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Although innovative discussions exist on the limitations of past father involvement definitions, constructs, and measures, this discussion will highlight briefly some of the main ways father involvement has been measured. The most dominant measures of father involvement include the use of time diaries, correlational studies that demonstrate the salience of father presence by studying families without fathers, and variations of Lamb, Pleck, Charnov, & Levine’s (1985) constructs of engagement, accessibility, and responsibility. Father involvement has typically been measured in one, or a combination, of the following three ways:
1.Father Involvement Measured as Time Spent Together: This includes frequency of contact, amount of time spent together (doing things such as shared meals, shared leisure time, or time spent reading together), and the perceived accessibility and availability of the father. This can also include the amount of time fathers spend performing routine physical child care such as bathing, preparing meals, and clothing in addition to the amount of time father’s spend playing with their child, and how effective, mutual and reciprocal the play is.

2. Father Involvement Measured as the Quality of the Father-Child Relationship: A father is defined as an involved father if his relationship with his child can be described as being sensitive, warm, close, friendly, supportive, intimate, nurturing, affectionate, encouraging, comforting, and accepting.   In addition, fathers are classified as being involved if their child has developed a strong, secure attachment to them.  In this regard, Pleck (1997) has argued that it is more appropriate to refer to the benefits of “positive father involvement” (p. 67) than “father involvement” per se. 
3. Father Involvement Measured as Investment in Paternal Role: Measures assess the level of investment in child rearing, including the father’s ability to be an authoritative parent (exercises appropriate control and limits while allowing autonomy; takes responsibility for limit setting and discipline; monitors child’s activities), the degree to which he is facilitative and attentive to his child’s needs, and the amount of support he provides his children with school related activities.

Measuring father involvement and its impact: Challenges and qualifications.

Multidimensional versus unidimensional conceptualizations. Throughout this document, we have made reference to the relationship between father involvement and various outcomes. Implicit in this approach is that “father involvement” is a unidimensional construct. Direct engagement, as articulated by Lamb et al. (1987) has tended to dominate assessments of father involvement. Considerable work has been carried out to elaborate the complicated nature of father involvement leading to arguments about the importance of considering father involvement as a “multidimensional” construct (Schoppe-Sullivan, McBride & Ringo Ho, 2004). Palkovitz (1997) broadened the conceptualization with reference to 15 categories of paternal involvement that included: Communication (listening, talking, showing love); Teaching (role modeling, encouraging activities and interests); Monitoring (friends, homework); Cognitive processes (worrying, planning, praying); Errands; Caregiving, (feeding, bathing); Shared interests (reading together); Availability; Planning (activities, birthdays); Shared activities (shopping, playing together); Providing (food, clothing); Affection; Protection; and Supporting emotionality (encouraging the child). Furthermore, as Parke (2000) has argued, the nature of father involvement changes over time as a function of children being at various stages of development and fathers themselves undergoing various developmental challenges over time. Whereas the focus has often been on how fathers make the transition to fathering, Palkovitz and Palm (2005) argue that there are many transitions over the life course within the fathering experience that have an impact on child and family outcomes. Furthermore, given the diversity of the fathering experience in relation to ethnicity (Parke, 2000), culture (Hewlett, 2000) and a host of other factors including sexual orientation, family structure and social class, it is important to look at variability both within and between these groups.  

Efforts to construct a pragmatic yet valid and reliable measure of father 

involvement have had to face the challenge of balancing the need to capture the complex dimensions of father involvement with the practical issue of having a format that is not so long and cumbersome as to be prohibitive for participants (Schoppe-Sullivan et al., 2004). This measurement challenge continues to be a work in progress with noteworthy efforts including: a nine factor model that assesses direct and indirect effects, as well as behavioral, cognitive, affective, moral and ethical aspects of involvement (Hawkins, Bradford, Palkovitz, Christiansen, Day & Call, 2002); and a six factor model that includes responsibility, love/physical affection, talking with the child, household activities, child activities and cognitive monitoring (Schoppe-Sullivan et al., 2004). Nevertheless, significant measurement challenges lie ahead in the effort to capture the multidimensional nature of father involvement (Day & Lamb, 2004).  

In light of some of these complexities, qualitative approaches that examine the construction of the fathering experience have used grounded theory methodology approaches (Daly, 2002; Matta & Knudson-Martin, 2006); in-depth interviewing (Marsiglio & Cohan, 2000; Marsiglio, 2004); and narrative approaches (Dollahite, 2004; Pleck & Stueve, 2004).

Father involvement in the context of other influences. A father’s activities, thoughts and engagements with a child occur within a complex environment of other influences. The quality and nature of the interactions that children have with teachers, neighbours, peers, extended family, siblings and other parents can all shape the developmental outcomes of the child. From a broader perspective, wars, family access to resources, and other cultural and economic conditions can play powerful roles in shaping children’s well-being (Hewlett, 2000).  Accordingly, it is important that when looking at the “evidence” provided in this document that we be mindful of the wide range of influences on child development. Palkovitz (2002) provides the following caution:   

“Because development is multiply determined, it is somewhat hazardous to get too specific regarding relationships between patterns of paternal involvement and child development outcomes.  In focusing on child outcomes we often ignore the fact that patterns of father involvement are only one factor in a large and diverse array of possible contributors to developmental outcomes.  The existing database does not allow us to conclusively partial out the effects of father involvement on child outcome variables.” 

Measurement issues. From a methodological point of view, there are other limitations in how measurements are made when assessing the relationship between father involvement and child outcomes. One significant limitation is that most researchers rely on a single data source which raises the problem of the same informant who provided the data about paternal involvement also providing information about child outcomes.   Another measurement limitation in the fathering literature is that most studies are correlational and often cross sectional.  This makes inferring the direction of causality problematic, and impossible to account for selection effects or pre-existing conditions inherent in the child that may be impacting child development outcomes (Pleck & Masciadrelli, 2004).

Sampling issues and representativeness. Another limitation of the father involvement literature is that most of the research is based on US population samples, of which African American samples represent a significant proportion of the father absence literature.  The adverse child developmental outcomes reportedly due to father absence may, in part reflect the disadvantaged, disenfranchised, and de-privileged experience of systemic and institutionalized racism rather than the impact of father absence. For example, Harper and McLanahan (2004) found that a sizeable portion of the risk that appeared to be due to father absence could actually be attributed to other factors such as teen motherhood, low parent education, racial inequalities, and poverty. 

Social class issues. Other scholars have also challenged the impact of father involvement after controlling for SES.  Kesner and McKenry (2001) argue that after controlling for SES, there would be no differences between children from single and two parent homes on measures of social skills and conflict management, which would suggest that single parent family structure is not by itself a risk factor for children’s social development (Kesner & McKenry, 2001).  Likewise, Battle (2002) found that in the presence of socioeconomic status, family configuration was not statistically significant in predicting educational achievement.  In the case of educational achievement, other scholars found that father presence had no effect on post secondary educational attainment after controlling for high school curriculum placement and high school grades (List & Wolfle, 2000).  In addition, research indicates that a father’s child rearing practices have a smaller effect on children than poverty or race (Mosely & Thompson, 1995; Pleck, 1997).  In a similar vein, Averett, Gennetian, and Peters (1997) found that levels of father care were less influential on cognitive development than the child care centers their children were placed in.

 The importance of the parenting relationship for understanding father involvement. 

When assessing the impact of father involvement on child outcomes, researchers often neglect to control for the quality of the mother child relationship which could account for a portion of the observable effects. For example, Amato (1994) observed that the extent of mothers’ child care and the quality of the marriage may have accounted for the supposed positive effect of father’s child care.

In a review of the empirical research that examines the relationship between father love (acceptance-rejection) and child outcomes, Rohner & Veneziano (2001) identify six different categories of empirical studies that illustrate the complex systemic dynamics of father involvement, mother involvement and child development outcomes. Three of these categories of literature indicate that father love and involvement makes a unique and significant contribution to child development outcomes after statistically controlling for the mothers’ influence; while the other categories of study come to the conclusion that father love operates independently of mother love and involvement; that father involvement moderates the influence of mother involvement; and that mother and father involvement have different outcomes related to sons and daughters. Several conclusions can be drawn from this: there is strong evidence to support the conclusion that certain types of father involvement independently contribute to children’s developmental outcomes (there is also evidence that certain kinds of mother involvement contributes to unique outcomes); at the same time, depending on the nature of the parenting relationship, there are interactive effects that involve contributions from both mothers and fathers; and finally, there are a number of different outcomes for sons and daughters that warrant further research and analysis. The conclusion for Rohner & Veneziano (2001) is that we may be better off studying father involvement from a triadic (mother –father –child) or systemic perspective rather than focusing on the dyadic relationship (father –child).

Direct and indirect effects. Although much of the focus in this document and in the literature is on the direct effects of father involvement on child development outcomes, it is apparent that fathers are an important source of indirect effects on children’s developmental outcomes. Specifically, when fathers function as a source of practical and emotional support for mothers, they enhance the quality of the mother-child relationship thereby facilitating healthy developmental outcomes for children (Lamb, 2000). In addition, fathers indirectly influence their children through their own accumulation of social capital, access to privilege, income, and social networks.
Assessing the impact of father presence and father absence: The salutary effects of being raised by two married biological parents depends on the quality of care parents can provide (Jaffee, Moffitt, Caspi, & Taylor, 2003).  For example, Jaffee et al. (2003) found that when fathers engaged in high levels of antisocial behavior, the more time they lived with their children, the more conduct problems their children had, indicating that more father involvement is not always optimal in all cases. It is also important to understand the reasons for low or high levels of paternal involvement. For example, a father may be highly involved in his child’s life because he is unemployed, but would rather be able to lower his levels of father involvement in order to better provide for his child financially. In addition, it is important to move discussions beyond explorations of family structure or father absence, as recent research suggests that family context, family process, patterns of interaction, and the quality of various relationships tend to have more explanatory power (Davis & Friel, 2001).   Recent research suggests that the impact of father absence flows through the following paths: 1) no co-parent, 2) economic loss / disadvantage, 3) social isolation and disapproval 4) perceived / actual abandonment relating to psychological distress, 5) conflict between parents  (Cabrera, Tamis-LeMonda, Bradley, Hofferth, & Lamb, 2000).  These may be the mechanisms (not the presence or absence of a father) that create deleterious effects on children.  In addition, no agreement that psychological and social well-being are needs obtained by a parent of a specific gender. Previous research maintains that a child’s needs can be met with or without father involvement (Walker & McGraw, 2000).  All things considered, further research is needed to more clearly understand the mechanisms by which father involvement influences child development outcomes. 

Employment conditions and father involvement. There are a number of employment factors that influence the degree to which fathers are involved with their children. Lamb (2000) reports that in two parent families where mothers are employed, fathers are more involved with their children when compared with families with non-employed mothers. When mothers earn more money than fathers, then the fathers are more likely to spend more time in the care of their children (Casper & O’Connell, 1998). When parents work non-standard work schedules, fathers are also more likely to be involved in the provision of care to children (Presser, 1995). Conversely, fathers who have higher incomes are more likely to spend less time with their children than low income fathers but the time that they do spend is more positive (Levy-Schiff & Israelaschivili, 1988). When fathers are required to take on fathering responsibilities due to unemployment, there is a tendency that they parent more harshly and children may suffer as a result (Russell, 1983 cited in Cabrera et al., 2000).   
Summary

Overall, several limitations exist with how the construct of father involvement is conceptualized and measured and the ways its impact has been understood and assessed that present a variety of challenges and qualifications to the research findings.  Clearly it is important to consider measurement, sampling, and social class issues, to be attentive to direct and indirect effects, to consider the multidimensionality of father involvement within the context of other influences and relationships, to explore the impact of structural parameters on involvement such as employment conditions, and to find better ways of understanding father presence than by exploring is opposite - father absence.  Further research and theory can continue to build the father involvement literature by being attentive to these limitations. 

