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At first glance, one might think that the model would estimate the difference 
between the mean for the biological-parent/stepparent + single-parent category and 
the mean for two-biological-parent category. Although this is not what happened, this 
would be the case if the variable for single was not included in the model.

Again, the general rule when using nested dummy variables is the coefficient for a 
dummy variable that is not a subset of any other dummy variable will estimate the dif-
ference for the groups involved less any groups captured by other variables nested in that 
variable. Since the dummy variable for single-parent family is included in the model, the 
coefficient for the dummy variable for the combined variable for biological-parent/
stepparent and single-parent estimates the difference for the biological-parent/steppar-
ent category. There is an important lesson to be learned from this example. Although 
the meaning of the coefficient for a variable depends on the variable itself, the meaning 
also depends on the other variables in the model.

It may seem that I have given too much attention to the interpretation of the inter-
cept in dummy variable regression especially since we pay little attention to the intercept 
in most research. However, the discussion of the intercept has allowed me to introduce 
two key concepts in regression modeling.

The first key concept is that of nestedness. In dummy variable regression, dummy 
variables are nested within the unit vector. Anytime a difference is calculated in a 
regression model, one variable is nested in another variable in the model. Nestedness 
is a vital concept for understanding small and big models in control modeling and for 
understanding interactions.

Table 4.3 � Linear Regression of Family 
Structure on Math Score

*p < .05.

Independent  
Variable

Model

1 2

B B

Two Bio. — —

Bio./Step. −2.56* —

Bio./Step. + Single — −2.56*

Single −2.74* −.18

Other Fam. −3.78* −3.78*

Intercept 52.88 52.88

R2 .021 .021


