thus improving quality of life. As a result, decreased deviant or unhealthy activities can 
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be demanded by spouses and constructive or positive behaviors expected (Waite & 

Gallagher 2000). Farrington and West (1995) find that this protective effect decreases 

when spouses no longer reside with each other, implying that the effect is most apparent 

for intact marriages where couples share residence.   

As noted previously, the role transition, and the commitment to that role (Sampson & 

Laub 1990), affects alcohol and drug use and changes behavior. If the relationship is not 

valued or if there is little commitment, the spouse’s influence is negated. Sampson and 

Laub (1990, 1993) argue that strong marital attachments inhibit deviant behavior. They 

claim that it is social bonds that are of primary importance: stronger ties inhibit deviance. 

Similar to Farrington and West’s (1995) findings, they argue that individuals attached to 

their spouses are less involved in criminal behavior than those in unstable relationships.  

Engagement  

Studies suggest that the anticipation of adult role transitions affects drug and alcohol 

use (Waite & Gallagher 2000; Yamaguchi & Kandel 1985; Bachman et al. 1997; Miller-

Tutzauer et al. 1991). Yamaguchi & Kandel (1985) find that men and women generally 

stop using marijuana within a year of marriage (during a time when couples are typically 

engaged to be married). They believe this effect is an example of Merton’s (1957) 

concept of ‘anticipatory socialization’: prior to the assumption of a new role (like 

husband) the change is anticipated and behavior is appropriately modified to successfully 

assume the role (Merton 1957; Yamaguchi & Kandel 1985). Bachman and colleagues 

(1997) also find that anticipation of marriage is almost as strong a deterrent as marriage 

itself for both heavy drinking and marijuana use. These findings are consistent with the 

previously mentioned claims that commitment strengthens social bonds (Sampson & 
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Laub 1990, 1993; Waite & Gallagher 2000). Engagement, a step leading to marriage that 

requires commitment, strengthens social bonds and deters deviant or antisocial behavior.  

Traditionally, marriage has been the first adult transition for young adults. However, 

changes in educational and employment opportunities for both men and women and the 

increasing prevalence and social acceptance of cohabitation has led to changes in the 

sequence of adult role transitions. For many young adults, parenthood is their first adult 

role (Fields & Casper 2001; Forste 2002; Casper & Bianchi 2002). However, little is 

known about whether parenthood and marriage differentially affect deviance. The limited 

research on unmarried fatherhood and drug and alcohol use finds that without marriage, 

single fathers exhibit almost no change in alcohol and drug use (Bachman et al. 1997). I 

argue, however, that not paternity alone but involvement in the role of father reduces 

drug and alcohol use in a manner similar to marriage. 

Fatherhood  

Despite common misperceptions, being a father is central in the lives of many 

unmarried fathers (Dudley & Stone 2001; Lerman & Sorenson 2000). Being an actively 

engaged father matures men in a manner that noninvolved fathers do not experience 

(Palkovitz 2002). However, the role of father is different than that of husband and faces 

several obstacles. Similar to succeeding in a marriage, I argue that involvement in and 

identification with the role of father is important and necessary to decrease substance use 

over time (Palkovitz 2002). 

Husbands and Fathers  

The lack of socially defined expectations and sanctions, the solitary nature of the 

unmarried father role, and non-residence with the child are three common problems 
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limiting father involvement. The social expectations of an unmarried father and the 

sanctions for not participating are poorly defined. Compared to the socially sanctioned 

and highly visible transition to marriage, commitment to a child born out-of-wedlock is 

backed by fewer legal or social consequences, thereby increasing the likelihood of role 

exit or neglect of duties (Nock 1998). Financial contributions to non-resident children 

born out-of-wedlock are less likely to be legally established and are generally less 

frequent and smaller than those from divorced non-resident fathers (Casper & Bianchi 

2002).  

The timing of the transition to parenthood is also important in regards to equipping 

oneself with the necessary resources to fill the new role. Consequently, when fathers have 

limited or deficient resources their likelihood of role exit increases (Dudley & Stone 

2001). Unmarried fathers are usually young, have low incomes and educational 

attainment (Casper & Bianchi 2002), and fewer familial resources relative to married 

fathers (Nock 1998; Waite & Gallagher 2000; Marsiglio 1995). Dudley and Stone (2001) 

find that men with low-paying jobs and low education are discouraged from father 

involvement because they feel unable to provide financial resources.1 They are also more 

likely to have used substances and committed acts of deviance (Kiernan, 1997; Jafee et 

al. 2001). These anti-social behaviors further weaken ties to society and increase their 

vulnerability to deviant influences (Akers 2000). The expectations to provide and parent 

may be unclear or undesirable for single men, especially if positive role models or strong 

social ties to support their commitment are absent. Thus, young, single fathers are often 

without the financial or social resources needed to appropriately contribute as a parent.  

                                                 
1 Educational success has generally been found to have a negative effect on substance use although this 
varies along the life-course; college attendance may increase the likelihood of the use of substances such as 
alcohol (Bachman et al. 1997).    
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Although McLanahan and Sandefur (1994) determine that one-fourth of children born 

out-of-wedlock are born to cohabiting parents (two-thirds of whom later marry), the 

majority of unmarried fathers are not living with the mother of their children and are in 

more tenuous relationships. Consequently, many of these young men do not have a 

partner to motivate them as a parent. Because they are unlikely to have custody of the 

child (Casper & Bianchi 2002), these young men are generally not required to actively 

participate as fathers beyond financial support. Unlike single mothers, who often have 

custody and direct responsibility for the welfare of the child, single fathers are less 

involved and often left out of the parenting process altogether (Forste 2002; Seccombe & 

Warner 2004; Marsiglio 1995; Casper & Bianchi 2002).  

Role Identification and Commitment  

Fatherhood can be a dramatic event in the lives of young men. Despite a lack of role 

models, financial resources, a spouse or limited contact with their child, many young men 

want to be involved fathers and are willing to change. Qualitative research describes the 

“jolt” of fatherhood as something that “snaps” young men out of their previous immature 

lifestyles (Palkovitz 2002; Roy 1999). However, those most susceptible to a lasting, life- 

altering change are those who best identify with their new role; paternity itself does not 

appear to change fathers as much as involvement changes fathers (Palkovitz 2002).  

Identification with the role of father depends in part on the perceived expectations 

men associate with their circumstances. Father involvement is not static but changes as 

relationships with the mother or resources change (Marsiglio 1995). Past experience with 

father figures, and contact with family or peers, can shape the father identity or social 

roles of young men as fathers. Marsiglio (1995, 1998) argues that nonresident fathers 
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who feel a strong commitment to their social roles as fathers are more likely to provide 

financial assistance and help, and are more likely to alter their lifestyle. This is consistent 

with Sampson and Laub’s (1990, 1993) argument that, similar to marriage and work, it is 

the investment in the institutional relationship that encourages social control and socially 

conforming behavior.  

Father involvement is also influenced by a man’s relationship with the mother of the 

child (Carlson & McLanahan 2004; Marsiglio 1995). As previously mentioned, 

unmarried fathers are less likely to reside with their children or have custody. Being a 

nonresident father often results in gatekeeping by the mother (Fagan & Barnett 2003). 

Mothers can encourage father involvement or limit opportunities to be involved based on 

how well they believe the fathers are fulfilling their roles (Doherty, Kouneski & Erikson 

1998; Fagan & Barnett 2003). As a result, the mother of the child can directly control the 

father’s involvement or force him into the role she wants in her child’s life. This is 

another element that can cause role strain for young fathers, especially if they want to be 

more involved. Unmarried fathers in particular are less likely to have legal custody and 

depend on informal agreements with the mother of their child concerning visitation. The 

extent of involvement is determined by the condition of their relationship with the mother 

of the child and, if there is friction, may be out of their control completely.  

I contend that decreased use of drugs and alcohol, substances generally in conflict 

with the role of father, are an outcome of young men identifying with the role of father 

and adapting their behavior in a manner that facilitates participation.   

Controls 

In addition to family roles, other factors also influence substance use. Therefore, I 
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include the following demographic/background characteristics in the analysis: race, 

socio-economic-status, family structure, age, and peer influence. 

Race 

While the notion of biological differences existing among racial groups has been 

refuted (See Cornell & Hartman 1998), the social meaning of race continues to have 

powerful consequences. Evidence of these consequences exists in areas such as drug and 

alcohol use, deviance, and educational attainment. Research shows that levels of drug and 

alcohol use and the impact of adult roles on substance use varies by respondent’s 

racial/ethnic background (Nielson 2001). This may in part be a result of role selection 

and the timing of role transitions, events affecting individual drug and alcohol use, which 

vary by race (Krohn et al. 1997; Bachman et al. 1997; Jaffee et al. 2001; Buchanan & 

Robbins 1990). Educational attainment has also been found to vary by race (Wei, Loeber 

& Stouthamer-Loeber 2002; Fagot et al. 1998; Pirog-Good 1995; Kao & Thompson 

2003). This is important because as previously mentioned low income or earning 

potential discourages single father involvement (Dudley & Stone 2001). Therefore, race 

is an important characteristic when considering substance use and the likelihood of father 

involvement which might serve as a deterrent.  

SES/Family Structure 

Family of origin’s structure and resources influence the likelihood of unmarried 

fatherhood, the subsequent level of involvement and future substance use (Bachman et al. 

1997; Marsiglio 1995). Negative marital relationships and stressful home environments 

are predictive of early pregnancy and deviant behaviors such as drug and alcohol use 

(Jaffee et al. 2001; Farrington 1996). Marsiglio (1995) finds that young men with parents 
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who had not completed high school were much more likely to have fathered a child out of 

wedlock.2 This also affects the probability of young fathers having the capacity to help 

with child support and feel involved as this depends largely on family of origin’s 

resources and support (Marsiglio 1995). 

Hagan (1991) suggests that there are “class-specific effects” on the trajectories of 

males with delinquent pasts. He determines that males from non-working class 

backgrounds might be protected from the effects of adolescent deviant behavior while 

working class males may suffer long-term consequences. Thus it appears that resources 

provided to upper class children help them to not only provide child support, but also 

more successfully overcome the effects of deviant behavior and off-timed transitions.  

Social learning theory posits that past and present influences in the family-of-origin 

shape attitudes toward parenting (Carlson & McLanahan 2004) as prior experience 

affects involvement or disengagement as a parent (Yeung, Duncan & Hill 2000). This 

implies that what children observe while growing up is modeled in their own 

relationships (Amato & Booth 2001) and consequently affects how successful children 

are with their future spouses and children (Pope & Englar-Carlson 2001).  

Age 

Labouvie (1996) finds that transitions to adult roles do not have an effect on 

substance use until respondents are in their later twenties. Similarly, Uggen (2000), in his 

research on recidivism and employment as a deterrent, finds that employment’s positive 

effect is greater for criminals in their late twenties. When older individuals transition to 

adult roles they are more likely to have the necessary resources to successfully fulfill 

                                                 
2 “Among males who fathered a child as a teenager, 42% reported having a father and 45% reported having 
a mother who had not completed high school, whereas the comparable figures for young men who had not 
fathered a child as a teenager were 28.5% and 27% respectively.” (Marsiglio 1995:332). 
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their responsibilities and to have friends in similar roles (Labouvie 1996). With 

educational opportunities and better paying employment increasing with age, along with 

individual maturation, respondent’s age is an important consideration in examining drug 

and alcohol use. 

Peers 

Research also finds a strong association between substance use and peers (Bahr et al. 

1998; Warr 1998, 1993; Fagot et al. 1998; Krohn et al. 1997). Controlling for this effect 

is important as married men and single men are influenced differently by their peers. 

Married men spend less time with their peers—high risk peers in particular—than single 

men. This may contribute to higher substance use among single men (Warr 1998, 1993). 

Warr (1998) argues that Sampson and Laub (1990, 1993) overlook the effect peers have 

on young delinquents by giving too much credence to marriage itself and the social bond 

to the spouse rather than the effect marriage has on time spent with delinquent peers. 

Moreover, Agnew’s (2001) research on strain theory suggests that deviant peers provide 

a deviant option for dealing with stress or strain. Young adults with more deviant peers 

have more options for coping in deviant manners and are conversely less likely to have 

peers who are themselves participating in involved relationships.  

Limitations of the Existing Literature 

Few researchers have focused on the effects of unmarried fatherhood on substance 

use. The few studies that examined this relationship find that without marriage, single 

fathers exhibit little or no change in their use of alcohol and drugs (Bachman et al. 1997; 

Nock 1998; Akerlof 1998). Are researchers correct in their assumption that marriage is 

the key transition behind change or can other family transitions lead to changes in drug 
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and alcohol use as long as there are strong ties to the role? Palkovitz’s (2002) qualitative 

study with a sample of 40 men of varying backgrounds suggests that involved fathers 

decrease their use of alcohol, cigarettes and illicit drugs. 

Similar to Palkovitz’s (2002) findings, I argue that paternity itself is not enough to 

change the behaviors of unmarried fathers; only involvement or commitment to the social 

role of father will lead to change in the lives of young men. Previous studies examining 

this transition and its effect on drug and alcohol use are limited. Bachman and colleagues 

(1997) include unmarried fathers in their research on substance use over time but do not 

consider father involvement. Neither does Krohn, Lizotte and Perez’s (1997) study focus 

on involvement: they merely assume that the weak pro-social bonds associated with 

‘precocious transitions’ make unmarried men more likely to use drugs. Nock (1998), in 

looking at the economic outcomes of unmarried fatherhood, also overlooks the 

importance of including the level of involvement these fathers have with their children.  

Warr (1998) finds that married respondents’ time spent with peers decreases substantially 

(those with and without kids), while the time unmarried respondents spent with peers 

shows very little change (those with or without children). However, he also looks at the 

presence of children only and not involvement with children. I address these gaps in the 

literature in this study. 

 Hypothesis 

By examining not only the transition to fatherhood, but father involvement, I examine 

how fathering influences the use of drugs and alcohol among young adult men over time. 

I hypothesize that the more involved single fathers are in the lives of their children, the 

less likely they are to use drugs and alcohol.  
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Contrary to Krohn, Lizotte and Perez’s (1997) findings, I hypothesize that the 

transition to fatherhood before marriage acts as an inhibitor to such deviant acts as drug 

and alcohol use if the fathers are involved in the role. If the bonds attaching them to the 

child are strong they are more likely to change their behavior. Without this involvement, 

unmarried fathers are less likely to change and their use of drug and alcohol will 

resemble single men without children over this period of time.   

Data and Methods 

Data 

Using the second and third waves of the National Survey of Adolescent Males 

(NSAM-1990/1991 and 1995) I examine the impact of paternity and father involvement 

on drug and alcohol use. In particular, I focus on the fathering of a child out-of-wedlock 

between 1990 and 1995 and its association with drug and alcohol use between the two 

time periods. To more clearly examine the effect of paternity on risk behavior, I 

distinguish between involved and less-involved fathers. I also examine the effect of 

marriage on drug and alcohol use and include controls for past drug and alcohol use, age, 

race, education, family of origin and peer influence.  

The NSAM is a nationally representative survey of 1,880 non-institutionalized, never 

married males between the ages of 15-19 in the United States in 1988 (Sonenstein et al. 

1989). The second and third waves were conducted in 1990/91 and 1995. The sample was 

stratified, over-sampling Black and Hispanic young men, with a 73.9 percent response 

rate. The three phase longitudinal study begins in adolescence and tracks the respondents 

as they move into adulthood and make the transition to adult roles. Extensive questions 

about the respondent’s sexual behavior, drug and alcohol use and current relationships 
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with partners and children were asked. 

The original sample size was 1,880. Of this sample 1,377 completed all three waves 

of the survey. Due to the fact that those respondents lost to attrition between 1988 and 

1995 appeared to have had “somewhat riskier behaviors” (Sonenstein et al. 2000:9), the 

data set may be a conservative representation. Weights are provided in the data to adjust 

for over-sampling and attrition between waves. In order to observe the change in alcohol 

and drug use during young adulthood I examine changes in drug and alcohol use between 

1990/91 and 1995. The age of the respondents ranges from 17 to 22 in 1990/91 and from 

22 to 26 in 1995. This captures the age group experiencing the greatest change in drug 

and alcohol use—adolescents and young adults transitioning into adult roles (Bachman et 

al. 1997; Chen & Kandel 1995).  

In order to observe changes in behavior due to adult role transitions I removed all 

respondents who were married or had fathered children before 1990/91 and those 

respondents with multiple marriages. This decreased the sample size from 1,377 to 1,103. 

The final sample size of 1,103 includes 264 fathers.  

Using listwise deletion (see Allison 2002 for listwise deletion as an appropriate 

method for dealing with missing data), missing data in the primary dependent and 

independent variables were removed from the data sets.3 The final sample sizes are 

alcohol use (N=902), cigarette use (N=927) and illicit drug use (N=908).  

Methods 

In this study I model the effect of marriage and parenthood on changes in drug and 

alcohol use among young adult males between 1990 and 1995. In particular, I measure 

                                                 
3 A somewhat higher percentage of respondents from minority racial/ethnic backgrounds were lost through 
listwise deletion, compared to the percentage of respondents in the total dataset.  
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fatherhood not only in terms of paternity, but also in terms of father involvement.   

Dependent Variable  

A self-administered portion of each NSAM survey asked questions about drug and 

alcohol use such as, “During the last 12 months, how often have you smoked marijuana 

or pot?”  Responses are divided into five categories: ‘Never’, ‘A few times’, ‘Monthly’, 

‘Weekly’ and ‘Daily’ for smoking, alcohol, marijuana and cocaine or crack use.  

The respondent’s use of illicit drugs, cigarettes and alcohol in 1995 are the main 

dependent variables.4 The primary focus of this paper is whether the frequency of drug 

and alcohol use changes between 1990 and 1995 (due to the assumption of and or 

involvement in adult family roles). Historically, there are different trends in the use of 

illicit drugs, alcohol and cigarettes (Bachman et al. 2002) and social differences, resulting 

in different distributions for the substances. As a result, illicit drug use, alcohol use and 

cigarette use are examined separately. Marijuana and cocaine use are combined to make a 

dichotomous variable indicating whether or not respondents used illicit drugs weekly or 

daily in the past 12 months. Alcohol use is dichotomized in the same fashion. This 

distinguishes the frequent users of these substances (i.e. the partiers) from those who use 

these substances infrequently. Due to the bimodal nature of the cigarette use distribution, 

users are separated into two categories: daily smokers and non-daily smokers. This 

allows me to examine how frequent users of each substance are affected by the 

                                                 
4 The use of cigarettes over the life-course differs slightly from illicit drugs and alcohol. Similar to other 
drug and alcohol use, past research on smoking found evidence of role incompatibility as a result of 
smoking but the effects varied by role (Chassin et al. 1992). While both marriage and engagement affected 
cigarette use, the effects differed by gender (Bachman et. 1997). Many also argue that smoking is a non-
deviant behavior, however cigarettes are commonly viewed as a gateway to other drugs and often taken in 
conjunction with other harmful substances. Also, until the age of 18, cigarettes must be illegally obtained 
and therefore the use reflects deviant behavior for adolescents. In relation to fathering, cigarette use is 
potentially incompatible with the role of resident father as second-hand smoke is harmful for children. 
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assumption of adult family roles over time.  

Independent Variables  

The primary independent variables indicate transitions to adult family roles. 

Respondents are separated into dichotomous measures distinguishing the currently 

married respondents and those who are unmarried.5  

Dummy variables measure paternity and father involvement between 1990 and 1995.  

Key factors influencing non-residential father involvement include contact with the child, 

and financial contributions or child support. Using dummy variables, paternity and father 

involvement are measured in four mutually exclusive categories. The first category 

consists of those respondents not fathering a child by 1995. The next category includes 

all the respondents fathering a child and residing with them in 1995. I assume that shared 

residence with children involves both regular contact and financial support and a high 

level of involvement (Furstenberg & Weiss 2000). The third category includes non-

resident fathers that reported weekly contact with their children and or paid child support. 

The fourth category includes non-resident fathers not providing child support and 

reporting less than weekly contact with their children. The respondents without children 

are the reference category.  

Rather than merely measuring paternity, this father involvement measure represents 

varying degrees of involvement in parenting. I anticipate that the fathers with the least 

                                                 
5 The marital status from 1990 to 1995 was originally separated into five categories distinguishing the 
never married, the currently married, the cohabiting, the divorced and the separated as of 1995. Due to 
small a number of cases among those divorced and separated respondents, I first combined them into one 
category and further I collapsed them into the single respondents’ group. The combined divorced/separated 
category before being included in the single category was only 33 cases. After running models with single, 
married and cohabitation variables, the results showed only a single and married effect. Therefore to 
maintain model parsimony I used a simplified measure distinguishing only between the currently married 
and unmarried.    
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ties to their children will demonstrate little change in their use of drug and alcohol use 

compared to resident fathers or more involved non-resident fathers. Conversely, I expect 

those involved with their children to show a decrease in their drug and alcohol use 

between 1990 and 1995.  

Control Variables  

Respondent education in 1990 is included in the model as a control. Education is 

measured using dummy variables based on three categories: less than high school; high 

school graduate only; and some college, trade school or more.6 Respondents who have 

not graduated from high school are the reference category. Race is included in the model 

and measured by dummy variables distinguishing Black, White, Hispanic and other race. 

White is the reference category. I expect respondents with more education to exhibit 

lower drug and alcohol use and I expect minority respondents to be less likely to reside 

with children and therefore less likely to decrease drug and alcohol use.    

Parent’s education in 1988 (when respondents are between the ages of 15-19) is used 

as an indicator of socio-economic status. Parent’s education is measured based on three 

categories: less than high school; high school graduates only; and some college or trade 

school. In determining which parental education level to include, the parent with the 

highest educational attainment was used for respondents with two parents.7 Those parents 

that had not graduated from high school are the reference category.  

To assess family structure in the family-of-origin, the presence of a father in the home 

at age 14 is also included in the model. A dichotomous variable measures whether the 
                                                 
6 Among those respondents included in the ‘less than high school’ category, some were too young to have 
graduated in 1990 (this included all of the respondents age 21 and some of the respondents age 22 in 1995). 
As a result, the category may be somewhat biased and not reflect those normally dropping out of high 
school. 
7 Respondent’s and parent’s education was correlated at a level of .232**.  
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respondent lived with his father or not at age 14 (coded one if the respondent lived with 

his father). The respondent’s age in 1995 is measured in years. I expect older 

respondents, from higher socio-economic backgrounds, and from intact families to 

exhibit lower levels of drug and alcohol use than younger respondents from single-parent 

families and families of lower socio-economic status. 

In order to control for the influence of peers, questions regarding peer drug use in 

1990 are included in the model. The question asked “how many of your male friends do 

you think sometimes use drugs, such as cocaine or marijuana”. Responses are divided 

into five categories: “None of them, A few of them, About half of them, Most of them, or 

All of them.” Due to small numbers of respondents with about half of their peers, most of 

their peers and all of their peers using drugs I collapsed these three categories into one. 

Respondents with at least half of their peers using drugs are the reference category. I 

hypothesize that respondents with fewer peers using drugs will be less likely to use drugs 

and alcohol.    

Estimation  

Dichotomous variables measure if the respondents smoke daily or not or use alcohol 

or illicit drugs frequently or not. I therefore use logistic regression to estimate the models. 

When using a logistic regression model, the least squares regression equation is 

transformed using the link function below.   

log(Y/1-Y) 

In this equation, Y equals the dependent variable (alcohol, smoking or drug use). This 

function is appropriate for this estimation because it keeps the estimates within the zero 

to one range of the dependent variables. 
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The procedure used to estimate the model is similar to the Static-Score or Conditional 

Change Model. In this model the respondent’s previous use of illicit drugs, alcohol and 

cigarettes in 1990 acts as a control variable accounting for the lagged effect of earlier 

reported drug and alcohol use. This is necessary to specify models accurately and account 

for change (Finkel 1995), as the respondent’s prior history of alcohol and drug use is a 

predictor of their use of drugs and alcohol five years later. The inclusion of prior 

substance use in the model is also consistent with past literature suggesting that a history 

of substance use can inhibit the formation of strong social bonds making individuals 

more likely to experience off-timed transitions such as unmarried fatherhood (Krohn et 

al. 1997). The equation is represented by the formula below.  

logit(Y2) = Bo + B1X1 + B2Y1 + B3X2 + e t. 
 

Y2 indicates illicit drug, alcohol or cigarette use in 1995, X1 represents adult roles, Y1 is 

the substance use in 1990/91 and X2 is a vector of control variables. The coefficients 

represent the log odds of the respondents using these substances frequently or not, for a 

set of independent variables. The exponential of the log odds are reported in the tables 

and give the likelihood or odds of the respondents using the substance frequently in light 

of the various independent and control variables. 

While tobacco, marijuana, cocaine and alcohol are different substances and have 

somewhat varying distributions, I include them in the model comparing the frequent 

users of these substances versus the infrequent and non-users. This includes first 

estimating a model using alcohol use in 1995 as the dependent variable separating the 

weekly and daily users from the less frequent users to see if various social roles are 

particularly incompatible with these risk behaviors over time. The same process is used to 
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examine those using illicit drugs frequently versus infrequently and daily versus the non-

daily smokers.  

Analytic Strategy 

The analysis proceeds in three stages. First the descriptive statistics are presented to 

show the distribution of the variables by marital status and fatherhood. Second, using 

cross tabulations I examine the percent change in frequent substance users between 1990 

and 1995 by marital status and fatherhood. Third, using multivariate logistic analysis I 

examine five primary models and two models including only the single respondents. 

Model (1) includes only the control variables to see the effects of these controls on the 

three substances. Model (2) includes marriage only as the primary independent variable 

along with the controls. Model (3) includes paternity (fathered a child or not) as the 

independent variable along with the controls without the marriage variable. Model (4) 

includes the fatherhood involvement measure along with the controls independent of 

marriage. Model (5) includes both the father involvement measure and the marriage 

variable and controls. Models (6a) and (6b) include only the currently unmarried 

respondents, first examining the paternity effect (6a) and then father involvement (6b). 

This allows me to examine the influence of the transition to parenthood both separate 

from and jointly with the transition to marriage while controlling for other influential 

factors. The data are weighted to adjust for over-sampling of minority respondents and 

cases lost between waves.  

Results 

Demographics 

Background characteristics are included in table 1. The first column gives the 
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percentages for the total sample by variables included in all six models. The second and 

third columns show percentages by whether the respondent is married or not in 1995. The 

fourth and fifth columns show percentages by whether the respondent fathered a child or 

not by 1995. Substance use among respondents in 1995 varies quite dramatically by 

marital status and paternity in 1995. For example, frequent alcohol users are less likely to 

be married (43 percent) and more likely to have fathered a child (52 percent). Fathers are 

more likely to smoke daily (36 percent) than respondents who have not fathered a child 

and unmarried respondents are also more likely to use illicit drugs regularly (17 percent) 

than married respondents.  

While married respondents make up only around 20 percent of the sample, not 

surprisingly, about 50 percent of the fathers are married and nearly all of the married 

fathers reside with their children. Unmarried respondents are much less likely to reside 

with their children (35 percent), while a quarter of the unmarried fathers are not only 

living apart from their children but are uninvolved with them. Consistent with literature, 

despite making up nearly 15 percent of the total sample, only 5 percent of the married 

respondents were Black whereas 27 percent of the respondents fathering a child by 1995 

were Black. Conversely, while whites made up 73 percent of the total sample, 82 percent 

of the married respondents were white and only 56 percent of those respondents fathering 

a child by 1995 were white.  

Of respondents fathering a child between 1990 and 1995 only 20 percent had attended 

college or trade school, whereas 39 percent of respondents fathering a child during the 

same time period did not complete high school. Marital status and paternity also vary by 

residence with fathers at age 14. Eighty percent of the married respondents resided with 
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their father at age 14 compared to 72 percent of the unmarried respondents. Whereas only 

65 percent of those respondents fathering a child lived with their fathers at age 14, 

approximately three-quarters of the respondents not fathering a child by 1995 lived with 

their fathers at age 14. 

Table 2 shows the percent of frequent/infrequent drug, alcohol and cigarette users in 

1990 and 1995 by marriage and paternity. The first column shows the percentage of 

infrequent substance users in 1990 remaining infrequent substance users in 1995. The 

second column shows the percentage of frequent substance users in 1990 remaining 

frequent substance users in 1995. The third column shows the percentage of infrequent 

substance users becoming frequent substance users in 1995. The fourth column shows the 

percentage of frequent substance users in 1990 becoming infrequent substance users in 

1995. 

Columns three and four in table 2 show the percentages of respondents initiating and 

desisting frequent or daily substance use between 1990 and 1995 by various adult roles. 

The fourth column shows that a higher percentage of respondents marrying by 1995 

became infrequent users of alcohol (15 percent) by 1995, compared to those who 

remained single (9.7 percent). Similarly, a higher percentage of respondents fathering a 

child by 1995 became infrequent users of alcohol (17.6 percent) than respondents without 

children in 1995 (9.4 percent). Between 1990 and 1995, 8 percent of unmarried 

respondents in 1995 became daily smokers compared to only 4 percent of married 

respondents in 1995. There was an even larger difference among married and single illicit 

drug users between 1990 and 1995. Twelve percent of unmarried respondents in 1995 

became frequent drug users, whereas just over 4 percent of married respondents in 1995 
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became frequent drug users.  

Tables 3, 4 and 5 show the odds of frequent (weekly or daily) compared to infrequent 

or nonuse of alcohol, cigarettes and illicit drugs in 1995 among young men. Model (1) 

shows the relationship between the control variables and drug or alcohol use. Model (2) 

includes the control variables and marriage as the primary independent variable. Model 

(3) includes control variables and paternity as the primary independent variable without 

marriage. Model (4) includes control variables and the father involvement variable 

independent of marriage. In Model (5) I examine father involvement controlling for 

marriage and the previously mentioned controls. In model (6a) I examine the effects of 

paternity on substance use for the unmarried respondents only and in model (6b) I 

examine father involvement on the substance use for unmarried respondents. 

Alcohol Use 

In model (1) of table 3 when controlling for race, respondent and parental education, 

residence with fathers at age 14 and peer drug use, each one year increase in age is 

associated with a 26 percent decrease in the odds of frequent alcohol use. Respondents 

reporting no friends or only a few friends using drugs were nearly 40 percent less likely 

to use alcohol frequently than those respondents reporting that at least half of their friends 

used drugs. These two controls are consistently associated with decreased alcohol use 

throughout all the models in table 3. 

Marriage is included with the controls in model (2) and does not significantly 

decrease the odds of frequent alcohol use. Fathering a child (included in model (3)) is 

associated with a 40 percent decrease in the odds of using alcohol regularly.  In model 

(4), the more detailed father involvement measure is also associated with a decrease in 
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frequent alcohol use. Residence with children is significantly associated with a 42 percent 

decrease in the odds of using alcohol regularly compared to respondents without children. 

As seen in model (5), father involvement with marriage as a control, while in the same 

direction as model (4), is not significantly associated with the odds of regular alcohol use. 

Paternity in model (6a) is associated with a 50 percent decrease in the odds of regular 

alcohol use among single respondents. Running a split-file analysis of married versus 

single respondents to further examine model (6a), demonstrated that fatherhood’s impact 

on alcohol use holds true for single respondents only (see appendix A). Among single 

respondents, the father involvement measure in model (6b) shows that residence with 

children is the most powerful part of the paternity measure. The odds of using alcohol 

frequently are 70 percent lower for unmarried respondents living with their children, than 

for those unmarried respondents without children.   

Smoking 

Model (1) in table 4 indicates the relationship between the control variables and daily 

cigarette use. Unlike alcohol use, when controlling for race, respondent and parental 

education, residence with fathers at age 14 and peer drug use, age is not significantly 

associated with daily cigarette use. However respondent’s education is significantly 

associated with the odds of daily cigarette use across all models. Both high school 

graduates and respondents with some college are more than 50 percent less likely than 

respondents not graduating from high school to smoke daily. Similar to alcohol use, the 

odds of respondents smoking daily are 50 percent lower for those with a few or no peers 

using drugs compared to respondents reporting at least half of their peers using drugs. 

Neither marriage nor fatherhood alone is significantly associated with the odds of 
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daily cigarette use. However in model (4), one category in the father involvement 

measure is associated with an increase in the likelihood of daily cigarette use. Non-

resident uninvolved fathers are nearly 4 times more likely to smoke daily than 

respondents without children. Results are similar in model (5) which controls for the 

effects of marriage. Uninvolved fathers were again nearly 4 times more likely to smoke 

daily. As seen in model (6b), the effects of father involvement on daily cigarette use, 

while in the same direction as models (4) and (5), are not significant for single 

respondents but may be a result of a small number of cases.  

Illicit Drug Use 

Model (1) in table 5 indicates the relationship between the control variables and 

frequent illicit drug use. Similar to alcohol use, when controlling for race, respondent and 

parental education, residence with fathers at age 14 and peer drug use, age is significantly 

associated with frequent drug use across all models. In model (1) each one year increase 

in age is associated with a 22 percent decrease in the odds of using drugs weekly or daily. 

Peer drug use, not surprisingly, is also strongly associated with the odds of respondent 

frequent drug use in each model. Respondents reporting no peers or only a few peers 

using drugs are more than 60 percent less likely to be frequent drug users compared to 

respondents reporting at least half of their peers using drugs. Unlike either alcohol or 

cigarette use, residing with a father at age 14 is a strong deterrent to frequent drug use. 

The use of illicit drugs is more than 60 percent less likely for respondents that lived with 

their father at age 14 compared to those who did not. An unexpected finding is the effect 

of parent’s education on illicit drug use. Consistent across all models, the odds of regular 

drug use more than doubles for respondents with parents attending at least some college, 
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compared to respondents with parents not completing high school.    

Marriage is included with the controls in model (2) and is significantly associated 

with a decrease in the odds of illicit drug use (58 percent less likely) and becomes a 

stronger deterrent in model (5) when the father involvement variable is controlled for. 

Paternity alone, as seen in both model (3) and model (6a) (unmarried respondents), does 

not significantly decrease the odds of frequent drug use. The father involvement measure 

is also not associated with a significant decrease in the frequent use of illicit drugs.   

Discussion 

These findings support transitioning to adult roles as an explanation for the decreased 

use of or cessation of adolescent levels of drug and alcohol use (Nielsen 2001; Bachman 

et al. 1997; Yamaguchi & Kandel 1985). Marriage has commonly been regarded as the 

adult role with the greatest impact on deviant behavior such as drug and alcohol use 

(Yamaguchi & Kandel 1985; Miller-Tutzauer et al. 1991; Bachman et al. 1997; Bachman 

et al. 2002; Akerlof 1998). However with the sequence of adult role transitions changing, 

many people are becoming parents before getting married. The effect of other adult roles 

on deviance and substance use demands further inquiry. In order to examine this I have 

not only included marriage and fatherhood in the analysis of drug and alcohol use over 

time, but father involvement. 

Results show that understanding the intersection of drug and alcohol use and adult 

roles, or perhaps more importantly involvement in these roles, is a complex issue. 

Between 1990 and 1995 net of the effect of the control variables, frequent or daily 

substance use varied not only by substance but by adult role and involvement. 

Unlike what Bachman and colleagues (1997) and Akerloff (1998) found, respondent 
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alcohol use over this period is affected by paternity. In fact paternity is an even stronger 

deterrent of alcohol use for unmarried fathers. This supports the notion that fatherhood 

can be meaningful for unmarried young men (Palkovitz 2002). However, the elements of 

paternity affecting young adult frequent alcohol use are left to speculation without a more 

specific measure of fathering. By examining the father involvement measure, it becomes 

evident that in regards to frequent alcohol use not only paternity, but residence with 

children acts as a powerful deterrent. Of the three substances examined, frequent alcohol 

use is the most affected by paternal involvement with children, especially among single 

fathers. There are several possible explanations for this effect.  

First, the decrease in frequent alcohol use is consistent with Palkovitz’s (2002) 

findings: Involvement with children led many fathers to want to change their lifestyles 

and become healthier. It was the motivation to change many unhealthy elements in their 

lives, including substance use. Particularly with residency as a measure of involvement, 

unhealthy or excessive use of alcohol can strain or damage relations with children, while 

the modeling of unhealthy lifestyles might also be seen as a negative.  

Second, residency requires day to day responsibilities, caretaking and opportunities 

for modeling both appropriate and inappropriate behavior not usually required from 

nonresident fathers. And yet, with single fathers in particular, the motivation to be an 

involved father must often come from personal determination rather than social sanctions 

or encouragement from a spouse or significant other. This is similar to Marsiglio’s (1995 

1998) findings concerning role identity and non-resident fathers’ financial assistance. The 

fathers in this analysis, like those Marsiglio mentions paid more financial aid, appear to 

have identified with the role of father in a manner that has motivated them to be a part of 
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their children’s lives and adapt their behavior accordingly. Successful role identity may 

be a result of positive relations with the mother of the child, positive parental role models 

helping fathers relate to the role and understand what behaviors are appropriate, or even 

the absence of involvement by the mother of the child. Sampson and Laub (1990 1993) 

would likely argue that this change in behavior is an example of how the transition to 

fatherhood is less important than the commitment to the role. As a result of commitment 

to the role and subsequent social control and investment, the consequences of frequent 

alcohol use become more severe and less desirable to these young men.    

Respondent daily cigarette use is also affected by father involvement over this time 

period. Nonresident uninvolved fathers are much more likely to smoke daily than 

respondents without children or those that reside with children. Just as residency deterred 

frequent alcohol use, the lack of involvement appears to require very little change from 

these fathers as far as desistance of behaviors possibly incompatible with regular 

involvement with children. Without the investment, identification or involvement in this 

role, there appears to be very little motivation for curbing daily smoking habits.  

These findings are similar to Krohn, Lizotte and Perez’s (1997) argument that weak 

pro-social bonds associated with ‘precocious transitions’ make unmarried men more 

likely to use drugs. It appears that the same is true for daily cigarette use. Without strong 

social bonds these young men continue to use at high levels. Table 2 shows that a higher 

percentage of respondents becoming fathers by 1995 were daily smokers in 1990. 

Therefore many of those respondents becoming fathers were smokers to begin with. 

Unlike other substances, more of the respondents becoming fathers in 1995 also initiated 

daily use between 1990 and 1995, and most telling, more remained smokers. The 
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increased initiation and lower levels of desistance may be a result of strain felt among 

these young men who are not able to be involved fathers and have weaker pro-social 

bonds or may be the result of the particularly addictive nature of cigarettes.    

Illicit drug use (marijuana and cocaine) was directly affected by marriage. Consistent 

with the litany of past research on the ‘marriage effect’, respondents were much less 

likely to use illicit drugs frequently if they were married. I argue that what makes 

frequent marijuana and/or cocaine use particularly taboo or incompatible with marriage, 

compared to frequent cigarette and alcohol use, is that frequent use of these substances 

are particularly disagreeable to spouses. Therefore frequent (weekly or daily) use of and 

procurement of these illegal substances is more severely sanctioned by spouses where as 

alcohol and cigarettes can be obtained and used legally. As mentioned previously, 

socially acceptable behaviors for husbands are not only more clearly defined but can be 

demanded by a spouse and extended family (Waite & Gallagher 2000). I conclude that 

with marriage, more so than other transitions, respondents have to either adapt to the role 

and substantially decrease drug use, or exit the role altogether. The two seem to be 

particularly incompatible.  

It appears that the transition to social roles and involvement in these roles does affect 

substance use, however not for the same reasons or in the same way. Certain substances 

are less compatible with certain roles. For some substances it may require a spouse and a 

socially defined role to alter behavior, while for others becoming a father—even a single 

father—deters the frequent use of alcohol over time, especially if sharing residence with 

the child. Conversely, for daily smokers, lack of involvement with children allows for 

continued use of cigarettes and may even deter further involvement. Initiation and 
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desistance of substance use also varies by substance and adult role. With daily smokers 

and frequent illicit drug users, marriage appears to affect initiation rather than desistance. 

While with alcohol, adult roles (such as father and husband) appear to primarily affect 

desistance. Also, many substance users use multiple substances. This suggests that 

varying adult roles and role assumption sequences may affect different substances used 

by the same person at different times. A multiple substance user may decrease or desist 

frequent illicit drug use upon marrying, but not decrease frequent alcohol use until after 

having a child. Whereas an unmarried multiple substance user may decrease use of 

alcohol as a result of becoming a father, perhaps to spend time with the child on 

weekends, but not curb illicit drug use without the support, sanctions and social control a 

spouse can exert.  

While I hypothesized that father involvement would be a significant deterrent to all 

forms of substance use, independent of the ‘marriage effect’, this proved not to be the 

case. Father involvement affected frequent alcohol and cigarette use in the hypothesized 

direction, but for frequent illicit drug use, marriage was the primary deterrent. 

Other Findings 

Peer influence proved to be the most consistent influence across all three substances. 

The presence of non-deviant peers is strongly associated with decreased alcohol, cigarette 

and illicit drug use. This appears to support Warr’s (1998) argument that understanding 

young adult deviance requires more than the examination of commitment to adult roles, 

but how commitment alters peer influence. However, Warr (1998) examines declining 

peer influence among married young men as a deterrent, while the non-deviant peer 

influence in this examination is also a powerful deterrent among unmarried young men. I 

  33



www.manaraa.com

expect that commitment to other adult roles beyond marriage, such as fatherhood, may 

also decrease influence and time spent with deviant peers. 

Another interesting finding concerning illicit drug use is that living with a father as a 

teenager is significantly associated with decreased illicit drug use. Illicit drugs are the 

only substance exhibiting the ‘marriage effect’ and the only substance where living with 

a father as a teenager significantly affects substance use. It may be that this is because the 

presence of a father in the respondent’s developmental years and the likelihood of 

marriage measure similar characteristics.  

Parent’s marital problems affect children’s marital success suggesting that exposure 

to poor relationship role modeling can inhibit successful relationships and make adult 

children’s marriages less likely (Amato & Booth 2001). As seen in table 1, 80 percent of 

married respondents lived with their fathers at age fourteen. Social learning and identity 

theory offer explanations as to why paternal residence positively affects children’s future 

success in relationships. Social learning theory suggests that past and present influences 

shape attitudes toward parenting (Carlson & McLanahan 2004) as children take what they 

observe in their families of origin and bring it into their own relationships throughout 

their life (Amato & Booth 2001). Modeling what they have observed in their own 

families consequently affects how well they deal with their future spouses and children 

(Pope & Englar-Carlson 2001). Therefore, growing up in the presence of a positive 

maternal and paternal relationship, where spousal sanctions and parental sanctions from 

both parents for such behavior as illicit drug use are real and positive behavior is 

rewarded, provides young men with an understanding of appropriate behaviors and 

prepares them for their own relationships later in life.  

  34



www.manaraa.com

Identity theorists believe that the adoption of adult roles, and the subsequent 

importance placed on these roles, is a matter of successful role identification—something 

influenced by past familial role models and current relationships with significant others. 

Young men raised in divorced or father absent families often lack a positive gender/father 

identity (Furstenberg & Weiss 2000; Pope & Englar-Carlson 2001) and may lack a 

successful model for working in intimate relationships (Amato & Booth 2001; Pope, 

Englar-Carlson 2001). This influences the success by which these young men marry and 

their involvement in the role as father and husband, both of which lead to increased social 

control and decreased substance use. Therefore, what makes some respondents more 

likely to marry is that they have been taught the ramifications of illicit drug use and they 

identify with the role of husband/father and have learned appropriate behavior for 

relationships.   

Limitations 

Limitations in this research include an involvement variable that is not very detailed. 

Due to limitations in the data, the measure was based primarily on residence and financial 

contributions rather than time spent with children or activities done together. If regular 

contact is made up primarily of activities such as going to movies or eating out and 

includes little of the disciplinary action or responsibilities required by involved parents 

then this measure lacks validity and may not measure what is responsible for altering 

behavior. Perhaps different measures of involvement correlate with decreasing use of 

different substance use such as smoking or illicit drug use. Another limitation with this 

measure is the relatively few cases that fall into the involvement categories. The non-

resident but involved category and non-resident uninvolved category had few cases in 
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comparison to the resident fathers or those respondents not fathering a child. A sample 

with more single fathers and, more importantly, more non-resident single fathers would 

allow for a more detailed analysis.     

Another limitation in this analysis involves the marriage variable. Unlike most 

research on marriage and substance use, marriage had a very limited effect on smoking 

and alcohol use among these respondents. This may be a result of early marriage. As 

evident in table 1 the average age of the married respondents was 24 years old. The 

median age of married men in the United States in 1995 was 27 years old (United States 

Bureau of the Census 2004). I suspect that, similar to Uggen (2000) and Labouvie’s 

(1996) findings, the transition to marriage might have more of an impact on substance 

use for those closer to the national median age. Because the sample is of adolescents 

moving into young adulthood, the married subsample may not be representative of 

married men in the United States. A preliminary examination of marriage dates and 

pregnancy dates between 1990 and 1995 found a large number of what could be called 

“shot-gun” weddings where the couples are married as a result of pregnancy. This may 

alter the effect of marriage on substance use as the ordering of adult transitions (marriage 

then children) is in traditional order in name only. Furthermore, those respondents 

becoming pregnant before marriage might have tendencies toward other risk behaviors 

such as substance use or select partners who are also frequent users. They may then be 

more impervious to the positive effects of marriage, especially if the marriage is a matter 

of dealing with a problem. Lastly, as Laub, Nagin and Sampson (1998) suggest, the 

marriage effect may be cumulative and take time to influence behavior. I treat all married 

couples between 1990 and 1995 the same. However, further analysis is needed to 
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consider the length of marriage in order to provide a more complete examination of the 

‘marriage effect’.    

The peer measures in the NSAM are also somewhat weak. The questions dealing with 

peers focus primarily on the percentage of peers acting in various ways or having various 

attitudes and do not include time spent with deviant and non-deviant peers. This is 

increasingly important considering Warr’s (1998) findings that single men spend more 

time with deviant peers than married men. Like his criticism of Sampson and Laub 

(1993), it would be interesting to examine the effects of peer influence by way of time 

spent with deviant or positive peers rather than by percentage of peers using drugs. This 

is particularly important in that the affect of involvement of unmarried fathers on 

substance use may be due to a decrease in time spent with deviant peers.     

Lastly, a method for assessing maternal ‘gatekeeping’ would help to understand 

variations in unmarried father involvement in general and non-resident unmarried father 

involvement in particular. Residence with children, unmarried or married, suggests 

somewhat of a positive relationship between the fathers and mothers of children. 

However outside of this assumption I have no way of assessing the relationship between 

the mother and father. This is particularly vital when the father is not residing with the 

child. As a result, there is no way to determine the effects of father involvement on 

substance use over time when involvement is blocked by maternal gatekeeping. As 

previously mentioned, mothers more often have custody of children and can affect young 

men’s identification with the role of father.     

Policy Implications 

With more and more young adults altering the sequence of adult role assumption 
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(having children before marriage), understanding the influence of these different 

transitions on deviant behaviors such as drug and alcohol use is increasingly important. 

Findings from this research benefit policy and provide a better understanding of the 

impact of involvement in adult family roles.  

Involvement or commitment to adult roles appears to deter substance use. This is 

important because decreased substance use among these young men is an indicator of 

involvement, maturity and a significant change in behavior. Conversely, frequent use of 

drugs and alcohol are indicators of young men who are not adjusting their lifestyles to be 

involved as husbands or fathers. Policies aimed at decreasing frequent drug and alcohol 

use (behaviors incompatible with effective, involved fathering) and increasing paternal 

responsibility can draw hope from the fact that involvement matters, especially among 

young men more likely to father children outside of wedlock.  

If fatherhood is the primary adult role in the lives of more and more young men, then 

policy should focus on removing obstacles to father involvement. Marriage may be a 

helpful and powerful deterrent, but is not always a feasible option. Programs educating 

fathers, similar to health campaigns targeting the physical consequences for children 

associated with second-hand smoke, should be aimed at reducing substance use among 

fathers.    

Further research on the effect of involvement in adult roles is necessary to better 

understand this period of transition in the life course and what deters deleterious 

behaviors and encourages pro-social, constructive relationships between fathers and their 

children especially outside the bonds of marriage.   
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