
T
he first years in a child’s life are

the most critical in terms of learning

and development. Children’s

developmental needs at this stage are

time-bound, if they go unfulfilled in these

early years, it is difficult to compensate

further down the line. 

We know from our own experience that

early childhood care and education has

significant benefits for children, their

families and the wider community. This

is evidenced from research (the High/

Scope Perry Pre-school study), which

found that early intervention through

quality early childhood care and education

improves children’s lives in both the

short and long term. For example, children

stay in school longer and have better

employment prospects. The research

also shows reduced cost to society in

terms of reduced needs for social services

support, fewer teenage pregnancies,

fewer children leaving school early and

fewer prison places.

Successive governments have shied

away from providing a full universal

quality early childhood education and

care service. With the general election

imminent, increasingly political parties

are pledging to introduce a universal

pre-school year, which is to be welcomed.

Barnardos has published a children’s

declaration, A million reasons to get it right,

calling for a series of actions across a

range of issues including the Constitutional

Amendment, Early Childhood Education

and Care, Child Protection, Poverty,

Education, Health, Housing and Alcohol.

Barnardos is calling for the following

four action points on Early Childhood

Education and Care:

Introduce a one year free quality

Early Childhood Education and

Care place for every child in the

year prior to starting primary school.

The roll-out of these places should

begin with children experiencing

disadvantage.

Provide professional quality training

for all those working with pre-school

children.

Ensure quality Early Childhood

Education and Care services are

affordable to all parents by providing

financial support to childcare

providers that adhere to national

quality standards.

Implement a comprehensive

support system for parents,

including 26 weeks paid parental

leave in addition to the 26 weeks

paid maternity leave. This will enable

a child to have a parent at home with

them during the first year of life and

remove some of the stress being

experienced by parents.
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It is now widely accepted that the exclusion of fathers from child and family work is problematic and

needs to change. Our research into 24 ‘vulnerable’ fathers and families who were known to social care

agencies in Ireland confirms that for many there is a real problem here (Ferguson and Hogan, 2004). However, in

interviewing vulnerable working-class fathers, their partners, their children and the professionals who

worked with them, we found that many such men are much more involved as fathers than typical

stereotypes of being feckless or dangerous would allow. While the problem of men’s exclusion from

interventions by professionals and men’s exclusion of themselves is a very real one, our study focused on

cases where fathers were included and we want to share here some of what we learned about good

practice with fathers and their families. 
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RECOGNISING THE MULTIPLE SIDES TO MEN
From the professionals, fathers, mothers and children we

interviewed, we have uncovered a number of key aspects to

how to work with fathers. A crucial first step is to recognise

the complexity of men and masculinity. Men are excluded

from social intervention for many reasons, the most powerful

being because they are perceived as dangerous, unreachable

and/or useless. Men and fathers are judged negatively on the

basis of their appearance, such as having tattoos, a ‘hard man’

persona, lifestyle, doing hard physical work or aggressive,

violence-prone work, like bouncing. This social construction draws

on assumptions about gender which ‘fix’ men in their relationship

to caring in deficit terms. Masculinity and caring, and especially

‘rough’ working-class men and caring, are regarded as

incompatible. In our sample family centre, workers were much

less prone to such a misreading of the men than social workers,

yet some social workers were also able to see the multiple

sides to men:

As I was coming away George (not his real name)

said, ‘Jesus, I’m sorry for being so weak’ and I said to
him ‘George, you know tears aren’t a sign of weakness,
you know as far as I’m concerned that’s a sign of
strength’. And I told him that I think he’s wasted, I
think he should be in there telling other fathers and
other men that it’s OK to cry and it’s OK to be and
it’s OK to make mistakes and it’s OK to do, you know,
just to be. And as I said earlier on he’s up there,
one of the highest people I know. (statutory social worker)

This 37-year-old lone-parent father of three had been crying

because attempts had been made by a hospital social worker

to take his children into care simply on the basis of his

appearance. However, the community-based social worker

was prepared to see beyond the man’s appearance and fully

assessed him, not simply as a risk, but as a resource to his

children. This father not only had tattoos and a shaved head,

but he was a boxer and worked as a bouncer. He felt entirely

judged by social workers and the police because of these

characteristics. A key best practice component was that the

social worker engaged with the children as well as the man

himself to establish their perspectives on this father and

family life. For instance, among the many things his 15-year-

old son said to us about him was:

Dad’s kind of a mix of things, like he’s very good
like. Like he looks like the hard man and when you
talk to him he’s fierce quiet. He cares and like he’s
working as a bouncer so lots of people think that
bouncers are the hard men you know, but he’s
not as hard. He thinks he’s like hard, that he can
take a lot mentally but he’s not as hard as he

thinks he is because he gets sick like... All the stress
and worry and stuff I think that’s what drew it out
of him and when my mam left it really came bad.

What is needed are techniques for getting beyond macho

fixations to a genuine assessment of the man in himself and

as a father. We are arguing that the current norms which

support father absence need to be turned on their head:

compelling grounds need to be available for professionals

not to include the father. Here we are following the lead of

some of the agencies and workers in our study who adopted

such an approach to the extent that they refused to go ahead

with family interviews if the father had not at least been

invited. The feedback from fathers was how important it was

to them that these kinds of efforts were made on their behalf. 

A ‘NOT KNOWING APPROACH’
The challenge is to take seriously what is known or suspected

about the man while adopting a ‘not knowing’ stance. This

produces the necessary information from the father and

others on which to base a thorough assessment of him in

terms of him being a possible risk and resource to his

children and partner. This is complex. In part, the discrepancy

between professional perceptions of men as useless and

how active at caring some fathers actually are can be

explained by the fact that some families kept the man’s

involvement hidden because of a criminal history. There was

a fear of drawing negative attention on the family with the risk

that the children may be removed. Father involvement was

also hidden because the couple could acquire a better

income if both parents claimed benefits as single people

even if, in reality, they were cohabiting. In this way men were

written out of the ‘official’ script of family life. 

We found that even the most
apparently wild & unreachable
men have a capacity to talk about
their love for their children & about
intimacy, & to develop into good
fathers & be a vital resource to
their families. 

To reach the active, nurturing side that the men expressed in

private, but often feared showing in public, effective practitioners

included the men from the start. They got the men to relate

their story of fatherhood, their feelings for their children, what

they feel they do well and how intervention might help them.We

found that even the most apparently wild and unreachable men 



have a capacity to talk about their love for their children and

about intimacy, and to develop into good fathers and be a vital

resource to their families. Michael, 19, had been homeless

and in prison but relished the unplanned birth of his son two

years previously. ‘I just take him in me arms at night, if we’re

watching telly, like I cuddle and kiss him like. When he’s in bed

I tuck him in and all, kiss him goodnight and all this kind of

stuff like. At night if he needs anything, more times I get up

and I go to him, all that kind of stuff.’ His young partner

regarded him as a ‘brilliant’ father. 

CREATING FATHER-FRIENDLY SPACES
Our findings suggest that care and attention need to be given

to the context within which the actual practice goes on, in so

far as professionals have this under their control. Intervention

sites – social work offices, family centres – need first of all to

be welcoming to all service-users. The provision of tea and 

food can be a very nurturing gesture, especially for very

disadvantaged users for whom the centre may, among other

things, be a haven from a heartless world. Special efforts

must be made to send out father-friendly messages, by such

things as having men’s interest magazines in waiting rooms.

When publications such as Men’s Health and FHM (For Him

Monthly) begin to rub shoulders in waiting rooms with

Cosmopolitan and Hello!, men will know that these are equal

spaces for them. There should also be an effort made to have

male workers available. We are not arguing here that male

workers should be working on all cases involving fathers. Our

findings suggest that women can and do work very effectively

with fathers. There are some instances where co-working by

male and female colleagues is desirable. But at the very least

men need to be visible in offices to help create images of

male-friendly spaces.

QUALITY TIME WITH FATHERS 
A range of services proved effective in working with men, from

parenting classes to in-depth psycho-therapeutic work. Fathers

engage much more purposefully when they can see, as well

as feel, the active efforts that are being made on their behalf. 

A great example is the family centre that ran a parenting

course for a father at 8 am, timed to fit with his work commitments,

and the social worker who agreed to attend with him. These

gestures were crucial in turning the case around to help

produce a father who, by his own account, was now able to

believe that the services were on his side. His parenting

capacities were developed to a level that prevented the

children from entering care. Fathers and children were

worked with together in a number of cases to improve their

relationships, the father’s communication skills and their 

understanding of and responsiveness to their children’s needs. 

Fathers engage much more

purposefully when they can

see, as well as feel, the active

efforts that are being made 

on their behalf.

Promoting change often also involved supporting invariably

harassed mothers, for instance by helping them to realise that

they did not have to be responsible for everything domestic

and that their men needed to be trusted to do the childcare

and chores in their own way. 

Social work methods in particular need to be more purposeful

in their approach to men. Social workers often reported to us

that they did not have time to work with the father, or had

enough to do focusing on the mother. Yet, our findings show

that they often do spend at least some time with fathers, but

too much of it can be wasted. They try and humour them,

discuss the ‘nicer things’, as one put it. The real point is that

the time that social workers do have to spend with fathers

needs to be made into quality time. While they are sitting

there they may as well be doing something worthwhile. Men,

no less than women and children, can immediately sense if

someone is interested in them or can’t wait to get out of the

room. There is an important spiritual component to helping

relationships and the worker needs to communicate that they

are prepared to sit with the user, through thick and more thick.

Crucial to this is the worker feeling comfortable in her or his

work with men, with the skill and confidence to know that they

can engage and ‘hold’ the man in a therapeutic and

supportive space.

INFORMALITY
Service-user fathers universally favour a style of professional

working where the emphasis is on ‘informality’ as opposed to

a more explicit model of the expert as all-knowing and

dominant. Men need to feel ‘talked with’ not ‘talked to’. As one

male family centre worker advised: ‘Sometimes I’m fearful

that we get men into therapy to work on them. We work with

women, we work with mothers but we work on fathers and

we work on men! Which I think is a dangerous notion.’

‘Informal’ engagement represents a disposition to working

with men which allows them to feel respected. Rather than

entering into a patriarchal power struggle for dominance

which judges or overtly controls them, the informality enables

them to maintain a sense of being in control. The difference

they recognise in being ‘spoken with’ and ‘listened to’, rather
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than ‘talked to’ means that they do not need to defer or submit

to experts who represent higher authority. This enables men to

maintain a ‘respectable masculine self', with its high value on

being seen to cope and be in control, while at the same time

changing that by submitting to their need for help. 

As one father put it:

It’s very informal, that’s the good thing about it.
You kind of sit down … they were playing games …
There was no kind of sitting there with pens and
papers or tape recorders … just let the kids say
what they wanted to say. Listened. That’s what it’s
about really at the end of the day, listening.

This does not mean compromising on the use of authority but

using it to exercise good judgement in a way that is enabling.

The paradox is that the more informal service-user fathers

perceive the approach to be, the more likely they are to fully

engage in child and family work with the seriousness it

requires, which can include accepting limits being placed on

their behaviour. 

PRINCIPLES OF FATHER-INCLUSIVE PRACTICE
In conclusion, a number of key features of organisations,

professional approaches and practical steps can positively

influence both the process of engaging with men and also

the level of ‘success’ in strengthening families through working

with fathers. Our findings suggest that a father-inclusive

framework requires an integration of at least 10 things:

1. Clear father-inclusive policies in organisations.

2. An approach which ensures men are challenged to take

responsibility for any problems, such as violence, they cause.

3. An approach which ensures that men are supported to

work through any problems they have.

4. Critically reflective self and organisational cultures

which constantly monitor and challenge assumptions

about gender roles, men and masculinities.

5. Practical skills and techniques to engage men and ‘hold’

them in the work.

6. Practical skills and techniques to work with women and

children in their own right, and in integrating the impact

on family relations of the work done with the father.

7. A belief that men can nurture and develop as carers.

8. An ethical concern with involving men in the lives of

children and families.

9. A commitment to promoting ‘democratic families’ where

women, children and men feel safe and where equality

is practiced in day-to-day life in everything from

housework, the management of money and time, to the

communication of needs and feelings. 

10. A belief that fathers matter to children and families and

must be included, not just as good supportive or

secondary parents to mothers, but as men who are

important in and of themselves.

Many vulnerable men cherish being fathers because of the

joy that loving and caring brings, but also because they see it

as an opportunity to make something meaningful of their lives

in a context of feeling like failures. It can only be in everyone’s

best interests that we do everything in our power to enable

them to succeed. 

• Ferguson, H. and Hogan, F. (2004), Strengthening Families through Fathers: Issues for Policy and Practice in Working with Vulnerable Fathers and their Families,

Dublin: Department of Social, Community and Family Affairs. 
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CATHERINE BYRNE Health Promotion Officer, HSE South and MARTIN GROGAN Youth Health Service Coordinator, HSE South

dadtalk
WORKING WITH FATHERS

INTRODUCTION

In 2001, the former Southern Health Board (now part of HSE South) was the first Health Board in

the country to develop a Sexual Heath Strategy ‘Strategy to Promote Sexual Health 2001–2011’.

Some of the recommendations within this strategy highlighted the importance of targeting men’s

health, supporting parents and adolescents, and the development of resources and training to

underpin this work. This was the catalyst for the Health Promotion Department (HPD) of the former

Southern Health Board to focus on the area of men’s health. 
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BACKGROUND
A body of work was developed to support men as a population

group and for professionals who worked in this area. 

Projects included:

Research on ‘Men’s Use of Sexual Health Services’.

A campaign entitled ‘Dad Talk’ that highlighted the importance

of father-child communication. Part of this body of work

included a booklet, ‘Dad Talk – Hints and Tips for Talking with

your Child’, which was produced by the HSE South’s Health

Promotion Department and Youth Health Service (HSE).

Piloting training programmes to support parents in

communicating with their children – such as a Parent’s

Drama Project and Community-based Parenting Initiatives.

‘Men at Work’ pack.

Training programmes targeting professionals with a Men’s

Health remit. 

WORKING WITH FATHERS 
Working with fathers raises issues around what constitutes a

father. Is it the biological father, the stepfather, a partner, the

grandfather, uncle or the divorced dad? From these examples,

a professional needs to be cognisant of what constitutes the

term ‘father’, especially in today’s modern society.

From our experience of working with men, there are many

barriers to overcome. Men are often viewed as strong, resilient

and assertive, but behind that façade men can be shy, nervous,

lacking in confidence and lacking in skills to access support

for themselves. 

The issue here for professionals is to support men around

their physical and emotional health. In addition, professionals

need to assist men with building the necessary skills to be

better able to communicate their needs. In the last number of

years there has been significant movement in the area of

research to address the gaps in men’s health. For example,

‘Getting inside Men’s Health’, ‘Men’s Use of Sexual Health

Services’, ‘Young Men on the Margins’, ‘Fathers Matter’,

‘Strengthening Families through Fathers’, ‘Men’s Health in

Ireland’ and ‘A Plan for Men’s Health’ to name but a few. 

In order to address the findings from recent research, the

professional needs to ensure that such findings are relevant

to their population groups.  While no one would dispute the

significance of the findings from international and national

research documents, we believe that not all findings

automatically translate to the individual man’s needs – ‘one

size doesn’t always fit all’.

One way to ensure that these research findings are relevant

to a community target group is to carry out local needs

assessments of men’s health needs and the services that are

available to men. For example, if part of the objective is to

assist men in accessing regular health check ups, but there

are no out-of-hours services in their immediate community, this

may be a disincentive to men to prioritise their health. If we

are ever to encourage men to prioritise their health and in turn

set a good example for their children and their health needs, it

is imperative that health professionals ‘think outside the box’

in creating innovative methodologies when targeting men. 

DAD TALK 
HINTS AND TIPS FOR TALKING WITH YOUR CHILD

Communication can sometimes seem a scary concept for

men, in particular those who experience low self-esteem and lack

confidence. Professionals need to be sensitive when attempting

to encourage men to communicate more effectively. 

As mentioned earlier, part of our programme for working with

men was creating a resource to promote positive and effective

communication between men and their children. ‘Dad Talk –

Hints and Tips for Talking with your Child’ demonstrates

some practical approaches that can be used to support men

in communicating more effectively with their children.

KEEPING THE LINES OF COMMUNICATION OPEN 
‘Communication, in the context of the family, simply refers to

the exchange of verbal and non-verbal information between two

or more family members. It is through communication processes

that parents and children express their needs, wants, concerns,

as well as their love and admiration for one another.’1

Professionals need to enforce the message that it is never too

late for men to start communicating with their child, no matter

how old the child is, or how difficult the family situation may be. 

If a dad is separated or divorced, communicating with their

child can be more difficult, especially during the separation or

divorce proceedings. Even where parents remain friends, the

child can sometimes get left out or overlooked. This time of

separation is difficult for adults but it can also be devastating

for a child. Dads can reassure their child that both their mum

and dad still love them and that they are still their dad. Even if

the man is at odds with their child’s mother, they can always

put the child’s welfare before everything else and keep the

lines of communication open between them and their child.

Encourage men never to make promises they cannot keep. If

they find it difficult to speak in person to their child, suggest

that they send the child a card, drawing or photograph with a

little message on it. Inform them that there are many ways to

communicate with their child.

No matter how the family is structured, it is important to

encourage communication between the man and the child’s

mother (unless specific circumstances prevent this) about the

type of messages they both want to give to their child. This is

even more important when dealing with sensitive issues,  

1 Bray, J.H. and Heatherington, E.M. (1993) ‘Families in Transition: Introduction and Overview’ Journal of Family Psychology, 7:3–8.
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such as relationships and sexuality. If parents have not

discussed this in advance, mixed or contradictory messages

may be communicated to their child. If the line of

communication is difficult with the child’s mother, dads can

still equip themselves with the right information to support

their child. 

Remind men that they are not the first dads to have gone

through this and there is help available. Dad Talk can provide

men with practical information and relevant agency supports.

METHODS OF COMMUNICATION
We need to ensure that men realise that communication is

more than just words. When men speak to their children there

is much more going on than just what they are saying. Their

child has to try to work out the messages within the following:

What they are saying

Their tone of voice (do they sound excited, annoyed or

disinterested?)

How they are standing or sitting (arms folded or turned

away?)

Their facial expression (smiling, cross, yawning)

Their eyes (are they looking at them or the TV, or looking

out the window?)

HOT TIPS THAT CAN BE GIVEN TO FATHERS FOR
BETTER COMMUNICATION

Think about who you are talking with…

If your child is young, using words that they understand will

make it easier for you to understand each other.

Think about your body language…

Because young children may not have a lot of words, they

pick up very easily on your facial expressions, so remember,

an angry glare can ‘say’ as much as a harsh word. 

Also if you want to be fair to your child, you might like to bend

down or sit at their level when you are talking with them. Think

about how you would feel if someone was towering over you

all the time!!

Be an active listener…

It’s important to all of us to feel that we are being heard and

understood. When your child is talking, and you want to show

that you understand them, you might like to say things like ‘I

understand’, ‘I see’ or ‘that’s great’. Do not be afraid to admit

you don’t understand something your child is telling you. If

you are unsure, just ask them.

Communicate as often as you can…

Whether or not you live with your child you need to try to talk

with them and see them as often as you can, so that you know

what is going on for them. Remember, communication can

take place anywhere, for example, at the dinner table, in the

car or while doing something fun together. 

Be clear and simple…

It’s easier for your child to understand you if you make your

instructions clear and you keep the message simple, for

example, ‘No, you can’t go to the shop on your own yet, you

will be allowed next year when you are older’.

Keep your message positive…

Your child will react better when you tell them what you want

them to do, rather than what not to do, for example, ‘John,

please put away your toys’, rather than ‘John don’t throw your

toys around’.

Use ‘I’ statements…

‘I’ messages are usually more positive then ‘you’ messages

and when you use them, you will generally get a more positive

result. For example, ‘I think that you could have put more

effort into your homework’, as opposed to ‘You didn’t do a

good job on your homework’.

Be a good role model…

You can do it too, remember that if you want your child to

listen, then you need to listen to them. Children learn a lot

from what goes on around them, so you can be their role

model. Even when you’re tired and need your own space, tell

your child you’re tired and now is not a good time, but you will

talk to them in 10 or 15 minutes when you have had time to rest.

Accept the child you have…

Most people want the best for their children but sometimes

this can mean that we try to put pressure on our children to

be better, for example, better at a particular sport or better at

school. It is very good to encourage your child. However, if

your child isn’t Einstein or isn’t going to be the next world

famous celebrity, then you, as a parent, should accept and

love the child that you have. 

Encourage your children’s natural skills and talents. It’s not

really a good idea to force your own passions and dreams on

your child, they need to follow their own path and be

encouraged to live their lives, even if this causes you some

discomfort or embarrassment.

COMMUNICATION: MEN CAN DO IT!
Listed below is a range of useful ideas in helping men to get

started communicating with their child:

They could:

Take them for a stroll in their buggy.

Go to the park and play on the grass.

Go to the swimming pool.

Go to the cinema.

Make a card or picture together.

Draw hands and feet on the same piece of paper… great

fun to see the different sizes. Date it and it will be fun

looking at it, years later.

Play time at home… draw or make something together.
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Read a story at bed-time.

Help with toilet training.

Help with homework. 

Arrange for their child to visit them at work for five to ten

minutes, their child may not know where they go for eight

to ten hours a day. 

Create a ‘Visit Santa Album’. Each Christmas, place the

photo they get when visiting Santa in this album, only one

photo per page. This is great to pull out at any time and

have a laugh and a chat about how people change over

the years. 

Most of these activities are free and available to all. They do

not need hours of planning in advance. Remind fathers to

vary the times they use any of these examples to

communicate with their child. Children learn quickly and will

remember, ‘this is the time we always play’. 

CONCLUSION 
Throughout this article we have looked at some practical

examples on how the lines of communication can be kept

open between men and their children. We hope that this

article will have provided a few new ideas as to how to begin

the process of supporting fathers. Remember there won’t

always be an easy answer, but that doesn’t mean that you, the

health professional, can’t enjoy the challenge of working with

men and fostering positive father–child relationships. 

Further information on Dad Talk or on the authors may be obtained from:

Catherine Byrne

Health Promotion Officer            

Health Promotion Department

Eye Ear Throat Hospital            

Western Road                    

Cork City                    

021 4921674                   

catherine.byrne2@mailp.hse.ie

Martin Grogan

Coordinator

Youth Health Service

73 Shandon Street

Cork City

021 4220490

martin.grogan@mailp.hse.ie
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TIM KAHN Family Learning Development Officer, Pre-School Learning Alliance, UK

In August 2003, I started work as a Family Learning Development Officer at the

National Centre of the Pre-School Learning Alliance. The Alliance is the largest

voluntary sector provider of childcare and education in England. Through our direct

provision and membership of 15,000 nurseries, sessional pre-schools and parent and

toddler groups, we support over 800,000 children and their families. A few weeks after

I started working with the Alliance, a consultation document from Fathers Direct1 – that

was to become their guide to Working with Fathers 2 – crossed my desk, probably

because I was the only man working in the family learning department! Little did my

director know that I had experience in, and a passion for,

thinking about and working with men as carers. As a result,

not only did I outline my organisation’s response to the

consultation, but I suggested that the Alliance should take

action on the important issue of involving

fathers in early years settings as

well. The Alliance’s National

Executive Council (NEC) far-

sightedly recognised the critical

role fathers  play in children’s

long-term outcomes and so the

Involving Fathers in Early Years

Settings project was born. This

is the story of our journey so far.

the missing link
to involving whole families in early years settings

Fathers
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THE REASONS FOR A FATHERS’ PROJECT

My first task was to convince the NEC that we should embark

on this project – a new venture for the Alliance – at a time when

recognising the importance of initiatives to involve fathers in

family services was in its infancy. 

I developed a three-pronged argument. The first argument was

to collate evidence to show that fathers were significantly

involved in the care of their children at home while still only

being marginally involved in early years settings – if this was

the case, then it would suggest that fathers want to spend more

time with their children (from the at-home evidence) and that

there are barriers to their greater involvement in early years

settings (from the setting evidence). 

Indeed, the evidence I found revealed that fathers are more

involved with their children at home. From time-use surveys,

Fisher et al discovered that the amount of time that men who

live with their children spent with them had significantly

increased over a 20-year period ‘at a much faster rate than the

increase in time that women spend with their young children’.3

In fact, Fisher et al concluded that they are now ‘…responsible

for around one third of all child-care activities’.4 When it came

to involvement in early years settings, observational evidence

suggested that fathers were only marginally involved. In our

report we wrote: 

When men set foot in early years settings as fathers, their

role is often restricted to ‘gender appropriate’ activities

such as ‘doing jobs’ around the setting or being involved in

outdoor games and construction play. 5

The second argument to convince the NEC was to show that

when fathers are involved with their young children, their

children do significantly better on a range of measures. For

example, in a review of fathers and pre-schoolers, Lewis noted

that studies had suggested that fathers were particularly helpful

in preparing their child for the outside world and in developing

‘social skills’. He referred to a major study that found that pre-

schoolers who had spent more time playing with their fathers

were more sociable when they entered nursery school.6 The

National Service Framework for Children, Young People and

Maternity Services, a ten-year strategy document produced by

the Department of Health and the Department for Education

and Science in England, summarised the research on fathers

as follows: 

… positive involvement by fathers in their children's

learning is associated with… better mental health, higher

quality of later relationships, less criminality, better school

attendance and behaviour, and better examination results.7

The evidence on the benefits of father involvement in their

children’s lives is unquestionable, though it must be borne in

mind that children do not just need any kind of relationship with

their fathers, they need a ‘quality’ relationship. As Lamb and

Tamis-Lemonda, in their overview of research evidence into the

role of fathers, write:

… students of socialisation have consistently found that

parental warmth, nurturance, and closeness are associated

with positive child outcomes regardless of whether the

parent involved is a mother or a father.8 

The third argument was to show that father involvement in

family services is also beneficial to children at home. Little

research has been done in this area and much of it has focused

on ‘mothers’ or ‘parents’, not ‘fathers’. The limited research that

has been done suggests that father involvement ‘works’. One

piece of father-focused research (a meta-analysis) stated:

… those interventions involving fathers, as well as mothers,

may be more effective in enhancing parental sensitivity and

children’s attachment, than involving mothers alone.9

Another concluded:

Follow up investigations over six months after the

intervention ended suggest that men continue to 

be more supportive of their children’s educational

development and their children seem better prepared

on education-readiness measures.10 

The NEC were convinced, and so we set off on our first piece

of evidenced-based research to establish the issues that needed

to be addressed when it came to fathers’ involvement in Alliance

member early years settings.

FATHERS’ INVOLVEMENT IN EARLY YEARS
SETTINGS 
Our initial research was based on questionnaires to a random

ten per cent sample of early years settings across England. This

aimed to discover:

1. the extent to which fathers are involved in early years

settings, and in what capacity; 

2. how settings were involving fathers and how successful 

they were; 

3. the ways in which settings would most like to work with

fathers in the future and the support needed to undertake

this work; and 

4. information about the funding received by settings specific

to inclusion work with fathers. 

This quantitative research was then followed by some qualitative

research (using separate focus group interviews with staff and

fathers) to further refine the information captured in the 
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quantitative research. The eight focus group interviews, four with

female staff and four with fathers, covered the following five areas:

1. How is the setting perceived by fathers? 

2. What do you think of the activities that are on offer for

including fathers? 

3. How are activities for fathers advertised as well as how

are general activities advertised? 

4. What would you like to see for fathers in a setting? 

5. How flexible is the setting that the children attend? 

THE MAIN RECOMMENDATIONS WERE 
AS FOLLOWS:

1. Encouraging more gender-balanced early 
years settings
This finding was underlined by comments from the staff

focus group interviews that suggested that it was the

overly-female nature of early years settings that kept

fathers away.

‘I think (fathers) feel intimidated because (the group)

is all female.’ 

‘… it’s being with a lot of women – not the kids, they’re

not the problem – it’s going into a setting where you’re

being surrounded by women.’ 

Focus group interviews with fathers also suggested that

fathers had little, if any, interest in attending early years

settings and were content to play the role of supporting

their children’s mother to get involved in the setting. As

one father said:

‘I’ve had time off work to look after (our second child) so

that the wife could come here. I viewed it as a way of

giving my wife the chance to come here – because she

needs the social interaction, to get out of the house, more

than I do.’ 

One of the fathers’ focus group interviews was composed

of five fathers who attended a weekly father and toddler

group. Two of the participants’ comments illustrate what

they gained from attending the group (wh.ich did not

reflect the predominantly female nature of most parent

and toddler groups):

‘One of the reasons for going – particularly with (my

son) – is that I didn’t know any of his friends, so I never

saw him playing with other children, (it)was interesting

and nice to see.’ 

‘I work all week and I don’t see a lot of A (my older

child) and it was a way of structuring doing that, knowing

it was actually going to happen.’

2. Taking account of fathers’ availability and interests 
in planning activities to involve (more) fathers
It seems that most activities organised for parents take place

during the normal hours of the working week. A strategy

to encourage (more) father involvement and for parent

activities to be inclusive of fathers, who are typically more

likely to be in full-time employment, would be for settings

to arrange some activities outside ‘traditional’ hours. Staff

in the focus groups recognised the value of offering

father-only activities – perhaps on a Saturday morning

when more fathers are available – as a way of increasing

father involvement in early years settings. Comments

from staff focus group interviews included:

‘It would be wonderful. (Fathers) would love it; 

they’d love it (a Saturday morning session for fathers

and their children).’

And one manager of a setting said:

‘If (a Saturday morning session) is going to involve 

more dads and get them in – make them aware of

how important their involvement is – then I’d be

willing to give (it) a go.’ 

Such comments suggest that these staff had not previously

thought of sessions at the weekend aimed at fathers.

3. Being sensitive to the local context
Fathers are not a homogenous group and thus their needs

will differ depending on the local area, for example,

whether there is high unemployment, a high incidence of

young fathers, fathers from Black and other minority

ethnic communities or fathers in prison. When it comes to

including fathers – and other marginalised groups – in

family services, local factors need to be taken into account.

4. Using father-inclusive language
Mitchell and Chapman in their paper Researching with Men:

Ideas and Strategies for Doing Better discuss the invisibility

of men in the generic term ‘parenting’. As they say:

... as with all generic terms there is a danger that those

people without a significant voice (in this case, fathers)

become even more invisible.11

This is the context for the suggestion that the term ‘parent’

is often read by mothers and fathers to mean ‘mother’

(see, for example, Working With Fathers, p. 19). Thus it

would be useful for activities aimed at ‘mothers and

fathers’ to be advertised clearly as such. 
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5. Understanding the role mothers (female partners)
play in influencing the nature and extent of the male
parent’s involvement
From the focus group interviews with staff and with fathers,

an interesting finding was that mothers have a central

influence in determining whether, and if so the extent to

which, their male partners spend time in early years settings.

The encouragement from female partners for their children’s

fathers to participate in setting activities, and requests

from female partners for fathers to help in ways such as

dropping-off and picking-up children, can influence the

contact fathers have with the early years setting. Thus any

strategy that aims to include more fathers in early years

settings needs to take into account the ‘gate-keeping’ role

that female partners play in enabling (or impeding) this.

6. Leaflets and/or training to develop work 
with fathers
Almost two-thirds of settings (64 per cent) indicated on

the questionnaire that a ‘what works’ leaflet would be

useful to provide guidance in improving their ability to

include and work with fathers. Nearly one-quarter of

settings (23 per cent) wanted ‘what works’ training to be

available for their staff. However, only 11 per cent of

settings indicated via the questionnaire that a training

session on gender issues would be useful.

This suggests that settings believe that a leaflet or training

course focusing on tips of ‘what works’ with fathers will

enable them to attract more fathers. However, written

information and training alone are not likely to challenge

stereotypes around the gendered nature of early years

work, including attitudes and values as reflected in

practices and interactions within settings, unless training

in gender-awareness is provided alongside this (see, for

example, Cameron et al, 1999, for an expansion of this

argument12).

A ‘WHAT WORKS’ EVALUATION
We followed our initial research into Fathers’ Involvement in

Early Years Settings with a project to evaluate four intervention

models, each focused on overcoming different barriers to

fathers’ involvement13. Twenty-nine settings participated in the

project which ran for six months. Settings completed three

questionnaires and three audit forms (of mothers and fathers

accessing the settings) at the beginning, middle and end of

the project. Settings included sessional daycare, full daycare

and parent and toddler groups (P&T) and were located in

rural, urban and inner-city environments. The four models were: 

1. Inclusive communication which focused not only on

explicitly addressing ‘mothers and fathers’ (rather than

‘parents’) but also on using male-friendly language (such

as The Nuts and Bolts of Kids rather than Child Development

as the name of a course on child development, or asking

parents to come in and help with specific jobs – which

may appeal to men – rather than the generic ‘come in for

a cuppa’ – which is more likely to scare men off) and through

non-verbal body language being as fully welcoming of

fathers as of mothers.

2. Father-directed activities which included the offer of: 

activities specifically aimed at fathers at times when they

may be more likely to be around (such as at weekends); 

organising activities at an early years setting, such as

a dads’ week, so that when dads and other male carers

are invited into the setting, they are more likely to attend

when other males are present, rather than coming at

unannounced times and being the only male there; 

thinking of completely new ways of involving fathers in

their child’s early years setting – for example, by emailing

digital pictures of their child in the setting to fathers

who are at work and cannot easily access the setting. 

3. GenderTalk recognised that staff (almost exclusively

female) and parents and carers (mostly female) in settings

need to talk about gender issues as part of the process of

challenging gender relations and encouraging fathers to

participate in early years settings. This model suggested

that as long as fathers continue to be seen primarily as

breadwinners and secondarily as carers of their children

– and as a corollary that mothers continue to be seen as

primary carers to their children – fathers’ involvement in

settings is unlikely to increase. 

4. Fathers Matter leaflet. A number of settings were simply

given the Fathers Matter leaflet, a leaflet for practitioners

that was produced after the first piece of research, in

response to practitioners’ requests for a ‘what works’ leaflet.

The leaflet outlines issues to consider and activities that are

helpful when trying to engage with fathers in settings14. 

FINDINGS
When the models were devised, it was recognised that they

were not mutually exclusive and that aspects of different

models could be most effective together. It was also

recognised that issues such as local socio-economic and

demographic factors,  staff commitment and an awareness of

the barriers to involving fathers in a predominantly, and

traditionally, female environment were likely to impact on the

success that an individual setting would have on involving

fathers. As such, both the models and the interplay between

other key factors were evaluated to determine what enabled

greater father involvement in early years settings. 
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Analysis of the results suggested that the key element in

moving forward fathers’ involvement was an awareness of

the issue among the whole staff team. Of the 29 settings that

participated in the project, 14 indicated that they considered

themselves to have been successful or quite successful in

involving fathers. The only research criterion that was

selected by nearly all these ‘successful’ settings (13 out of

14) was ‘whole team approach’. No other research criteria

appeared to contribute so consistently to these settings’

success. A ‘father’s champion’ may be necessary to ensure

that the issue stays on the agenda, as may a commitment to

father involvement by management, but participation by all

the staff in ensuring that the setting engages with fathers

appeared to be critical. 

Also, over half of the settings that participated in the project

said that at registration, where a child’s parents lived apart,

they did not take details of the parent living apart from

children who attend the setting. This means that parents who

live apart from their children (usually fathers) are de facto

excluded from contact with their children’s settings.

DISCUSSION
In the ‘what works’ evaluation, one pre-school wrote on its

final questionnaire ‘because we have no fathers in our setting

we are unable to complete this form’. However, their audit

forms showed that some 30% of parents dropping

off/collecting their children were men – in other words, there

were men who came to the setting who were possibly

‘invisible’ to the staff. This raises questions that could not be

answered by the research, but suggests that further

investigation of the exchange between staff and fathers/male

carers at the door of the setting (as children are being

dropped off/collected) should be undertaken to see whether

valuable potential opportunities to interact with fathers are

being overlooked because of an assumption that work with

parents only happens when they actually come in to the

setting, and not at the door. This area needs further research

but fits in with the idea that many settings – in line with

gendered cultural perceptions – may overlook opportunities

to work with fathers.

Settings need to review their policies, practices and

procedures to ensure that they are not unconsciously

disadvantaging fathers. In England, a Gender Duty comes

into force in April 2007 and this will require that services are

equally accessible to men and women. It remains to be seen,

however, whether the weight of law will speed up the

involvement of fathers in family services.

Tim Kahn is Inclusion Officer at the National Centre of the Pre-

school Learning Alliance in England. Previously he worked in the

field of parenting education for some 12 years. He was also lucky

enough to be able to share in the care of his two children when they

were growing up. As a result of his personal and work experiences,

he is particularly interested in encouraging fathers to be involved

with their children.
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THE

DA
PROJECT
Involving Fathers in 
a Family Support Project

The Family Support Project aims to support vulnerable

families living in Cherry Orchard by:

Providing positive experiences for parents and children.

Giving children and parents the opportunity to build a

supportive relationship with their key worker.

Supporting parents and children to identify small steps

that will help them to reach their goals.

Supporting parents to develop greater understanding and

awareness of how key life experiences can impact on their

family life, e.g. bereavement, separation or new relationships.

Supporting parents to establish home management

routines, e.g. bed time and homework routine or help with

budgeting.

Supporting parents to develop ways of managing their

children’s behaviour.

Promoting positive relationships for children with both of

their parents.

Providing a listening ear for parents and children.

Supporting children and parents to develop and enhance their:

Self esteem and confidence

Social skills

Relationships and friendships

Coping skills

Ability to deal with conflict

Advocating to other agencies on behalf of children and

families.

Challenging families, communities and agencies to best

meet the needs of children.

The idea for developing the Da Project came out of the

Springboard: Promoting Family Well-being through Family

Support Services evaluation, which highlighted that family

support services have low engagement levels with fathers. To

try to address this finding, Barnardos Cherry Orchard Family

Support Project successfully applied to the Urban Ballyfermot

Initiative for funding to explore ways of working with fathers.

The Da Project was set up within Barnardos Cherry Orchard Family Support Project,

which is part of the Springboard Initiative of the Department of Health and Children.
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EVALUATION
As part of the funding agreement, the Da Project underwent

an independent evaluation by Working with Men, a UK-based

organisation. The evaluation set out to:

Assess the impact of the Da Project on the fathers,

children and mothers involved.

Document the implementation of the Da Project.

Look at the findings of the evaluation in the context of

relevant public policy and current and emerging good

practice for working with fathers.

BEGINNING THE WORK
From the outset it was acknowledged that the staff team

lacked confidence and competency around working with

fathers and that training was a priority before beginning our

work with fathers. The training supported the staff team to

identify gaps in their practice and we discovered that some

of the things we were doing were excluding fathers, however

unintentional these action were. The training was successful

in helping us to address this.

The training answered the question ‘Why work with fathers?’

The main reason being because it’s good for children. The

training also highlighted the immense benefits that children

can get from the active involvement of fathers in their lives.

These benefits include enhanced social skills, fewer

emotional and behavioural difficulties in adolescence and

improved achievement at school.

WHAT WE DID
The staff training created a lot of excitement in the team

about working with fathers. First, we needed to know that the

information we had about fathers was accurate. We changed

our referral and assessment forms/processes to ask specific

questions about fathers such as Who is the child’s father?

and If a child is not living with their father how often do they

see him? This generated the discussion with mothers around

the important role fathers play in their children’s lives. In our

experience, mothers were very open to talking about fathers

and believed that it was important for children to have a good

relationship with their father. 

The next step was to try to engage with fathers and to let

them know about the supports the Da Project had to offer.

We did this by contacting the fathers by whatever means

available to us, whether through mothers, phoning, texting or

writing to them. We met several fathers and explained the

purpose of the project to them. We discussed their children:

What were their hopes and dreams for them? What fears and

concerns did they have about them? We also asked fathers

what they would like from a family support service. Most

fathers wanted to spend more quality time with their children

and also welcomed the opportunity to spend some social

time with other fathers.

On the basis of the information gathered from our initial

contact with fathers, we set about establishing a programme

of social activities for fathers and their children and trips for

fathers to interact with each other. Families we work with

often have different needs and the same was true for fathers.

One father had nowhere to spend time with his children. The

Da Project was able to respond to this need by providing a

space for him to see his children with a worker on hand to

offer support or assist in arranging family activities. Other

complex needs that arose were alcoholism and homelessness,

and the team supported those fathers in practical ways such

as helping to make an application for housing. This is how

the work developed from a programme of social activities to

the provision of individual support.

Another major component of the Da Project was to promote

fatherhood in the local community. This was achieved in

several different ways:

We wrote to other agencies working in the area asking them

to display positive images of fathers on their premises.

We provided posters in order for them to achieve this.

We organised a Father’s Day Art and Poetry Competition

in 2005 that involved all the children in the local primary

school and clubs. This resulted in a week-long exhibition

of all the children’s excellent work and ended with a

presentation ceremony to the children on Father’s Day.

We then produced a 2006 calendar promoting fathers

from a selection of the art and poetry received for the

competition. The 6,000 calendars were distributed to

every home in the local community and a wider audience.

As the Da Project continued to gather momentum, we felt it

was important to schedule time to reflect on the work to date

and to receive additional training on working with fathers. It

was during this reflection time that it became evident that the

Da Project wasn’t a separate piece of work; it wasn’t an add-

on to our service. It was in fact an integrated piece of work

within Barnardos Cherry Orchard Family Support Project.

Working with fathers had become integrated into our

practice. When we were working with families this

automatically meant working with fathers too.

A conclusion from this reflection was that we should stop

talking about ‘the Da Project’ and start talking about ‘the Da

Process’. In other words, including fathers should not be an

additional activity we do in family support projects from time

to time, it should be integral in how we approach our work

with children and families. 
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WHAT OUTCOMES HAVE BEEN ACHIEVED?
Barnardos Cherry Orchard Family Support Project increased

its contact with fathers from 20% to 50% over the 18

month period of the evaluation.

The depth of our relationship with fathers has increased.

Most of the 20% of fathers we were already working with

had quite peripheral contact with the project. Eighteen

months later, many of the fathers were engaged in the

project at an intensive level. 

The project has developed and sustained father inclusive

policies and practices and involving fathers is seen as a

normal and essential part of the work.

There has been an increase in positive contact between

children and fathers, particularly where the fathers do not

live with their child.

Some fathers feel that their attitude towards welfare and

support services has been altered positively through their

contact with the Da Project.

Some fathers have received practical support liaising with

other agencies.

Mothers’ awareness of the potentially beneficial role

fathers involvement can play in children’s development

has been raised.

The role of fathers has been promoted positively within

the community and the discussion and debate has been

stimulated about the role of fathers in the care and

upbringing of children.

WHERE TO NEXT?
The next step is maintaining the momentum in working with

fathers and to continue to sustain father inclusive practices.

The launch of the evaluation of the Da Project is due to take

place in June 2007. Along with the evaluation, we will be

launching a practice tool that was written from the experience

and knowledge gathered during the Da Project. It is hoped

that this practice tool will give other family support projects

seeking to increase the engagement of fathers in their project

a helping hand.

The role of fathers has been

promoted positively within the

community and the discussion

and debate has been stimulated

about... fathers in the care and

upbringing of children.

SOME OF THE LEARNING
FROM THE DA PROJECT 
From our experience of trying to increase fathers’ participation

in a family support project (and succeeding!) we have learnt

some things which we think may be applicable in other

services who work with children and families.

WHY INVOLVE FATHERS?
Be clear about the reasons to involve fathers and the benefits

of fathers being an active presence in their children’s lives.

We started from the assumption that ‘Fathers love their

children and children love their fathers.’ If you believe that

and build your plans on it, everything becomes possible. For

instance, there is much evidence to show that children who

have good relationships with their fathers do better at school

and are less likely to get involved in anti-social behaviour.

Remember that there are benefits for children, for fathers

and for mothers. 

ATTITUDES
An important starting point is to consider the attitudinal issues

about involving fathers in their children’s lives. A training day

can be useful.

Staff can have fears, concerns or biases about involving fathers.

These need to be named and dealt with to help staff to engage

effectively with fathers. It can be important for staff to talk

about their own relationship with their father and their attitudes

to engaging fathers. How many times does the father answer

the phone or the door and the staff member asks, ‘Is herself in?’

Fathers can exclude themselves from involvement and see

‘family support’ as a woman’s arena. They can either assume

that they have no place there or that the services are not

interested in them being there. How many times has a father

answered the phone or the door and said, ‘Wait a minute –

I’ll get herself’, and then disappeared into another room when

the mother arrives? 

Mothers can exclude fathers by assuming total responsibility

for the family’s liaison with family support services. Our

experience was that mothers who were separated from the

fathers of their children – even in the case of very

acrimonious separations – recognised the importance of

children having a good relationship with their father and

welcomed any support to help this happen.

Children can be unaccustomed to their fathers being closely

involved in their lives. It can be good for services to talk to

children about their perceptions of fathers and fathers’ roles.

Working with paint or clay and role playing can be fun ways

to help children explore important issues. 
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Sometimes there can be valid reasons not to involve fathers

in their children’s lives – in particular where they pose a

serious risk to the child or the mother. Our experience is that

there are very few situations where it is not possible to

improve the father’s contact with his children – even in very

small ways. Where there are safety concerns, it is important

that services check that these concerns are rooted in fact

rather than based on unproven rumour or supposition. 

CREATE A FATHER FRIENDLY ENVIRONMENT IN
YOUR SERVICE AND COMMUNITY
If you are planning to involve fathers more in your service,

create the right atmosphere for it in your own service and in

your community. Make sure that there are plenty of positive

images of fathers – as well as mothers – in your service and

encourage other services to have images of fathers on

display. Talk to other services in your area about being more

father-inclusive. Put it on the agenda of your local network.

Have an activity in your service or community to celebrate

Father’s Day. 

KNOW WHO THE FATHERS ARE
When a family starts their relationship with a family support

service, it is important to know who the father of each of the

children is. There is only one way to find out – ask! But do it

sensitively. Outline the benefits of fathers being involved in

their children’s lives and explain that we can’t always assume

who the father is. Review your service’s forms and record

systems to make sure they include questions about fathers

and space for information on more than one father.

Remember that absent fathers can be engaged too. For

instance, when fathers live far away – or are in prison – an

exchange of Christmas and birthday cards can be very

important for the child and for the father. Where fathers have

died, helping children to have information about their father

and to have pictures of him can be very important. 

When organising groups it is vital to know if you are inviting

two or more men who have had children with the same

mother as this can make the group dynamics challenging. 

FATHERS ARE DIFFERENT TO MOTHERS (AND
MEN ARE DIFFERENT TO WOMEN)
Often services for fathers are just carbon copies of services

for mothers, but men tick differently. A group of women left

alone in a room will quickly steer their conversation towards

their children or important issues in their lives. A similar

group of fathers will tend to take much more circuitous or

even evasive route to talking about personal issues. Talking

to fathers individually about their hopes and fears for their

children or about how they would like to get on with their

children can be a useful starting point. Organising times for

father to have fun with their children can be a better first

option than sitting fathers and children down to talk. For

separated fathers, having a free place to spend time with

their children instead of going to the pictures or McDonalds

can be a lifesaver. Remember to have some age appropriate

games and toys around and to be around to help break the

ice if necessary. 

YOU DON’T HAVE TO BE A MAN TO WORK WITH
FATHERS
Staffing in family support projects tends to be predominantly

female. However, this does not have to be an obstacle. The

fathers we worked with – with no male staff on the project

team – said that a woman with the right attitudes was far

better than a man with the wrong attitudes. Hence our

starting point of working on attitudes. If you have an entirely

female team, acknowledge this with fathers. 

FIND OUT THE NEEDS OF THE GROUP BEFORE
YOU STRUCTURE THE PROGRAMME
We got it wrong. We planned to run two 10-week group work

programmes for fathers. But when we got to know the fathers

we realised that they didn’t want – or weren’t ready for – a

group work approach. Some of them needed to build up their

relationship with the service before sitting with other men in a

group. Others had individual problems that they needed help

dealing with (such as homelessness) which was their priority.

Others wanted help and support to develop their

relationships with their children rather than getting to know

other fathers. The structure of your service should be

informed by the needs of the fathers and children you are

working with and by the changes you are hoping to achieve

in their lives. 

INTEGRATE FATHERS INTO YOUR WAY OF
WORKING
There is a danger that ‘working with fathers’ is something that

services set out to do once or twice a year and that they

ignore fathers the rest of the time. Our most important piece

of learning was that everything we do in family support needs

to be father inclusive. Whenever you are planning a piece of

work, you should ‘father-proof’ it to ensure that fathers are

encouraged and supported to participate fully. Father-

proofing also involves thinking about the environment in your

service – are there images of fathers on the walls, are

pictures of fathers as well as mothers included in your leaflets

and publications, are services run at times that facilitate

fathers’ involvement? No more ‘mother and toddler groups’

or even ‘parent and toddler groups’ that have never had a

father in the door, please!
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MEASURE YOUR SUCCESS – AND CELEBRATE IT
Look at your service’s engagement with fathers now and then

review it every year. Think about what is working and what

needs changing to maximise fathers’ participation. Every time

you make a plan for a child or family, make sure you have

considered and involved the father(s). 

Make sure that Father’s Day continues to be marked in your

service and community. 

OTHER INFORMATION
The evaluation of the Da Project and the practice tool will be

available to download for free from the Barnardos website

www.barnardos.ie from mid June.

...including fathers should 

not be an additional activity

we do in family support

projects from time to time, 

it should be integral in how 

we approach our work with

children and families. 

For more information of the Da Project contact:

Barnardos Cherry Orchard Support Project • T: 01 6261985 • E: info@cherryorchard.barnardos.ie

CASE STUDY: KEEPING IN TOUCH

Aoife and Paddy are separated with five children, two of

whom are now adults and three others aged 11, 8, and 6.

Due to the Aoife’s alcoholism, the HSE organised a Family

Welfare Conference where the older siblings decided to care

voluntarily for the younger children. Paddy was back home

living at his mother’s and he had access to his children in the

family home each Sunday as previously agreed between him

and Aoife.

The project approached Paddy to ask what supports he

needed with the children. He felt that he was limited by what

was available locally to entertain the children and taking them

out was proving very expensive. It was suggested that he

could link in with the project and use our facilities. Paddy took

up this opportunity and sessions were organised every

second Thursday evening with the aim of providing a

stimulating and safe space for Paddy to interact with his

children through play and activities.

Paddy attended regularly with the children. They planned

activities (painting, games and clay work, which was a big hit

with Paddy) and trips out. Paddy and the children enjoyed

their sessions together and these continued until circumstances

changed within the family. Aoife received help with her

alcoholism and has made dramatic changes in her life. Paddy

now sees his children every morning, taking them to school

and he pops in to see them in the evenings. Paddy made a

decision that, as things had changed at home, it wasn’t

necessary to meet at the project as frequently. Links are still

maintained and Paddy and his children attend monthly sessions. 

Paddy has told project staff that he has really enjoyed his

time with his children at the project.

(Names and details have been changed.)

ANN HERKES

Project Worker, Barnardos Family Support Project, Cherry Orchard
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Kick Start, a seven month action-learning project to support

work with fathers, was set up in 2005 in Northern Ireland. 

It was the logical next step following two conferences that 

had been held in Northern Ireland: ‘It Can Be Done’ (2002)1

and ‘Fathers: The Good, the Bad and the Myths’ (2004)2.

Kick Start takes a whole organisation/service approach 

to redress the imbalance in work with parents. It aims to

create positive change in work with fathers, including in 

the parts of organisations that other training courses do 

not reach.

There is now a general recognition that working with fathers is the missing piece in work

with children and families. However, organisations and services are often unsure about where

to start and how to do the work. It is also important to be aware that a range of different

men are actively fathering. As well as the biological father there are many other men in

children’s lives today: stepfathers, grandfathers, foster fathers, uncles, and big brothers. 

DAVID SIMPSON Kick Start, Northern Ireland

Going where no other training course
has been before...

KickStart
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MAIN ELEMENTS OF THE PROJECT

1. Involvement of Managers
If an organisation wants to take part in Kick Start, the

manager of the potential participants must make a commitment

to attend a briefing meeting, to work with the participant on a

review of how father friendly their organisation is and to

support the participant to carry out a Father’s Day event.

2. Organisational Review
Each participating organisation has to carry out a Father Friendly

Audit to identify existing work with fathers and to identify

areas that need to change to be more inclusive of fathers. 

3. Three Days Training
The participants attend three days training looking at the

Why, the How and the What of working with fathers.

4. Father’s Day Event
Each organisation taking part in the project must carry out a

Father’s Day event. 

5. Review of Learning
The managers and the participants return for a workshop to

review their learning from the Father’s Day event.

6. Public Event
Each year the participants put on a public event in which they

share their learning from that year’s training and work with

fathers.

7. Report
Each year’s project has a final report that covers each aspect

of the project and includes information, feedback and

evaluations from the Father’s Day events3. 

ISSUES ADDRESSED
Kick Start was designed in order to address several issues. 

One-off, short training courses
On one-off training courses participants generally have a

good time and go back to work with some new learning and

ideas, but within a week they have been subsumed in on-

going work. They also return to colleagues and management

that have not been through the same learning process.

This can lead to new enthusiasm and understanding dying

due to lack of a receptive environment. New learning then

is not translated in to new practice.

Organisational culture 
The lack of work with fathers can come from a culture

where fathers (and men) are not valued. This culture

affects all decisions and actions. For example, when

mothers say, ‘Don’t bother with him, he won’t come to

anything like this’, staff accept this as the way things are

and do not challenge it or find ways of working around it

in order to contact the father directly. Many family oriented

workplaces (crèches, playgroups, family centres) reflect

the current culture in that their staff and users are

predominantly female. Because of this, images of fathers

doing everyday fathering are few and far between and

fathers think that the centre is actually just for women.

Flavour of the month
All organisations go through periods of the new ‘flavour

of the month’! One common response to this is to find

new funding, appoint a worker ‘to do that’ and carry on as

normal. In the past, some organisations have responded

to the need for work with fathers by appointing a fathers’

worker and then sitting back and watching how he (or

she) gets on. This leads to the worker feeling under

pressure to perform, working in an uninformed environment

and having to succeed in order for the organisation to get

brownie points. Fathers’ workers have left organisations

in the past due to the isolation and lack of understanding

and support. 

Tick box/bums on seats
With the pressure on organisations to provide more and

more to communities, there is a danger that the fact that

something happened at all becomes the sole criteria for

its perceived success. In the case of working with fathers,

the shortcut to assessing the real actual impact of the

work becomes how many fathers came. This ‘bums on

seats’ approach misses the key element of working with

fathers which is building relationships with them.

Fathers’ exclusion
This happens but is not done consciously. It reflects part

of the current societal attitude to fathers. ‘They are more

bother than they are worth.’ ‘You’ll never get him to go to

anything like that.’ ‘I can do that in half the time it takes for

him to do it.’ This attitude means that practice develops

with the mother and the children. Fathers are seen as

‘hard to reach’, ‘difficult to work with’ and ‘hard to get in’. 

‘The Kick Start project 

facilitated an attitude 

change within the team

towards engaging 

with fathers.’ (course participant)

One size fits all
Kick Start believes that, as well as there being certain

common characteristics and themes in the current state

of work with fathers, each organisation is unique and in its

own place in relation to developing work with fathers.

Participants are not told ‘this is how you do it’. They are
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encouraged to be honest about where their organisation is

at and what their particular issues are. For example, most

organisations put on an event for fathers as part of their

Father’s Day. However, one organisation ran a respite

centre that was currently only housing mothers, although

the organisation was funded to work with both parents. By

being mothers only, the women there regarded the centre

as a safe place so, rather than just put on an event for

fathers out of the blue, the participant realised that the

most logical thing to do was to run a workshop for the

mothers on what would it be like for them when fathers

were introduced and started to visit the centre. This was

essential work in beginning to create a supportive

environment for fathers and was the right place to start. 

‘I thought it was 

innovative and very 

good practice to 

involve managers 

in the process.’ (course participant)

OUTCOMES
Kick Start offers participants several outcomes: 

increased understanding of father and their experience

fatherhood,

increased awareness of personal attitudes and values in

relation to fathers and fathering,

knowledge about fathers’ positive contribution to

children’s development,

skills and ideas for working with fathers,

identification of the barriers and obstacles to the inclusion

of fathers and new work with fathers,

ways of becoming a more father friendly organisation and

new contacts and networks with people developing similar

work in their own settings.

Kick Start was so named because there was a need for more

work with fathers, more quality work and more support for

people doing the work. It is now in its third intake. Word is out

that it does what it says on the tin! It is a sure sign of its

success when the participants start to come up with ideas for

work with fathers that outstrip the trainers’ experience. A Post

Kick Start network has been set up to continue sharing

learning and new developments in fathers work. 

So far the course has only been run in Northern Ireland,

spearheaded by The Men’s Project within the Parents Advice

Centre. It is funded by the Family Policy Unit within the

Department of Health, Social Services and Public Safety.

There will be a final intake for 2008 in Northern Ireland. 

For more information on Kick Start contact Colin Fowler

(Belfast 028 90 310 891; colin@mensproject.org)

Barnardos’ National Children’s Resource Centre in Dublin is

planning to put on a similar training programme this year. 

For more information contact Martina Dumpleton

martina.dumpleton@barnardos.ie, 01 4530355).

‘During staff meetings, 

dads’ perspectives are

included more in our 

planning of new 

programmes.’ (course participant)

1. ‘It Can Be Done: A conference on developing work with and support for

fathers. The conference was a result of a partnership between the North

Western Health Board’s parenting programme and The Men’s Project

within Parents Advice Centre. Conferences reports available from Colin

Fowler, 028 90 310 891 or online: www.mensproject.org/issues/icbd.html 

2. ‘Fathers: The Good, The Bad and The Myths’ Organised by Dads Express.

Conference report can be down loaded on

www.mensproject.org/issues/dexp.html 

3. Kick Start reports are available online: www.mensproject.org/kickstart.html

FOOTNOTES
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Work-life balance and the British family
In recent years, a focus on enabling women to participate in the

workforce more fully by putting in place entitlements to leave,

childcare provision and entitlements to ask for (but not

necessarily be granted) flexible working arrangements has

been supplemented by attention to fathers. This has been

fuelled by emerging evidence that there are potential benefits 

from paternal involvement in the family for children’s health,

welfare and social development. Employers are recognising

that offering employees flexibility pays off in terms of

recruitment, retention and productivity. The British Government

has introduced a range of measures which bear on fathers’

employment and work-life balance.4, 5, 6, 7

young
fathers & 

work-life
balance

SIMON FORREST
Research and Evaluation Consultant, Working with Men

INTRODUCTION
Research in the UK presents a fairly consistent picture of
the lives of young fathers. Compared to other dads they
tend to be in less secure employment or without work,
their relationships with the mothers of their children are
often stressful and unstable, and their knowledge about,
use and experiences of public services is often low.
Frequently, fatherhood was not planned, although they
are often positive about it and committed to involvement
with their children.1, 2, 3 Work, or lack of it, seems to have
particular significance in the lives of young fathers
because, being in less well-paid and secure work than
their peers but with the added financial responsibilities of
parenthood, they face tough choices about how to
balance working and being involved with their children
and families.
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These include creating a statutory right to two weeks paid

paternity leave and an extension to unpaid parental leave

during the first five years of a child’s life, making more robust

the conditions under which employers can deny an employee

the right to flexible working and signing up to the European

Working Time Directive. 

Policy in practice
Responses to policy developments around families, fathers

and work-life balance issues have largely been positive.8, 9

However, while substantial numbers of fathers have taken up

their rights to paid paternity leave and flexible working is on

the increase, fathers have tended to access only their minimum

entitlement. This is often due to the low rate of remuneration

and the fact that employers do not necessarily make fathers

aware of their entitlements. Also, workplace cultures and

practices often restrict access to flexible working, especially

in low-paid work, small businesses and male-dominated and

non-unionised workplaces.10, 11 

In addition, childcare is still characterised by a patchwork of

informal and formal provision, some of which is expensive

and hence less attractive and accessible to low-paid workers.12

Fatherhood and work in the UK
There are around seven million fathers with dependent children

in Great Britain of which two million are non-resident dads.

The rates of full-time employment among fathers are higher

than among other men and women. However, the numbers

of fathers who are lone parents has tripled since the 1970s

to around 180,000 and, along with young dads, they are

much more likely either to be in part-time work or unemployed

than other fathers. Where they do work, fathers from these

groups tend to be less well-paid than their peers.13, 14, 15 

There also seems to have been a generational shift in men’s

attitudes towards their role at work and at home. Young fathers

in particular do not see their primary role as being that of the

‘bread-winner’ and do not want to leave childcare to the

mother alone. The vast majority say they are just as confident

when caring for their child as their partner.16 However,

aspiration is not always matched by practice and there is

evidence to suggest that fathers’ enthusiasm for involvement

tends to tail off soon after a birth and subsequently they tend

to pick and choose how they are involved in the household

and with their children (with play and ‘fun’ activities rather

than household chores, for example).17

Opportunity and paternal involvement
Although the desire to become more involved in family life

has risen among all fathers, this is particularly the case

among men in manual occupations, on low incomes and

from ethnic minorities. These men, however, face much

greater work-related hindrances than their better-off peers

yet they often already have more ‘hands-on’ involvement in

their families than richer fathers. The apparent paradox between

current levels of paternal involvement and the desire for

more seems to be connected to fathers’ views of how much

choice they exercise about involvement with their families

and the constraints imposed by household income. Men with

higher incomes probably have a much greater degree of

freedom to choose how they manage a balance between

their work and family lives than poorer fathers. Fathers on lower

incomes often have to contribute to childcare and running

the household because their partners work and professional

childcare is prohibitively expensive. What poorer fathers

seem to be saying is that beyond this contribution they would

still like to achieve more involvement as a matter of choice.

The structure of work and male attitudes can also militate against

men’s ability to achieve increased paternal involvement.  Women

are much more likely than men to be offered flexible working

arrangements, part-time working, job-sharing or school-term

working. Men are much more likely to perceive that reducing

their working hours makes them less secure, gives them

lower status and damages their opportunities for advancement.

As a result, only about half as many men as women have

ever made a formal request for flexible working

arrangements and when they do, they are much more likely

to be turned down.18

As low-paid workers, young fathers face all these difficulties,

which are compounded by the stereotyping of them as

feckless and irresponsible and perceptions that their needs

are secondary to mothers. Young fathers also report pressure

not to live with their children because of the way that it drives

down the benefits available to mothers. Sometimes even

making an explicit financial contribution to their children is

perceived as unattractive since contributions are deducted

from the mother’s income support.19
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RESEARCH PROJECT

Methods
The findings reported here refer to one small group of young

fathers who participated in a wider study involving a range of

dads living and working in a provincial English town. These

fathers were recruited through a young parents’ support

service and the group comprised five young fathers aged

between 19 and 24 years old. It included a single parent as

well young men living with the mothers of their children. All

the men’s children were in their infancy or toddlers. One

father had a full-time job, two were working part-time and two

were unemployed. All of the fathers were white.

Data was generated through a group discussion, which

focused on issues around their perceptions of the role played

by a father in family life, especially with regard to the care and

nurture of children. Their experiences of balancing work and

family life and their views on what steps could be taken by

their employers and other agencies to enable them to achieve

a more satisfactory balance between the two were also

discussed. 

The data was analysed through a combination of a ‘grounded’

approach to identifying thematic continuities and discontinuities

through and across the data inflected by an awareness of the

concepts and hypotheses enshrined in the relevant research

literature.20

Findings
Being a young dad 
We found strong evidence that fathers’ views of the paternal

role is changing. The fathers thought that they were much

more involved in their children’s lives than their own dads had

been. This did not mean that they had experienced paternal

deprivation, rather that they saw their role as an amplification

of the level of involvement of earlier generations of fathers:

‘My dad works, shift work, and I don’t see a lot of
him, but when I do see him we go out. We go golfing
and we enjoy it. And hopefully one day I’d like to
take my son to do golf or something like that.’

What was markedly different was the extent to which young

fathers were the primary carers in their families. In fact,

among these young fathers, two were the full-time parents in

their family while their partners worked. Another expectant

father thought he would be in the same situation when his

child was born. 

Balancing work and family life
For most of these young fathers, the degree of choice they

could exercise about how they went about balancing their

home and working lives was severely limited. Their families

needed two incomes in order to make ends meet and the high

cost of professional childcare meant that they had to find

employment that did not overlap so that one parent could

always be home to look after the children. This meant young

dads often looked for night or shift work and spent the day

being the full-time parent at home. 

Without the opportunity to juggle work and look after his child,

the lone father felt he was doubled constrained: he had to

work but this reduced the time he could parent and he had to

dedicate a high proportion of his earnings to meeting the cost

of professional childcare.

‘When he was born I stayed at home with him until
he was two months old, basically full-time. Then I
started work because finances won’t let you do
nothing at home.’ 

All but one of these young fathers who worked were in

employment in which they could not access and were not

offered support from their employers to obtain either paternity

or dependency leave. Even the young father who had

obtained paternity leave from his employer pointed out that at

earlier points in his career, when his employment status had

been more unstable, this had not been the case. 

‘It’s pretty good where I work. They have pretty
clear policies and that… But when [my first child]

was born I weren’t working for them and so I never
got any of that.’

This degree of support from an employer was uncommon. As

this young man’s account illustrates, the combination of low

wages, employer inflexibility and difficulties with accessing

state benefits drives some young fathers from one low waged

job with few father-friendly conditions to another.

‘In my other job that I just left now I was promised
paternity pay and they said, “I’ve just been through
all the paperwork and I don’t have to give it to you.”
I was like, “Well, forget it then.” I went to the Job Centre
to get something done about it but the amount of
stuff they wanted, like P45s and that, I didn’t have.
The amount of hassle they put you through. Well it
thought, I might as well go back to work. It’s going
to be months down the line by the time this is sorted
out and it’s not worth it. It’s just not worth it.’

The men had also experienced a similar kind of obstinacy if

they had sought time off because their children were sick or

they needed to look after them. 

There was reluctance among these young fathers to use

family support to help with childcare. They said that relatives

had commitments of their own, especially if they were of 

working age, and believed that it was the parents’ responsibility

to look after their own children. 

ChildLinks
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What would help young dads with balancing their work
and family lives?
All the fathers we spoke to wanted more time to be with their

families. Fathers in work said that they need to be clearer

about what rights to time off they have and how to access

these. Dads without work face different problems, mainly with

finding work which pays enough to allow them to buy

childcare. They need support with looking after children and

finding work and they need to know where to go to get advice

and help. Young dads thought more information would be

good because a lot that they had learnt about their rights and

about childcare had come from information sent to mothers.

Discussion and conclusions
The findings presented here are necessarily provisional,

based as they are on a single small-scale consultative

research exercise. Some of the thematic outcomes of this

work which probably have most relevance for practitioners

are given below:

Young fathers can be committed parents with a high

degree of involvement in their families. They may even

have primary responsibility for childcare. 

Young fathers are very likely to be trapped in low wage,

low-skill and unstable employment which offers little

support to them in terms of recognition of the role that

they pay in their family life.

The support offered by public services to young fathers is

poor. They are often marginalised throughout the process

of becoming a parent and hence ‘service-averse’.

The unavailability of affordable and accessible childcare

has a detrimental effect on the fathers’ (and mothers’)

capacity to work. 

Young fathers may not be clear about their benefits and

entitlements with regard to parenting and work. 

When we compared these findings to a consultative research

on the views and experiences of older fathers in full-time

stable employment, the significance of status of employment

and income on paternal involvement became evident. We

identified three models of the relationship between household

income, fathers’ degree of choice about involvement with the

family and actual level of involvement. What these models

suggest is that paternal involvement with childcare is still a

matter of choice and that those fathers with the greatest

choice are those with the greatest economic freedoms. The

paradox of this situation is that the poorest fathers, with least

choice about whether they are involved in basic childcare, are

the most likely to be taking an equal or even the primary

responsibility for looking after their children.

1 Fathers who were part of dual income families with higher

earnings had the greatest potential to exercise choice

about the nature and degree of their parental involvement.

The household income and earning potential of both

parents meant that they could decide which parent was

the principal carer, spending most time at home with the

children. All the fathers in this position who contributed to

this consultative research decided to stay in full-time work

and their partners worked either part-time or looked after

the children. These fathers were those most likely to be

able to access flexible-working arrangements including

home-working. They could also access and afford to take

up their entitlements to paternity leave. These fathers

were largely involved with the care of their children in an

auxiliary role.

2 Fathers who were part of dual income families with

moderate earnings had some potential for choice about

the nature and degree of their parental involvement. They

lived in households where it was necessary for both

parents to work but they could find ways of organising

their work so that either they could look after their children

themselves or they could afford professional childcare.

These fathers had less access to flexible working

arrangements but still had some flexibility about their

working hours. They could access and generally afford to

take up their entitlements to paternity leave. In general,

fathers in this position chose to stay in full-time work and

their partners had part-time or shift work, which meant that

the fathers sometimes had primary responsibility for looking

after their children although their main role was auxiliary. 

3 Those fathers in families with a low household income had

the least potential to exercise choice about the nature and

degree of their parental involvement. Low earning

potential meant that both parents in these families had to

work and had to take jobs which allowed them to share

childcare because they could not afford to buy it in from

professional sources. These fathers had no access to

flexible working arrangements or entitlements to paternity

leave. They were the most involved with their children,

often taking on an equal share of childcare responsibilities

and sometimes the majority of the responsibility. 

This suggests that there is risk that public policy development

fails to meet the needs of the most vulnerable, poorest and

marginalised fathers. The young fathers who participated in this

consultative research faced complex problems as a result of

being able to enter the labour market only at its lowest point.

2



Low earning potential meant that they could not afford

childcare and therefore needed to take work which allowed

them to share this responsibility with their partners. They

seemed to have little opportunity to escape this low-wage

working culture and this means that into the foreseeable

future all the benefits which might accrue from their

involvement with their children will be offset by the economic

hardships that they face. 

A more comprehensive account of this research is available:

Forrest, S. (2007) ‘Co-responsibility: developing local action

to promote the role of men and fathers in the reconciliation of

work and private life: The experience of fathers in a new town

in the UK’, in P Gaborit (ed.) Men and Work Life Balance in

Europe, Brussels: European New Town Project.
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Useful Resources on 
Working with Fathers
The following resources are available from the NCRC:

Issues for Male Victims of Domestic Abuse
Amen, 2004

The Role of Male Carers in Adoption 
and Fostering
British Agencies for Adoption and Fostering, 2006

Being a Father (DVD)
Amen, 2005

Dad Talk: Hints and Tips for Talking 
with Your Child              
Health Service Executive, 2006

Fathers Matter: An Account of How a Parenting
Programme Learnt About Working with Fathers
North Western Health Board, 2003

Fathers and Families: Research and 
Reflection on Key Questions
Department of Health and Children, 2001

What Works with Fathers?
Working with Men, 2001

Changing Fathers?: Fatherhood and Family 
Life in Modern Ireland
The Collins Press, 1998

Getting Men Involved: Strategies for Early
Childhood Programs
Families and Work Institute, 1998

Engaging with Fathers: Practice Issues for
Health and Social Care
Jessica Kingsley Publishers, 2001

ENGAGING WITH FATHERS 
Support, Mentoring & Training Programme
Engaging with Fathers uses an action-learning model that involves both course participants and their line

managers in learning how to create and implement real change in how organisations work with the

fathers of children attending their services. This unique and innovative programme is designed to offer a

comprehensive mentoring and support system as well as training, thus ensuring that organisations who

participate in it will be supported through effecting long-term change in their work practice. 

Engaging with Fathers will be of real value to all organisations that wish to ensure children
within their service benefit from a healthy involvement by their fathers in their lives. 

To book a place or for more information please contact: 
Martina Dumpleton on 01 4530355 or email martina.dumpleton@barnardos.ie. 

N E W  T R A I N I N G  P R O G R A M M E  F R O M  B A R N A R D O S ’  N C R C
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