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Developing Father-Inclusive Parenting Strategies
Fatherhood Institute Checklist
To support the development of father-inclusive local parenting strategies 
The purpose of this guidance note (written by the Fatherhood Institute in consultation with DCSF) is to support local authorities and children’s trusts in developing parenting support services which are effective at strengthening father-child relationships.  It will be relevant to those responsible for the commissioning and/or delivery of services for parents, and those involved in the development of Children and Young People’s Plans.  

All local authorities are required to adopt a Parenting Strategy by the end of March 2008, embodying a strategic and joined-up approach to the design and delivery of parenting support services.  These Strategies need to fulfil Government policies on engaging with fathers and supporting their relationships with their children:
· The Children’s Plan stresses that, since children benefit enormously from having strong relationships with their fathers, there is a “need for public services to engage with both father and mother except where there is a clear risk to the child to do so” [Box 1.1];
· Every Parent Matters states that, “irrespective of the degree of involvement they have in the care of their children, fathers should be offered routinely the support and opportunities they need to play their parental role effectively”.  [Para 3.11].  
These overall requirements should be reflected throughout local parenting strategies, and this Guidance Note indicates the key areas to be addressed.

For a summary of Government policy requirements on father-inclusiveness and for sources of further information and advice, see the Annex.

All the material in this Note is based on DCSF policy statements.  

1. Informing and involving fathers
To support their children’s wellbeing and health, both mothers and fathers need accessible and useful information, and services which are easy to navigate and treat them as partners
.  This means systematic engagement with fathers by all staff
 in all maternity and children’s services
.
Do you?
· provide information that is sensitive to the needs of fathers and specifically designed to reach them – not just targeted at “parents”

· offer services at times that fit with fathers’ working patterns

· locate services in places parents - fathers as well as mothers - routinely use
 and feel comfortable in
· offer universal services that are responsive to the particular needs of fathers
, including lone
 and non-resident fathers
, as well as offering some services specifically for men

· ensure universal services do not have an overtly female culture amongst staff and service users

· routinely record both parents’ contact details, particularly on registration forms, including parents living at different addresses

· reach out especially to fathers with a low sense of entitlement to use services, e.g. minority ethnic, young and non-resident fathers

· train and provide guidelines to all staff in engaging fathers and supporting father-child relationships

· monitor and evaluate the effectiveness of services in engaging fathers and supporting father-child relationships, especially in vulnerable groups

· consult with fathers in ways they find accessible
.
2. Supporting father-child relationships in vulnerable families
Vulnerable families - those with multiple and complex problems, or at risk of developing them, in which the parents may struggle to support their children’s health and wellbeing -  may need extra specialist help
, which should be systematically targeted at fathers as well as mothers.
Do you?
· provide home visiting and other outreach services that are targeted at both fathers and mothers, even if living separately

· ensure your early intensive interventions systematically engage and support both fathers and mothers, whether living together or apart

· integrate children’s and adult services to ensure that families with complex needs receive a whole family package of support, with a key worker for the most vulnerable families

· use the Common Assessment Framework to signpost fathers with identified needs to appropriate universal and targeted services
· provide effective assessment and intervention with fathers in families where there are child protection concerns

· train and provide guidelines for all staff in engaging fathers and supporting father-child relationships in vulnerable familiesxiv
3. Supporting stability and coping with family breakdown

Effective, accessible services must be available to support both fathers and mothers in times of stress and instability, and following family breakdown.
Do you?
· identify early, through universal services, families at risk of relationship breakdown and signpost fathers, mothers and their children to appropriate local specialist services

· provide universal and targeted services that support lone and non-resident mothers and fathers, and also enable children to maintain appropriate, regular contact with both parents post-separation

· train and provide guidelines for all staff in supporting separating and separated fathers and mothersxiv
4. Promoting fathers’ involvement in their children’s learning

In order to support children’s learning effectively, all schools need to reach out to and work in partnership with all mothers and fathers, including non-resident parents, lone parents and working parents.

Do you?
· provide information
 and family learning in ways that specifically target and involve fathers, including non-resident fathers
· ensure your Parent Support Advisers work routinely and effectively with both fathers and mothers, whether or not living together, to improve children’s behaviour and school attendance

· consult with parents and handle complaints in ways that involve both fathers and mothers

· record contact details of all parents living apart from their children, report systematically to them, and remain responsive to the needs of separating and separated parentsix
· train and provide guidelines for all school staff in engaging fathers and supporting father-child relationshipsxiv
5. Workforce Development
The quality of the workforce is crucial to delivering on the Government’s aspirations for children.

Do you?
· recruit, induct and provide continuing professional development for the whole children’s workforce so that staff have the confidence and skills to engage with fathers and support father-child relationships – even if the father is not visible to the service or not living with the child - and understand that this is a core part of their rolexiv
· target men when recruiting into the children’s workforce

6. Using gender-specific language in local Parenting Plans
In your strategy, do you?
· explicitly define the phrase “parents and carers” to include both men and women – whether resident or not with the child, and whether or not they have Parental Responsibilityxxx
· refer explicitly to mothers, fathers and carers regularly throughout the strategy and ensure that the word “parent” is only used when it specifically means both mothers and fathers

Annex: Key requirements from government policy and legislation

The Children’s Plan (CP) stresses that, since children benefit enormously from having strong relationships with their fathers, there is a “need for public services to engage with both father and mother except where there is a clear risk to the child to do so” [CP Box 1.1].
This father-inclusive approach builds on the agenda set out in Every Parent Matters (EPM): “Father-child relationships – be they positive, negative or lacking – have profound and wide ranging impacts on children that last a lifetime” [EPM  2.2] (this research is summarized in The costs and benefits of active fatherhood available on www.fatherhoodinstitute.org).  Therefore, “Irrespective of the degree of involvement they have in the care of their children, fathers should be offered routinely the support and opportunities they need to play their parental role effectively.  [EPM 3.11, 3.27; emphases added].  
Local strategies also need to meet the requirements of the Gender Equality Duty in The Equality Act (2006), which puts a new obligation on public bodies to “promote” gender equality, to ensure that public services effectively meet the needs of both women and men.  The Act requires bodies that commission children’s services to:
· publish an action plan for promoting gender equality

· at the point of commissioning, carry out a gender impact assessment to assess the differential impact of the service on women and men

· gather information on how services impact on men and women respectively, and consult with men and women who use services, in ways they find accessible.    

These overall requirements should be reflected throughout local parenting strategies. The rest of this briefing indicates the key areas to be addressed.

Further support and information
The Fatherhood Institute (formerly Fathers Direct) is available to help you meet the challenges and make the most of the opportunities presented by the policy requirements described above.  We offer a variety of consultancy and training options, and a range of publications, more details on which can be found at www.fatherhoodinstitute.org.
For an exploratory conversation, please call us on 0845 634 1328, or email enquiries@fatherhoodinstitute.org.
David Bartlett

National Services Manager

Fatherhood Institute
Endnotes
� The CP sets out an ambition for fathers and mothers to know “where to find the support and information they need and [be] treated as partners whenever they engage with professionals” [CP 1.8]. The aim is to make it easier for both parents to support their children’s wellbeing and health by giving them “better information, when and where they need it, and by making it easier to navigate services” [CP 1.13].  


� For example: “We want all staff in services for pre-school children to engage proactively with fathers” [EPM 3.11, 28].


� Fathers are more present in maternity services than in any other children’s service.  Aiming High for Children (AHC; Treasury 2007) singles out maternity services and health visiting as in need of a change of culture [4.35].


� The Children’s Centre Practice Guidance states that generalised information for “parents” tends only to reach mothers and goes on to state that information for parents “should be sensitive to the needs of fathers as well as mothers and should be specifically designed to reach them”. The CP proposes “better and more flexible information and support that reflects the lives [families] lead” [CP 1.1].


� Services should be “offered at times that fit with [fathers’] working patterns” [CP 1.14]


� Services should be located in the places parents (fathers as well as mothers) “routinely use” [CP 7.7]


� Health visiting services should deliver a “high-quality, evidence-based, visible and popular health promotion programme that is universal but tailored to the needs of children and families – both fathers and mothers” [CP Box 1.4]. 


� Services should be “responsive to the particular needs [of lone fathers]” [CP 1.11]


� All information, advice and support services need to be effective for separated parents [EPM 7.12].  Schools should “keep contact details of all parents living apart from their children, to involve them where possible, and to identify and use best practice in engaging fathers” [CP Box 1.1]  Schools need to be effective in working with separated parents [EPM 4.9].


� Without falling into the trap of ghettoising fathers, create some specific provision for men (as well as for women).  An all-male environment can enable some men to feel more confident to interact with their child and seek advice.  Examples include working together on an allotment, visiting sports facilities, taking part in music or photography projects, “bring your dad to school” days [EPM 3.29].


� “Agencies should ensure that services do not have an overtly female focus and culture amongst staff and service users” [AHC 4.32].


� “Irrespective of the degree of involvement they have in the care of their children, fathers should be offered routinely the support and opportunities they need to play their parental role effectively.  Sure Start Children’s Centre guidance, for example, is now clear about the need to develop effective systems to gather information about fathers in all the families with whom they are in contact” [EPM 3.11].


� Target fathers because they may have no sense of entitlement to use services, particularly minority ethnic, young and non-resident fathers. [AHC 4.32].  Non-resident fathers are particularly likely to think that services are not for them [EPM 3.10].  


� The CP emphasises that occupational standards and training for the workforce “should reflect the need for public services to engage with both father and mother except where there is a clear risk to the child to do so” [CP Box 1.1]. “We want all staff in services for pre-school children to engage proactively with fathers.” [EPM 3.11, 28]  Training may be needed to ensure that staff do not underestimate the significance of a father’s involvement or potential involvement if he is not visible to the service, or not living with the child [AHC 4.32], and have the confidence to explain to female service users why it is important to engage with fathers. [AHC 4.42, EPM 3.10].  “For school staff and early years practitioners CPD will …..be important for gaining the specialist skills that they require to…..engage all parents as partners in their children’s learning and development” [CP 4.46]


� Indicator for Children’s Centres on Access for the Most Excluded Groups: “% of members of the following groups in the children’s centre reach area, with whom the children’s centre establishes contact: Workless households, Children in Black and Minority Ethnic groups, Disabled children, and children of disabled parents…Children’s centres should also assess how well they engage with fathers within all of these groups” [Sure Start Children’s Centres Planning and Performance Management Guidance, p 34].


� “Our Expert Groups emphasised how important it is that parents are involved with policy affecting children and that we need particularly to improve how government and services involve fathers” [CP 1.1].


� The CP stresses that “Parents who for whatever reason lack the confidence, motivation or time to get involved with their child’s learning and development may need extra specialist help” [CP 1.19].  


� “Effective home visiting outreach and other outreach services” [CP 1.19] which are systematically targeted at fathers as well as mothers in the most vulnerable families.


� an “intensive, preventative programme that begins early enough to make a difference” [CP Box 1.4], and engages both fathers and mothers


� Children’s and adult services working together “to ensure that families with complex needs receive a whole family package of support” [CP 6.50], with a key worker approach for the most vulnerable families.


� Research shows that child protection agencies sometimes struggle to assess and engage with fathers effectively.   The CP stresses that “professionals do….need to engage parents early when doing so may prevent problems or difficulties becoming worse [CP 2.49].  


� “to spot warning signs of relationship breakdown early and to signpost support to parents and children at critical moments” [CP 1.28].


� to “enable children to maintain regular contact with both parents if they part” [CP 1.28]


� There is to be a new partnership between parents and schools “no matter what their personal circumstances – mothers, fathers, non-resident parents, lone parents and working parents” [CP 3.21].  “A father’s interest in a child’s schooling is strongly linked to educational outcomes for the child” [EPM 2.1]. “While much progress has been made in Sure Start Children’s Centres and primary schools, more needs to be done to reach out to and involve all parents particularly in secondary schools” [CP 3.20].


� “Every parent will have regular, up to date information on their child’s attendance, behaviour and progress in learning” [CP 3.24].


� Parent Support Advisers should work routinely and effectively with both fathers and mothers to “improve children’s behaviour and school attendance” [CP 1.20]


� “Parents complaints will be managed in straightforward and open way and as many issues as possible will be resolved quickly” [CP 3.25].


� “The single most important factor in delivering our aspirations for children is a world class workforce able to provide highly personalised support” [CP 4.2].  


� Having more men in the workforce should lead to greater success in getting dads involved. [EPM 3.11]


� The very word “parent” in relation to services can have the effect of excluding fathers – both because fathers often perceive the term to mean “mothers” and because this can be reinforced by the approach of practitioners whose habits of working mainly with mothers are deeply ingrained.  This impacts on the ability of both parents to fulfil their rights and responsibilities towards their children and, particularly after separation, can lead to fathers drifting out of the life of their children.  This can have wider negative, emotional, financial and educational consequences for children. [AHC 2.81] 





