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Union’s country with more women working in full-time 
jobs, but also the country where men spend less daily time 
committed to the child(ren) and related activities. Portu-
guese women spend 303 daily minutes on child/household 
chores, whereas men spend only 77 daily minutes (EIGE, 
2022; PWW, 2018). It is thus critical to understand what 
contributes to fathers’ involvement, examining individual 
and family aspects related to it. This is particularly relevant 
during a child’s early years due to the child’s greater depen-
dence on their caregivers, with father involvement playing 
a determinant role in child cognitive development, social 
competence, and family wellbeing (e.g., Cabrera et al., 
2014, 2018; Lang et al., 2014).

The present study relied on the Expanded Model of Father 
Involvement (Cabrera et al., 2014), which theorizes how 
father involvement is multidetermined, influenced by the 
interplay between parents’ and family characteristics. How-
ever, it is less clear how mothers’ and fathers’ experiences 
may independently influence father involvement. Despite 
the increasing number of studies moving from mothers’ per-
spectives to fathers’ (e.g., Diniz et al., 2023; Nóblega et al., 
2024; Schimdt et al., 2017), the understanding about father-
ing behaviors should include both parents’ perspectives 

Parenting has changed in recent decades, with significant 
transformations in mothers’ and fathers’ roles, particularly 
in Western countries. Mothers are no longer seen as solely 
caregivers, nor are fathers seen as breadwinners and dis-
ciplinarians, and it is now expected that both parents are 
committed to childcare (Bianchi et al., 2012; Cabrera et al., 
2018). Despite the social call for fathers to perform a central 
role in their children’s lives (Cabrera et al., 2018; Dermott 
& Miller, 2015), studies show that they tend to remain and 
perceive themselves as peripheral to mothers in parenting 
(Henz, 2019; Kamp Dush et al., 2018). This is particularly 
significant in Portugal, which is not only the European 
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Abstract
Father involvement is considered multidetermined, being influenced by personal and family characteristics. These vari-
ables, however, are rarely examined together, leaving unclear what makes fathers involved. A multilevel dyadic approach 
was used to examine the relationship between fathers’ and mothers’ demographics, parenting stress, coparenting, and 
father involvement among dual-earner couples (n = 311 dyads). Fathers (Mage = 39.33; SD = 6.04) and mothers (Mage = 
36.81; SD = 5.96) of a young child (M = 4.36; SD = 1.69; 52.4% boys) reported on education, parental stress, and time 
committed to childcare (level 1 variables), work–family conflict, their child’s age, and coparenting (level 2). The find-
ings revealed that, regarding individual variables (level 1), only father’s education and father’s time committed to child 
activities were related to a greater proportion of father involvement. At the family level (level 2), older children, more 
children in the family, and cooperative coparenting were related to a greater proportion of father involvement. The results 
highlight the importance of fathers’ perspectives and characteristics to their involvement. The findings may be used to 
promote father involvement and inform public policies on the topic.
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(Cabrera et al., 2018; Diniz et al., 2021; Kuo et al., 2024; 
Schoppe-Sullivan & Fagan, 2020). This was addressed in 
the current study that aimed to examine how aspects from 
each parent (e.g., parenting stress) and family (e.g., copar-
enting) influence father involvement in dual-earner parents 
of a young child, relying on a multilevel approach.

Conceptual framework for father 
involvement

Father involvement is a multidimensional construct that 
includes direct interactions with the child (e.g., playing, 
bathing), the supervision of the child’s activities and behav-
iors, as well as a wide range of activities related with the 
child’s wellbeing, such as preparing meals or planning 
routines (i.e., indirect care; Lamb et al., 1985; Palkovitz & 
Hull, 2018; Pleck, 2010). Contemporary research on father 
involvement has acknowledged the importance of under-
standing how fathering unfolds within a family’s relational 
and ecological contexts (Cabrera et al., 2014, 2018; Diniz et 
al., 2021; Palkovitz & Hull, 2018). These aspects are criti-
cal to parenting in general but are determinants of father 
involvement in particular, due to the biological and social 
characteristics of fathering, which is considered more vol-
untary than mothering (Belsky, 1984; Dermott & Miller, 
2015; Vieira et al., 2016). It is thus paramount to understand 
what makes fathers involved.

The Expanded Model of Father Involvement conceptual-
izes father involvement as multidetermined, resulting from 
a complex dynamic system, depending on the diversity of 
a family’s life, the quality of their relationships, and the 
context of parenting (Cabrera et al., 2014). By incorporat-
ing developmental and systems perspectives (e.g., Belsky, 
1984; Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998; Sameroff, 2000), 
the model details the understanding of what makes fathers 
involved. The model covers a wide range of aspects related 
to father involvement, detailing how individual charac-
teristics of parents, such as education, beliefs, and mental 
health, play a critical role in fathering. The importance of 
the father’s personal history (including biological, cultural, 
and rearing aspects) is also addressed as influencing father 
involvement, along with family characteristics (e.g., com-
position of the kin family, coparenting). The participation 
of the father in a community reflects his social network and 
work conditions. Despite the relevance of all these aspects 
to fathering, in the current study we focused on some of 
the personal and family aspects related to our study’s goals, 
aiming to better understand the interplay of specific aspects 
of each parent and family related to father involvement.

The multiple determinants of father 
involvement

Assessing individual aspects of parents, as well as their 
social context and relationships, is critical to understand-
ing how father involvement unfolds (Lee et al., 2020; Vol-
ling & Cabrera, 2019). The time a father spends with his 
children, the parents’ education and their mental health, 
namely parenting stress, are addressed as personal key-
aspects in father involvement (e.g., Cabrera et al., 2014, 
2018; Palkowitz & Hull, 2018). The time fathers spend with 
their children is related to children’s better cognitive, social, 
and emotional outcomes (Cabrera et al., 2014; Cano et al., 
2018). However, the time a father spends with their children 
is highly related to his education, with highly educated par-
ents spending more time with their children, compared to 
their less educated counterparts (Cano et al., 2018; Cha & 
Song, 2017; Kalil et al., 2012). This disparity may reflect 
that more educated parents tend to be more informed about 
the benefits of their role in their children’s development, 
often adopting more child-centeredness behaviors (Cano 
et al., 2018; Cabrera et al., 2018; Palkovitz & Hull, 2018). 
Higher father’s education also correlates with better work 
conditions and a greater likelihood of holding jobs with 
flexible work hours or family-friendly policies, contributing 
to fathers’ availability to be involved (e.g., Molina, 2021), 
revealing an effect of social class in parenting (Palkovitz & 
Hull, 2018).

Parenting a young child is described as a stressful period 
due to the demands and responsibilities of childcare, as well 
as the increased levels of daily chores, often accumulated 
with both parents’ work, leading to parenting stress (Beck-
erman et al., 2017; Liu & Wang, 2015; Stanfors, 2019) – 
i.e., the distress related to the demands of parenting (Abidin 
et al., 2006). Parenting stress is a personal variable that 
affects father involvement which may stem from a myriad 
of aspects like a family’s economic resources, a family’s 
daily experiences, and parent–child relationships (Becker-
man et al., 2017; Cabrera et al., 2014). Stressed parents tend 
to feel filled with negative emotions, limiting their ability 
to be available and involved with their children (Fagan & 
Cabrera, 2012; Feinberg et al., 2019). Although mothers 
are more vulnerable to parenting stress due to their main 
role in childcare (e.g., Abidin et al., 2006; Stanfors, 2019), 
parenting stress tends to be more detrimental to father 
involvement. Greater father parenting stress is related to his 
withdrawal from family tasks and lower involvement with 
the child (Fagan & Cabrera, 2012; Jia et al., 2012; Yoo et 
al., 2015).

Family characteristics, namely a family’s composition 
and the quality of relationships between their members, are 
critical to father involvement (e.g., Cabrera et al., 2014). 
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Coparenting is a central dimension of family characteristics, 
corresponding to specific dimension of the parents’ relation-
ship, reflecting the parents’ ability to value each other in 
parenting, share decisions, and act responsibly with their 
child (Feinberg, 2003). The spillover effect of coparent-
ing in father involvement has been discussed (e.g., Diniz 
et al., 2023; Fagan & Palkovitz 2019; Hohmann-Marriott, 
2011; Lee et al., 2020). High-quality coparenting, translated 
as parents’ cooperation, is related to greater father involve-
ment (Cabrera et al., 2014; Hohmann-Marriott, 2011; Lee 
et al., 2020; Schoppe-Sullivan et al., 2008), whereas nega-
tive forms of coparenting, corresponding to conflictual/tri-
angular coparenting, are related to lower father involvement 
(Jia et al., 2012; McDaniel et al., 2018). Also, aspects of 
the kin family, including the child’s age and the number of 
children in the household, can influence a father’s involve-
ment. Fathers tend to be more involved as children grow up, 
with a peak in the preschool years, particularly when there 
is more than one child in the family (Kuo et al., 2018; Lamb 
& Lewis, 2010; Planalp & Baraungart-Rieker, 2016). The 
double demand of childcare and work may engender work–
family conflict, particularly when the local work culture 
does not support family life, as is more typical for men than 
women (Molina, 2021), thereby limiting father involvement 
(e.g., McDaniel et al., 2018).

Intra- and interparental associations 
of parents’ characteristics and fathers’ 
involvement

The Expanded Model of Father Involvement (Cabrera et al., 
2014) emphasizes the interdependence between a family’s 
members, with one parent’s attitudes and behaviors affecting 
the partner (Cabrera et al., 2014, 2018). Mothers’ involve-
ment in the workforce has contributed to a greater involve-
ment of fathers in childcare. Mothers’ greater working hours 
are related to a higher involvement of fathers (McDaniel et 
al., 2018; Vieira et al., 2016). Among dual earner-couples, 
fathers are more involved with childcare than fathers in 
single-earner families (e.g., Dermott & Miller, 2015; Kuo 
et al., 2018). Also, in dual-earner couples, when fathers are 
more available for parenting, namely, to spend time with 
the child, the mother’s work–family conflict decreases and 
the father’s involvement increases, suggesting interpersonal 
effects between parents’ characteristics and father behaviors 
(Diniz et a., 2023; Kuo et al., 2018, 2024; Molina, 2021; 
Vieira et al., 2016). Furthermore, more educated mothers 
tend to value father involvement, enhancing his parenting 
behaviors (e.g., Cabrera et al., 2014; Cano et al., 2018; Vie-
ira et al., 2016). Because more educated mothers tend to 
work more hours, they may be less available for housework 

and childcare, calling fathers to the domestic forum and 
requiring them to be more involved with their children 
(Cabrera et al., 2014; Cano et al., 2018). In addition, dual-
earner couples may share more egalitarian perspectives on 
gender, which contribute to father involvement (Lansford, 
2022; Planalp & Braungart-Rieker, 2016).

Understanding the links between parents and family 
characteristics and father involvement will contribute to 
enriching the framework of father involvement. These two-
level variables, however, are rarely examined together. In 
the current study, we sought to examine the relationships 
between both parents’ characteristics (i.e., education, time 
spend with the child, parenting stress, work–family conflict), 
family characteristics (i.e., child’s age, number of children 
in the family, coparenting), and father involvement among 
dual-earner parents of small children. We anticipated that at 
the individual level, parents’ greater education, lower par-
enting stress, and lower work–family conflict would relate 
to greater father involvement (H1). At the family level, we 
hypothesized that older and more children in the family, as 
well as the father’s perceptions of cooperative coparenting, 
would be related to greater father involvement (H2).

Method

Participants

This study’s sample consisted of 311 couples with a child 
aged between 2 and 6 years (M = 4.36; SD = 1.69; 52.4% 
boys). Most of the children were firstborns (63.5%) without 
significant health issues. Parents mostly lived in urban Portu-
guese centres (92.40%), reporting themselves as Portuguese 
(90.70%) and with a white skin colour (89.30%). Parents 
from other nationalities were typically from Brazil (5.10%) 
or Portuguese-speaking African countries (e.g., Cape Verde, 
Mozambique; 4.20%). On average, mothers were 36.81 
years old (SD = 5.96; range: 20–51), with 57.01% reporting 
having at least a bachelor’s degree. Fathers were, on aver-
age, 39.33 years old (SD = 6.04; range: 24–61), and 50.40% 
reported holding a bachelor’s degree or higher. Concerning 
hours of paid work, 55.36% of the mothers reported work-
ing 35–40 weekly hours, which corresponded to the legal 
work week in Portugal, and 28% reported working more 
than 40 weekly hours. Concerning fathers, 48.20% declared 
they worked 35–40 weekly hours, and 45% reported work-
ing more than 40 weekly hours.
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constrain family-related activities, concerning time-based, 
strain-based, and behaviour-based conflicts (e.g., The behav-
iors I perform that make me effective at work do not help 
me to be a better parent and spouse). Both the mother and 
father answered on a 5-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 
(strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree), with higher values 
indicating greater work–family conflict. Very good internal 
consistency values (Cronbach’s alpha) were obtained by 
both the mothers (0.89) and fathers (0.87).

Parenting stress scale (Portuguese version; Algarvio et al., 
2018)

This scale evaluates parental stress on a 17-item scale, 
answered on a 5-point Likert scale, with mean scores 
summed into a single score. Higher scores correspond to 
higher stress (e.g., One of the main sources of stress in my 
life is my child[ren]). Satisfactory internal consistency val-
ues (Cronbach’s alpha) were obtained by both the mothers 
(0.82) and fathers (0.69).

Coparenting scale (Portuguese version; Pedro & Ribeiro, 
2015)

This scale evaluates coparenting quality through parents’ 
perceptions of each other in their parental role, reflecting 
the individual’s perception about the partner’s behavior in 
parenting. The perception of being valued and included 
in parenting decisions and responsibilities corresponds to 
cooperative coparenting (e.g., My partner talks with me 
about our child), whereas perceptions of being criticized or 
seeing their child included in the conflict by the partner cor-
respond to conflict (e.g., My partner argues with me because 
of our child) or triangulation, respectively (e.g., My partner 
talks badly about me in front of our child). Fathers answered 
on a 14-item scale, with a 5-point Likert scale. Items were 
mean- averaged, and the dimension with a higher mean 
value reflected the dominant type of coparenting of the 
dyad. In this study we only included the father’s percep-
tion of coparenting given that the father’s perceptions influ-
ence his behaviour (e.g., Hohmann-Marriott, 2011; Johnson 
et al., 2024). Good internal-reliability values (Cronbach’s 
alpha) were obtained for the dimensions of cooperation 
(0.84), conflict (0.75), and triangulation (0.71).

Procedures

The participants were mostly recruited from schools and 
kindergartens (73.5% public) from institutions that target 
multiple socioeconomic backgrounds. Previously, the study 
was approved by the ethics committee of the university 
[blind for peer review] and the direction board of schools. 

Measures

Sociodemographic questionnaire

A set of objective questions was developed by the research 
team, aiming to characterize parents, children, and their 
family background. Each parent self-reported informa-
tion about themselves (e.g., age, education, marital status), 
their professional life (e.g., working status, number of daily 
working hours), and their child (e.g., age, sex, school atten-
dance). Parents indicated the number of years they attended 
school/university. Also, they reported, based on the previ-
ous week, the number of daily hours committed to domes-
tic chores and the time spent with the child (e.g., playing). 
This variable was made distinct from father involvement by 
examining the daily time that fathers spent directly engaged 
in activities with their children, whereas our father involve-
ment scale evaluated how fathers reported to be involved 
with a wide range of aspects related to childcare, like super-
vision, discipline.

Parental involvement scale: caretaking and socialization 
activities (Monteiro et al., 2008)

This scale is a 26-item self-report questionnaire that exam-
ines the multidimensionality of father involvement, cover-
ing aspects related to direct (e.g., Who bathes the child?) 
and indirect care (e.g., Who buys the child’s clothes?); edu-
cation (e.g., Who establishes the child’s rules?); teaching 
(e.g., Who teaches new things to the child?); and play/lei-
sure (e.g., Who plays with the child?). The scale examines 
the proportion of involvement of one parent in relation to 
the other parent, answered on a 5-point scale, ranging from 
1 (always the mother) to 5 (always the father); the middle 
value (3) corresponds to “either the mother or the father”. 
Hence, higher values correspond to a greater proportion of 
involvement of the fathers in the multiple domains assessed. 
All items were mean-averaged into a single score of father 
involvement. The average father involvement was 2.44 
(SD = 0.53; range: 1–5), with the fathers’ average percep-
tions corresponding to slightly less involved than mothers. 
Due to our objective of understand the different levels of 
influence accounting to father involvement, only father’s 
reports were included. Good internal consistency reliabili-
ties (Cronbach’s alpha) were obtained (0.82).

Work–family conflict scale: brief version (Portuguese 
version; Vieira et al., 2014)

We used an abbreviated version of the multidimensional 
Work–Family Conflict Scale (Carlson et al., 2000). The 
scale examines in nine items how work-related activities 
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parents’ variation (e.g., parents’ education, time spend with 
child) at level 1 and family variation (e.g., number of chil-
dren, coparenting) at level 2. The interaction between main 
variables and parents’ gender was also included in level 2, 
allowing us to estimate whether the parents’ gender varied 
as a function of the main effects (Kenny & Kashy, 2011). 
Analysis was performed in two independent sequential 
steps to investigate the independent effects of individual 
and family factors on father involvement. According to 
Kenny and Kashy (2011) recommendations for analyzing 
non-independent data, the models were constrained to allow 
only fixed effects so that they could be equal across mothers 
and fathers. The heterogeneous compound symmetry (HCS) 
method was used to allow the two variances of dyads to dif-
fer (Kenny & Kashy, 2011). Both regression models were 
constructed based on an unconditional model with random 
intercepts to study the variability between individuals, esti-
mating the intraclass correlations. The intraclass correlation 
coefficient (ICC) provides an estimate of how much vari-
ance in the model is due to grouping structure. A lower ICC 
corresponds to greater heterogeneity in individuals in the 
same group, addressing the need of exploring the variability 
between parents. Previously, all continuous variables were 
grand mean-centred to reduce multicollinearity effects. The 
models were estimated with maximum likelihood (Heck et 
al., 2014; Kenny & Kashy, 2011; Luke, 2004).

Results

Preliminary analysis

Correlations were performed, aiming to identify significant 
variables to be included in the MLM (Table 1). An examina-
tion of the correlations revealed that, at the individual level, 
both mother and father’s higher education, time spent with 
the child, and father’s age were related to greater father 
involvement, whereas both mothers’ and fathers’ greater 
stress were related to lower father involvement. Concerning 
family variables, greater cooperative coparenting and lower 
conflictual and triangular coparenting were related to greater 
father involvement. Also, older children and more children 
in the family were related to greater father involvement.

Multilevel analysis

To examine if mothers’ and fathers’ responses concerning 
father involvement had significant variability, we initially 
ran an intercept-only model (i.e., the unconditional model). 
Results revealed a significant variability in father involve-
ment within couples (ICC = 0.54, p < .001), showing mod-
erate discrepancy in the dyad, indicating that a multilevel 

Parents were asked to participate through a letter explaining 
the study’s goals and procedures. Flyers describing the study 
were also disseminated in these schools. Parents interested 
in participating were instructed to inform the teacher of their 
child, and the teacher delivered to each couple a pack con-
taining two envelops (one to be completed by the mother 
and the other by the father), including a letter presenting 
the study, the consent form, instructions to fill out the ques-
tionnaires, and the study’s measures. Parents who agreed to 
participate provided their written informed consent. Parents 
were instructed to complete their questionnaires individu-
ally, and afterwards to insert them in individually sealed 
envelopes and return them to their child’s teacher. All col-
lected questionnaires were then returned to the research 
team. In households with more than one child aged 2–6 
years, parents were instructed to report about the older 
child. Instructions were provided to parents individually to 
create a code system to ensure that both were reporting on 
the same child. Discrepancies in the coding led to data elim-
ination. Outliers and incomplete data were also eliminated 
from the study. All measures were presented at random.

Some schools asked for an online survey (rather than 
paper format). Thus, a link for the survey was created on 
Qualtrics and shared with schools to be disseminated among 
their mailing lists. This link was also shared by the research 
team on social media platforms (Facebook and Instagram). 
Flyers that described the study included a QR code with 
a link to the study were also disseminated in schools and 
places related to child activities (e.g., children’s swim-
ming schools) after obtaining authorization from the school 
board. In the current study, 21% of the valid data were col-
lected online. No significant differences were found between 
online- and paper-format data collection per the variables 
of interest (e.g., parents’ age, father involvement, parenting 
stress, coparenting). Parents were informed that 20 vouch-
ers of €20 would be raffled among those who agreed to par-
ticipate and provided their email to be contacted with the 
raffle’s result.

Data analysis

Multilevel modelling (MLM) was performed with SPSS 
(Version 28.0) for Windows, with the couple as the unit of 
measurement. Because mothers and fathers were nested 
within couples, the assumption of independent observations 
could not be assumed, requiring an MLM approach. Dyadic 
data violate the assumption of independent observations, 
with MLM accounting for the correlated nature of the mea-
sures for data that have more than one level (Luke, 2004).

MLM was adopted to examine the associations between 
the individual and family variables with father involve-
ment. The data were structured in a two-level MLM, with 
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approach was required. A model with random intercepts 
and covariates at levels 1 and 2 examined, respectively, 
the effects of the individual as family variables in father 
involvement.

Aiming to examine individual level aspects (H1), the 
level 1 model examined the characteristics of each parent, 
previously correlated with father involvement. The follow-
ing variables were introduced as fixed factors in the model: 
father’s age, education, parenting stress, and time spent with 
child. Concerning mothers, education, parenting stress, and 
time spent with child were also included. The parents’ gen-
der was introduced as a fixed factor in the model. Next, to 
examine the influence of family aspects in father involve-
ment (H2), the father’s perception of coparenting and 
child’s age were included in the second level of the analysis, 
according to correlation results. In addition, the interactions 
between the parents’ gender and main significant variables 
were entered in the final model. The outcomes of the ran-
dom intercept model with covariates at the individual (level 
1) and family (level 2) levels are presented in Table 2.

The final model revealed that both level 1 and 2 variables 
influenced father involvement. Concerning individual vari-
ables (level 1), father’s education and the father’s time spent 
with the child were related to a greater proportion of father 
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Table 2  Multivariate hierarchical linear model concerning father 
involvement
Fixed effects Coefficient β SE
Constant − 0.154* 0.070
Individual level
 Father’s age 0.003 0.003
 Father’s education 0.129* 0.034
 Mother’s education 0.000 0.000
 Father’s parenting stress − 0.038 0.042
 Mother’s parenting stress − 0.045 0.039
 Father’s time childcare 0.018* 0.007
 Mother’s time childcare 0.006 0.006
 Parent’s gender − 0.001 0.067
Family level
 Child’s age (in years) 0.026* 0.013
 Number of children in family 0.056* 0.028
 Cooperative coparenting 0.078* 0.031
 Conflict coparenting − 0.025 0.028
 Triangulation coparenting − 0.074 0.067
 Parent’s gender x Father’s education − 0.111* 0.042
 Parent’s gender x Time childcare father − 0.013 0.009
 Parent’s gender x Child’s age − 0.001 0.011
 Parent’s gender x Number children family − 0.013 0.027
 Parent’s gender x Cooperative Coparent 0.031 0.034
 Parent’s gender x Triangle Coparent − 0.106 0.069
Random effects
 Within couples 0.673** 0.042
Reduction in −2 LL 78.209
*p < .05; ** p < .01
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both mother and father variables would be related to father 
involvement (H1), this was partially confirmed, revealing 
the critical importance of the father’s factors in his involve-
ment. In particular, the father’s education and daily time 
spent with his child were the main individual factors asso-
ciated with greater involvement. Indeed, the time fathers 
spend in childcare has been recognized as an important 
determinant of father involvement (Cabrera et al., 2014; 
Cano et al., 2018; Pleck, 2010), which is also highly related 
to the father’s educational level (Cano et al., 2018; Cha & 
Song, 2017; Kalil et al., 2012). These two variables have 
been addressed as playing a key role in father involvement, 
given that more-educated fathers tend to be more aware 
about how their involvement contributes to the quality of 
child development, achieving higher scores in involvement 
(Cha & Song, 2017; England & Srivastava, 2013; Yeh et al., 
2021). Still, a possible bias of social class in parenting exists: 
more educated fathers tend to benefit from better work con-
ditions, namely more flexible schedules and lower work-
loads that may contribute to greater involvement (Molina, 
2021; Palkovitz & Hull, 2018). Thus, further examination 
of these variables with fathers from diverse social classes is 
an important avenue for future research.

At the family level (H2), the father’s perception that 
their partner was able to share decisions and responsibili-
ties related to their child (i.e., cooperative coparenting) 
was reflected in a greater proportion of father involvement. 
Indeed, cooperative coparenting has been described as criti-
cal for father involvement, showing a spill-over effect on 
family wellbeing and father’s behavior toward the child 
(Hohmann-Marriott, 2011; Johnson et al., 2024; Kuo et 
al., 2024; Lee et al., 2020). When fathers perceive they 

involvement, partially addressing H1. At the family level 
(level 2), older children, and cooperative coparenting were 
related to a greater proportion of father involvement (H2). 
Only the interaction effect between the parents’ gender and 
father’s education was significant (b = − 0.11, p < .05; see 
Fig.  1). Further analysis revealed that mothers perceived 
fathers as being more involved with their child when fathers 
had more education (b = 0.13, p < .001).

Discussion

The present study examined the interplay between fathers’ 
and mothers’ individual and family factors influencing 
father involvement, relying on a multilevel approach. The 
findings showed how father involvement was multideter-
mined and influenced both by individual and family aspects, 
as addressed by the expanded model of father involvement 
(Cabrera et al., 2014). Given the critical role of fathers in 
child development (e.g., Cabrera et al., 2014, 2018; Cano 
et al., 2018) and the gender imbalances that persist in par-
enting (e.g., Bianchi et al., 2012; Kamp Dush et al., 2018), 
particularly in Portuguese families (e.g., EIGE, 2022), our 
findings contribute to a better understanding of how father 
involvement unfolds among Portuguese working parents, as 
we assessed both mother and father characteristics.

The determinants of father involvement

The most relevant result was that father involvement was 
mainly influenced by the father’s characteristics, but not 
the mother’s characteristics. Although we expected that 

Fig. 1  Father involvement: 
Interaction between mothers’ 
perception of father involvement 
and fathers’ education
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time to family activities (Cano et al., 2018; Molina, 2021). 
This combination of factors could influence mothers’ per-
ceptions in recognizing and valuing the enhanced involve-
ment of more-educated fathers in childcare.

Overall, our findings contribute to a better understand-
ing of father involvement, empirically illuminating the 
expanded model of father involvement (Cabrera et al., 2014, 
2018) by highlighting the interplay between fathers’ char-
acteristics, including education, daily time spent with the 
child, and cooperative coparenting. Contrary to our expec-
tations, neither parents’ stress nor work–family conflict 
related to father involvement (H1). The non-significance of 
these results may suggest that these direct effects typically 
found may be a consequence of other factors related to par-
enting that often remain overlooked, such as time spent with 
children (Cano et al., 2018). They may also be influenced by 
intraindividual aspects, such as gender role perspectives, and 
the father’s (role) salience (Dermott & Miller, 2015; Kuo et 
al., 2024; Planalp & Braungart-Rieker, 2016), which were 
not examined in this study, but may affect how fathers man-
age parental and professional demands to be more involved 
with their children. Thus, future studies should examine the 
roles of these variables in father involvement.

At the theoretical level, our findings highlight how a 
father’s behaviors can be influenced both by his individual 
(e.g., time spent) and ecological aspects of the family (e.g., 
cooperative coparenting). This result may help in subsidiz-
ing interventions and policies to enhance father involvement 
in countries like Portugal, which have limited resources 
and policies to support young families in their parenting. 
Specifically, employers and public policies should promote 
fathers’ free time, namely by facilitating specific work 
schedules for fathers of young children. These policies 
should account for fathers with lower education, who often 
have jobs which limit their opportunities to be engaged with 
their children (Cano et al., 2018; Molina, 2021). Our find-
ings also revealed the importance of cooperative coparent-
ing for father involvement (Fagan & Palkovitz, 2019; Diniz 
et al., 2024; Schoppe-Sullivan & Fagan, 2020). When the 
fathers perceived themselves as included, valued, and sup-
ported in decisions concerning their child, they revealed 
a greater involvement, supporting Cabrera et al.’s (2014) 
model. Because fathers who perceive positive coparenting 
revealed more involvement, services working with families 
should value and include fathers as active players in their 
child’s lives. This finding may guide policies to include 
fathers in all aspects concerning their children, namely in 
healthcare and educational services. Our findings reinforce 
the perspective that policies that support fathers of young 
children will benefit fathers’ involvement, which will be 
reflected in greater child adjustment and improved family 
wellbeing (e.g., Cabrera et al., 2018; Cano et al., 2018).

are supported, they may themselves feel more competent 
in their parenting role, thereby contributing to his greater 
involvement. Perhaps from himself feeling that he is play-
ing an active role in parenting, with a capacity to give input 
regarding the child’s education and decision-making, fathers 
may be more prone to invest in daily activities related to 
their children (Diniz et al., 2023; Fagan & Cabrera, 2012; 
Schoppe-Sullivan et al., 2008). Also, the child’s older age 
was related to greater father involvement, a finding in line 
with some studies on the topic that had revealed that a 
father’s involvement with young children tends to increase 
during the first years (e.g., Amodia-Bidakowska et al., 2020; 
Halme et al., 2009; Kuo et al., 2018). This may suggest, on 
the one hand, that as children grow up, fathers may perceive 
children as less dependent on their mothers, and thus feel 
more confident in playing a more active role with the chil-
dren (Kuo et al., 2018; Planalp & Braungart-Rieker, 2016). 
Also, as children move from toddlerhood into childhood, 
they are more available for more diversified shared activi-
ties and interactions (e.g., playing games, reading books), 
calling for a greater involvement of the fathers (Planalp & 
Braungart-Rieker, 2016). Conversely, studies that examined 
parents’ transition to a second child uncovered how fathers 
tend to be more involved with the older children (Kuo et 
al., 2018). Because most of our sample included firstborns 
(63%), the fathers may have been more involved with them. 
Moreover, having more children may contribute not only 
to a father’s greater confidence in his skills but also to a 
real demand for his involvement, which is reflected in his 
greater involvement.

Finally, our multilevel analysis indicated a moderation 
role of the parents’ gender in the association between the 
father’s education and his involvement, revealing that moth-
ers perceived fathers as more involved with their children 
when the fathers had more education. It is discussed that 
more educated fathers value their parenting role, reveal-
ing more child-centric attitudes (e.g., Cano et al., 2018) 
which may contribute to mothers perceiving them as more 
involved. Also, perhaps fathers with higher education are 
more sensitive and adjusted to parenting, contributing 
to a greater support for and valorization of his role being 
reflected in mothers’ greater perceptions of father involve-
ment. Educated fathers tend to use practices often associ-
ated with cognitive and emotional support, with greater 
commitment to egalitarian parenting roles (Jia et al., 2012; 
Kalil et al., 2012; Planalp & Braungart-Rieker, 2016). 
Such interactions, visible in daily routines and educational 
activities, could lead mothers to perceive these fathers as 
more actively participating in their children’s development, 
thereby influencing their overall perception of involvement. 
Furthermore, more educated fathers may hold work careers 
that offer more flexibility, allowing them to allocate more 
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coparenting in their greater involvement. These findings are 
particularly relevant in the context of dual-earner families, 
such as the Portuguese society. Findings contribute to guide 
interventions and policies to enhance father’s work-family 
conciliation.
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