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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Children in Virginia are more likely to flourish when their fathers are
engaged and/or present. This is one of the conclusions from Good Fathers,
Flourishing Kids: The Importance of Fatherhood in Virginia, a new report
from an intellectually diverse group of scholars at the University of Virginia,
the American Enterprise Institute, the American Institute for Boys and Men,
the Brookings Institution, the National Center for Black Family Life at
Hampton University, the Institute for Family Studies, and the National
Marriage Project. The report, which is sponsored by the National Marriage
Project at UVA and the National Center for Black Family Life at

Hampton University, conveys five sets of key findings and six
recommendations to strengthen fatherhood and families in Virginia:

e Boys and girls with involved dads in the Commonwealth get better
grades, are less likely to have their parents contacted about
behavioral or learning problems at school, and are less likely to be
depressed. For instance, children with less involved dads are about 2 times
more likely to have parents contacted about school problems and 3.7 times more
likely to be diagnosed with depression.

e About 1 in 4 Virginia children live in a home without their biological
fathers. Boys and girls who live in a father-absent home are only about half as
likely to get good grades in school, about twice as likely to be depressed, and
nearly three times more likely to have their parents contacted about school
problems, compared to boys and girls who live in an intact (married or
cohabiting) family with their father.

e There is no racial divide in academic performance or school
problems between white and black children from intact families in
the state. More than 85% of these children get mostly A’s and B’s and less than
1in 5 have parents contacted about school problems. By contrast, white and
black children in father-absent families do markedly worse in school: fewer than
two-thirds of black and white children from such families get good grades, and
more than 1 in 3 have parents contacted for school problems.
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° Approximately 100,000 children in Virginia have a parent, usually a
father, incarcerated. Children with a history of parental incarceration are
about half as likely to get good grades in school, twice as likely to have their
parents contacted for school problems, and five times as likely to be depressed,

compared to children whose parents have never been incarcerated.

o We also spotlight some good news for Virginia when it comes to
marriage and family life. Although the share of Virginia children living in
married families fell from 85% in 1970 to 67% in 2023, the share of children
living in a married family, and with their father, has leveled off in recent years.
What’s also noteworthy is that the share of black children being raised in a

married-parent family is ticking upwards, from 37% in 2015 to 40% in 2023.

e Given the importance of dads, we think that Virginia should follow
other states, like Florida and Tennessee, that have or plan to launch
major statewide efforts to strengthen fatherhood on a bipartisan
basis. We outline six sets of policy ideas to strengthen fatherhood across
Virginia that focus especially on boys, fathers, and families. They range from
efforts to make state schools more boy friendly, to running a public service
announcement (PSA) in the state spotlighting the contributions that fathers
make to their children’s lives, to increasing the share of formerly incarcerated
fathers who attend a parenting program before they are released, in conjunction
with the state’s Stand Tall Initiative.

Good Fathers, Flourishing Kids: The Importance of Fatherhood in Virginia 4






father and many of these children do not see their dads on a regular basis.4 Even in
homes in which both parents live together, there are plenty of dads who could engage
more. Finally, fathers who are incarcerated or newly released from prison often have a

difficult time connecting with their children.

All this matters because children are more likely to flourish—to do well in school, enjoy
greater emotional and relational well-being, avoid poverty and avoid trouble with
authorities—when they have active and engaged fathers. Good dads seem to matter
especially for our boys in a cultural moment when so many of them are floundering.
What’s more: men are more likely to thrive themselves when they have active
relationships with their own children.5 This is also true for men re-entering society after
being incarcerated.® In our quest to strengthen the state of Virginia, then, we must
strengthen the state of family and fatherhood across the Commonwealth.

The Good Fathers, Flourishing Kids report explores these matters by answering four
important questions:

e How is the engagement and presence of fathers linked
to boys’ and girls’ outcomes in the state?

How are family and fatherhood trends playing out in
Virginia?

strengthen fatherhood across the Commonwealth?

e What kinds of policies should the state pursue to
o How can engaging formerly incarcerated men as fathers

help them get a successful new start in society?

4 For children (ages 0-17) in Virginia, about 72% live in a home with their biological father, according to our analysis of IPUMS 2023
American Community Survey.

5 Rob Palkovitz, Involved Fathering and Men’s Adult Development (Mahwah: Lawrence Earlbaum Associates, 2002).

6 Johanna B. Folk, Jeffrey Stuewig, Debra Mashek, June P. Tangney, and Jessica Grossmann. "Behind Bars But Connected to Family:

Evidence for the Benefits of Family Contact During Incarceration." Journal of Family Psychology 33, no. 4 (2019): 453-464.
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To answer these questions, Brad Wilcox—Melville Foundation Jefferson Scholars
Foundation Distinguished University Professor of Sociology at the University of Virginia
(UVA)—convened an intellectually diverse group of scholars from the American
Enterprise Institute, the American Institute for Boys and Men, the Brookings
Institution, the National Center for Black Family Life at Hampton University, the
Institute for Family Studies, the National Marriage Project, and UVA. This bipartisan
group hails from a wide range of family circumstances, both in terms of our families of
origin and our current family situations. Furthermore, we do not agree on everything,
including some of the specific recommendations in this report. But we do agree that
both father engagement and father presence matter for Virginia’s children, and the state
can do more to increase the odds that boys and girls across the Commonwealth have the

benefit of being raised by a good dad.

This report documents the value of engaged and present fathers, surveys the state of
family and fatherhood in Virginia, and offers six sets of policy ideas to strengthen
fatherhood in the Commonwealth. It also conveys some surprising and encouraging
news about recent trends in Virginia families. And given the state’s commitment to
helping formerly incarcerated fathers in the Stand Tall Initiative, this report pays
particular attention to the families and fathers who have been touched by incarceration.
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Not surprisingly, in looking at a range of outcomes for children in Virginia, we see that

children across the Commonwealth with more engaged dads are more likely to be
flourishing. Drawing on Virginia data from more than 1,300 children in the 2022 and
2023 National Surveys of Children’s Health (NSCH) from intact, stepfamily, and single-
father families with biological, adoptive, and stepfathers, we find that boys and girls are
more likely to flourish when their fathers are active and engaged. For this NSCH
analysis, a father is coded as highly involved if he reports handling the demands of
raising children “very well,” and the family eats meals together at least 4 days per week.
Fathers are coded as low in paternal engagement if he does not report handling the
demands of raising children very well, or the family eats meals together less than 4 days
per week. (Note: This section does not cover non-resident fathers because the NSCH did

not ask about or interview them.)
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Paternal Involvement and Child Outcomes

More students get high grades in school when their fathers are actively involved in
school-related activities. Of all Virginia students whose schools give traditional letter
grades of A through F, 36% receive mostly A grades. Among students with highly
engaged fathers, 41% receive grades this high, whereas among students with less

engaged fathers, only 32% do (see Figure 1).

Paternal Engagement & Good Grades
% of Virginia children that receive mostly A's, by sex
m More engaged m Less engaged m Total

60%

53%

50%

40%

27%

30%
20%

10%

0%

Both Sexes Boys

Source: NSCH 2022-2023

Figure 1: Paternal Engagement & Good Grades by Sex

Girls are more likely to receive mostly A’s: 45% of girls get grades this high, compared
with only 27% of boys. But girls with engaged fathers do even better: 53% get A’s,
compared with 38% of girls with less involved fathers. Differences for boys are less
significant: 28% of boys with engaged fathers get A’s, compared with 26% of boys with

less involved fathers.
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When the association between father involvement and student academic performance is
controlled for using a range of demographic factors like parental education and race, the
odds of students with less engaged fathers getting mostly A grades are 68% lower than
the odds for students with more engaged fathers. And the odds of male students getting

mostly A grades are 61% lower than the odds for female students.

Children across the Commonwealth

with more engaged dads are more likely to be flourishing.

Virginia parents are less likely to be contacted by their children’s schools because of
conduct or learning problems in the classroom when fathers are actively involved in
children’s upbringing. The parents of nearly a quarter of all Virginia students (24%) get
notes home due to their child’s conduct or learning problems at school. Among students
with highly engaged fathers, the proportion being contacted by the school is 18%,

compared to 28% for students with less involved fathers (see Figure 2).
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Paternal Engagement & School Contacts

% of Virginia children whose parents were contacted by school for
misbehavior or performance, by sex
m More Engaged m Less engaged m Total
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10%
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0%
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Source: NSCH 2022-2023

Figure 2: Paternal Engagement & School Contacts by Sex

Parents of male students are more likely to get notes home than are parents of female
students (30% vs. 18%). But less than a quarter of boys with engaged fathers get such
notes to their parents (22%), compared to more than a third of boys with less involved
fathers (35%). Only 14% of girls with engaged fathers have notes sent to their parents,

versus more than a fifth (21%) of girls with less involved fathers.

When the association between paternal engagement and parents being contacted by
schools is controlled for family intactness and related demographic differences, the odds
that parents are contacted by the school are twice as great (2.15) for students with less
involved fathers than for those with more involved fathers. And the odds for parents of

male students being contacted are twice as great (2.02) as the odds for female students.

Virginia youngsters are also less likely to experience childhood depression when fathers
are actively involved in family life and childrearing. More than one Virginia child in 20
(6%) has been diagnosed as depressed by counselors at school or in private practice.

Among children with highly involved fathers, the fraction with depression falls to 1 in 50
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(2%). Among children with less involved fathers, the fraction rises to nearly 1 in 10 (9%).

(See Figure 3).

Paternal Engagement & Child Depression

% of Virginia children with diagnosed depression by sex

m Engaged m Unengaged m Total
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Figure 3: Paternal Engagement & Child Depression by Sex

Childhood depression is equally prevalent among girls and boys. But whereas one girl in
100 (1%) with a highly engaged father is depressed, 10 times as many girls (10%) are
depressed when their father is unengaged. Differences are less dramatic but still
substantial among boys: nearly twice as many boys with unengaged fathers have

depression (7%), as do boys with highly engaged fathers (4%).

When the association between paternal engagement and childhood depression is
controlled for family intactness and demographic factors like race and parental
education, the odds of a child being depressed are nearly four (3.7) times greater for

children with uninvolved fathers as for those with highly engaged fathers.

What is striking about these findings is that on the social outcomes we measured (school
contacts), they are most evident for boys in families with disengaged dads, whereas for
girls they are most visible for the emotional outcome (depression). The results here are
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consistent with literature indicating that boys respond to family problems by acting out
(“externalizing” in the literature), whereas girls turn inward (“internalizing” in the
literature).'® In other words, the pain experienced by paternal disengagement is more
likely to be manifested externally for boys and internally for girls. And that is what we
see here in the state of Virginia.

How Does Paternal Involvement Vary with

Family Background?

Virginia children of fathers who have only a high school diploma are just as likely to
have a dad who is highly involved in their upbringing as Virginia children of college-
graduate fathers. And Commonwealth children of black or Hispanic fathers who live
with their kids are just as likely to benefit from their father’s love and attention as
children of white or Asian fathers.

66

We find significant differences in paternal
involvement related to the marital status of the father.

Virginia youngsters are more likely to have an active and engaged father if they live in an
intact-married family than in an intact-cohabiting family. In fact, 51% of children with
married parents have highly engaged fathers, compared to 15% of those with cohabiting
parents. These percentages are adjusted for differences across groups in parent-
education and family-income levels, racial and ethnic composition, immigrant status,
and sex and age group of the children. The odds of a child in a cohabiting family having
an active and engaged father are 83% lower than the odds for a child in an intact-
married family. On the other hand, children living with their fathers only, or in a

18 Brad Wilcox, Get Married: Why Americans Must Defy the Elites, Forge Strong Families, and Save Civilization (New York:
Harper Collins, 2024), 68; Carolyn Zahn-Waxler, Elizabeth A. Shirtcliff, and Kristine Marceau. "Disorders of Childhood and

Adolescence: Gender and Psychopathology." Annual Review of Clinical Psychology 4, no. 1 (2008): 275-303.
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married-birth-parent and stepparent family, are as likely to have an engaged father as
those living with married-birth or adoptive parents.

Across the Commonwealth, then, boys and girls are more likely to flourish when they
have more engaged fathers. Although patterns of paternal engagement do not vary by
race and ethnicity, family structure is linked to paternal engagement. In Virginia,

married and single dads who live with their kids are markedly more engaged with their
kids than are cohabiting dads.
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