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Foreword from David Lammy MP

The world is changing, perhaps 
faster than it has ever done 
before. Dads are spending more 
time with their children and work 
is an option for more mums. This 
is all very welcome. However, 
policy has moved slower than 
families’ own experience, and 
often holds families back from 
running their lives as they would 

like. Too many women feel frustrated at the unequal distribution of domestic responsibilities, 
while too many men feel marginalised. 

The Labour Party has been at the forefront of social change around the family. We created 
the welfare state and the NHS – two of the biggest changes for the better for families 
in the last century. We introduced child benefit, maternity leave and paternity leave. We 
understand the importance of family life. That is why we must not shy away from families’ 
frustrations today. We have to show that we understand them and that we will act when we 
are in government. 

This paper has arisen from debates within the Labour Party and movement about how the 
party should respond to these changes. There is broad agreement that active, engaged 
fatherhood – where that is safe for mothers and children – is a good thing for the whole 
family, particularly for children. This paper shows ways in which we can acknowledge that 
agreement, to the Labour Party and to the British public. We need to show that we take these 
issues seriously, and that we believe that they are legitimate issues for a future government 
to address. The government have introduced some changes for the better – we should 
accept those and build on them.

We should aim to make an ‘offer to dads’, helping to make parents feel more confident 
about their own abilities, rather than telling them what to do. We must value fathers’ role 
as fathers – and support it. The best way we can do that is to have high expectations of 
all fathers. If we achieve this, it will be an historic change. It has never been done before. 
It will show that we value the enormous importance of fathers – in society, and in their own 
families. It would show true equality for all parents. 
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This isn’t about making the Tory mistake of focusing only on the structure of families. What 
matters is the stability and quality of families – not their structure. However, research shows 
that children are advantaged when they have close and positive relationships with their 
father and any father-figures – whether these live with them or not. I hope this report will 
contribute to the debate. Finally, I would like to thank the panel members who gave their 
own time to discuss and create this report – their names are at the end. I am very grateful 
to them all. The recommendations are my own and not all panel members endorse every 
recommendation. 

Rt. Hon. David Lammy MP
June 2013
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Executive Summary
We must have high expectations of all fathers, valuing dads’ family roles as highly as their 
working roles, and adopting a zero tolerance approach to fatherlessness founded on our 
understanding of fathers’ value and importance. Our policy should aim to restore time and 
resources to families, starting with the assumption that dads want to - and can - be involved. 
Policy has to catch up – at the moment it lags well behind what is happening in families 
day-by-day, and even further behind the ways in which families would like to structure their 
lives if they were able.

We must also have high expectations of public services, working on the assumption that 
most expectant mothers want their partners to be involved, and that this desire is shared 
by most expectant fathers. Public services must not see dads as a risk to be managed, but 
as a resource for their child and partner. Seeing dads as a risk happens all too often at the 
moment – 78% of fathers say that they want more responsive public services. We have to 
respond to this desire among fathers of all backgrounds for a greater say in the services that 
affect their lives.

We should be explicit that, after five years of a Labour government, more users of these 
services will be dads and couples – and that we will hold the services to account for this. 
Training programmes for maternity, early years and social care professionals should include 
elements on engaging with fathers, co-parenting, couple relationships and specific groups 
of fathers, such as young fathers. We should ensure that the Gender Equality Duty is applied 
to children’s centres and we should support boys into non-traditional employment, prioritise 
the recruitment of male nursery staff and primary school teachers and require nurseries and 
schools to engage both parents.

We should support the government’s proposals for enshrining in employment law fathers’ 
rights to attend antenatal appointments.  However, this leave should be paid, invitations 
to attend issued to fathers, and appointments held at times when working fathers and 
mothers can easily attend. We should also support the government’s proposals to extend 
the EU flexible parental leave entitlement to 18 weeks and for this to be made available 
to all parents of children up to the age of 18. We should push for any parental leave to be 
taken by the day, increasing the flexibility for families. 

The government’s version of shared parental leave puts the UK out on a limb in Europe. The 
policy is far too complicated and will be difficult for parents to understand, and therefore to 
take up. Restrictions on eligibility (the father’s right is dependent on the mother’s, and vice 
versa) also mean that fewer than 50% of new-parent-couples will qualify and only 1-4% of 
dads are likely to take it.  We should look to develop this entitlement into an individual and 
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‘Day One’ right, ring fence a paid element within it for fathers’ use only as a ‘use it or lose 
it’ benefit, and enable parents to take the leave flexibly – by the day, rather than only by the 
week as will be the case with shared parental leave. Our reforms should always make life 
easier for families, not more complicated, as this change has done. 

Paternity leave and pay should remain an individual entitlement for the fathers but be paid 
at the same rates as maternity leave and be available to more fathers. We should support 
the government’s plans to allow paternity leave to be taken flexibly, rather than in one block, 
and should push for dads to have rights to paternity leave from the first day of employment.  
We need to develop a family-friendly economy, in which dads and mums have the time to 
‘do family’. We should support the government’s proposed extension of flexible working 
rights to all employees, although applications made by parents should be prioritised. We 
should constantly stress the value of flexible working to employers and employees. 

While expressly seeking to remove the barriers which prevent dads from sharing in childcare, 
we should seek to improve the quality, availability, flexibility and affordability of professional 
childcare. This enables mothers to join the paid workforce and increases the likelihood that 
fathers will share in childcare.

We have to accept that some fathers do not live up to the high expectations that we have 
for all fathers and that others are prevented from fulfilling responsibilities they are keen 
to undertake. We should explicitly state that we want to reduce the numbers of children 
who have no meaningful contact with their father. We should also be clear that it is not 
acceptable for fathers to choose to play no part in their children’s lives.

We should expect all public services to adopt a ‘whole family’ approach. We should pledge 
to complete the process we began in government, and change the rules regarding joint 
birth registration. We should support the government’s legislative statement assuming that, 
after a relationship break-up, a child will have a relationship with both parents, where this is 
safe. The state should offer more relationship support to couples on the birth of their first 
child and adopt a ‘relational’ approach more generally, seeking as a first step to enhance 
family resilience by enabling couples and other family members to support each other. This 
would feed into the universal approach for public services in this area – offering support to 
all families, not merely working to a risk model. The state should not support programmes 
which do not seek, as a first approach, to engage both mother and father.   

Our approach should be guided at all times by one issue – high expectations.
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Changing Ideas About Fatherhood
Changing lives
Our lives are changing fast. Gone are the days that family life was considered to be for 
women and work life was considered to be for men. With some exceptions, and with more 
progress to be made, women have made huge strides into the workplace in the last 40 
years. More women have taken up paid work; more men and women have taken up new 
rights, such as flexible working; and soft skills are now central to all workers’ opportunities. 

At the same time, men are taking on family roles that would have been inconceivable just 
two generations ago. Between 1975 and 1997, fathers’ care of infants and young children 
rose from 15 minutes to 2 hours on the average working day, despite average working 
hours increasing at the same time; 21% of fathers of under-5s are now solely responsible 
for childcare at some point during the working week; and 10% of parents staying at home 
full time to look after children are now dads. For many men in 2013, being a good dad 
means more than just providing financially for a family – the very notion of being a father 
has changed. 

This is nothing short of a revolution – possibly the fastest-ever change in families’ make-up. 
Policy has to catch up – at the moment it lags well behind what is happening in families 
day-by-day, and even further behind the ways in which families would like to structure 
their lives if they were able.

A 2009 EHRC survey found that only 34% of mothers and 23% of fathers agreed that the 
mother should be in charge of caring. But 86% of mothers and 69% of fathers say the 
mother is actually in charge. Policy still pushes mums into the home and dads into work, 
despite mothers’ desires to continue in some form of work, and fathers’ wishes to spend 
more time with their family. 

This has to end – and Labour has to end it. Men want to be involved in their children’s lives 
and women want fulfilling work lives. As the gender pay gap continues to close, it won’t be 
possible for policy to continue to expect women to be the ones who give up work. Policy 
cannot continue to work against what is happening in real life, and against the wishes of 
thousands of parents and families. The government has recognised that things have to 
change, and are pushing many changes in the Children and Families Bill. We have to be the 
ones who take this process to its logical conclusion. 
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Being a Family
Modern life makes it difficult to ‘be a family’. Too many families have too little, or too 
much work, squeezing out family life. The squeezed family is a central part of the squeezed 
middle. Many dads feel overwhelmed, even if they don’t admit it! Work expectations haven’t 
changed, but expectations of being a good father have. Research for the Party suggests 
that the modern British family feels tired, stressed and under pressure, generally because 
of financial reasons. Dads feel that fathers are under-valued by society and 82% of full time 
working fathers say they want to spend more time with their children. 

Our policy should aim to restore time and resources to families, starting with the assumption 
that dads want to - and can be - involved. There are wide social benefits to this: more stable 
couple relationships and communities, increased social mobility, less child poverty, a more 
engaged workforce, and a stronger economy. This feeds into our economic policy – under 
the current economic conditions, can a family now live on a single wage? 

Positive, engaged fathers are good for children. Greater levels of father involvement 
create in children better peer relationships; fewer behavioural and health problems; lower 
criminality and substance abuse; higher educational and work achievement; more satisfying 
adult sexual relationships; and higher self-esteem and life-satisfaction. Active dads also 
make for happy mums. For both parents, satisfaction tends to be greater when work and 
caring roles are more equally shared – and child poverty is reduced. 

High Expectations
At the moment, the state expects less from dads than from mums. An unmarried mother 
has to register her child, but the father doesn’t even have to be on the birth certificate. A 
man does more paperwork when he buys a car than when he becomes a father! And the 
further away from the birth the dad moves, the fewer the expectations placed on him. Policy 
expects little of dads, and thus ignores the importance of their roles in families and society.  
Parenting classes are generally provided to mothers and 80% of parenting orders are given 
to women, even though only half of these are lone parents. This has to change. Men want 
to be emotionally involved in bringing up their children – Labour has to help dads to live 
up to their aims. This has to start with holding high expectations of fathers, valuing dads’ 
family roles as highly as their working roles. 

This will take time, but we have to lead the way. We have to capitalise on the desire shown 
by all fathers at their children’s birth to be involved in their upbringing. More than 89% 
attend the birth; 33% attend an antenatal or parenting class; 61% at least one antenatal 
check; and 88% at least one ultrasound scan. The desire is there – we have to capitalise on 
it with high expectations and a zero tolerance approach to fatherlessness. 
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Those high expectations should be built around some core, universal, responsibilities we 
should expect of all fathers. Of course, there will be a few who should play no role in their 
children’s lives. However, for the majority of children, it will be in their best interests for 
their dad to:
• ‘Be there’ for his child, even if they don’t live together;
• Be registered on their child’s birth certificate;
• Share in the activities leading up to birth; and
• Share in the activities which pattern childhood, such as school, healthcare and childcare.

These core responsibilities would signal a change in our approach – holding high expectations 
of dads and valuing their role highly. This would move policy more closely towards the 
actual lives and wishes of families in modern Britain – rather than being a hangover from a 
long-gone age. If we can do this, we will show that we are truly ready for government.  
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Making public Services Father-Friendly
The problem 
Everyone in a family benefits when fathers are involved in their children’s care – from antenatal 
classes through to primary and secondary school. The more that a father is involved in 
the prenatal, birth and postnatal period, the stronger is his attachment to his child. The 
stronger his attachment at birth, the stronger it is likely to be throughout their life – even 
if the parents separate. Yet, too often, dads are treated by public services as irrelevant at 
best, and unwanted at worst. Too often, public services work on the outdated assumption 
that fathers are not significant in children’s lives and that mothers are the exclusive care-
givers, setting the tone for family life. Dads are often seen as a risk to be managed, rather 
than a resource for their child and partner – particularly among poorer families. Young 
men are often neither challenged, nor encouraged to reflect, on the responsibilities of 
fatherhood and are often explicitly excluded from support (such as managing their finances) 
which might enable them to parent responsibly and effectively.

When we were in government, we recognised this. In 2007, the Department for Children, 
Schools and Families aimed at developing “a culture in which the starting point is that 
young fathers’ involvement in the pregnancy and birth is beneficial for the mother and 
child and that services should be designed so that they are inclusive of young fathers”.  
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Yet this happens too rarely – surveys show that 78% of dads want better services for fathers. 
Too often, investment in public services has been on the basis that mothers will be the main 
users – which becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy.

A new approach
Just as we must have high expectations of all fathers, regardless of their background, 
we must have high expectations of public services. Involving fathers and developing a 
‘relational approach’ in which family-resilience is encouraged through encouraging couples 
and other family members to provide support to each other, can often save money, and 
technological innovation makes this easier for hard-pressed public servants. Part of these 
high expectations must be that services will cater for fathers and couples better than they 
do at the moment. Services have to work on the assumption that most expectant mothers 
want their partners to be involved, that this desire is shared by most expectant fathers, 
and that the vast majority of expectant and new mothers turn to their partner first and 
foremost for emotional and practical support. We should be explicit that, after five years 
of a Labour government, more users of these services will be dads and couples – and that 
we will hold the services to account for this. We should encourage services to be designed 
by mums and dads, for mums and dads.   

We must also move away from talking about public services through the lens of a risk 
model, which assumes that public support is seen as only for the problem times. Public 
services should be available for all families at all times. This includes dads, who are 
too often seen as peripheral risks to be managed, rather than integral to their families.  

Maternity services
Men report that maternity services leave them feeling less informed than their partners and 
less competent to care for the baby. Mothers want maternity services to work with their 
partners. In a 2005 NHS study, 60% of mothers were not happy with how their partner was 
engaged by the staff. This impacts on their experience of birth. Women are more likely to 
have a positive experience of birth if they feel fully supported by their partner; and are more 
likely to judge maternity services positively if they feel these supported their baby’s father. 

Maternity services must change their approach – their default position should be to 
engage with the whole family. Involving dads is good for mums, and good for midwives. 
In a recent breastfeeding study, involving dads in a two-hour antenatal session resulted in 
74% of mothers breastfeeding, against 41% where the dad did not attend the session. We 
should commit to providing data on how dads are being engaged by these services.
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Specific changes include:

• All maternity services should aspire to follow the example of the Whittington Hospital in 
 North London and the Royal United Hospital in Bath, which are working towards  
 allowing dads to stay at the hospital overnight during and after the birth. In the 
 meantime, visiting times should be increased. 
• Maternity services should consider dads to be their ‘clients’, alongside mums and 
 babies, and should be expected to meet with the father and to address his concerns 
 before and after the birth. As a result, the dad’s details should be included on the GP 
 referral form after confirming a pregnancy and should be recorded as a matter of course  
 in the mum’s care plan. 
• Fathers’ roles and the impact of the couple relationship on children should be 
 acknowledged and discussed throughout any government-provided literature on 
 families and parenting issues. 
• Antenatal sessions should be held at times that allow for working fathers and mothers to 
 attend. Services should inquire about fathers who do not attend these sessions. 
• Training programmes for maternity, early years and social care professionals should 
 include elements on engaging with fathers, co-parenting, conflict-resolution and couple 
 relationship support and on meeting the needs of couples and specific groups of 
 particularly vulnerable fathers, such as young fathers. 
• Health visitors should provide a universal frontline parenting support service for both 
 parents, recording dads’ details and inquiring when they are not engaged and attending 
 appointments. 
• Policy and guidance at the highest level, and locally, should specify engagement with 
 fathers as a priority. This should cover services for the antenatal and postnatal periods.
 
Children’s centres and schools
Children’s centres often do not see engaging with dads as part of their role - some don’t 
even have gents’ toilets! This has to change. We should ensure that the Gender Equality 
Duty is applied to children’s centres. Inspection frameworks should be explicit about 
father engagement and we should expect centres to increase the proportion of their 
users that are dads over time. Further, when the staff are wholly or mainly female, young 
children’s lived experience in the public sphere is that caring is exclusively a female activity. 

We place huge expectations on schools to shape our children’s characters and personalities. 
We rightly preoccupy ourselves with the quality of the teaching and the school environment 
but we pay scant attention to the composition of that teaching body. Research has suggested 
that many young men and boys would be interested in working in teaching and the caring 
professions, but that careers advice does not build on this. In many primary schools, as 
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in nurseries, the absence of men is palpable. In 2010, one in four primaries had no male 
teacher whatsoever and 80% had fewer than three. Only 1-2% of early years staff are male. 
Again this scenario points to the care of children as ‘women’s work’. In some households, 
this is no problem – strong, involved male authority figures pepper a child’s life, be it a father 
at home, a grandad or a scout or play leader in the evening and weekends. When there is 
no father at home, some children risk spending their entire formative years without ever 
developing a positive relationship with a man, especially one who provides sensitive care. 
This has to change. We should as proactively encourage boys into caring professions as 
we have encouraged girls into science and engineering, prioritise the recruitment of male 
primary school teachers and nursery staff and require schools and nurseries to engage 
both parents, recording details of fathers and mothers.
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Parenting Leave
Central to involved fatherhood
Paternity and parental leave are absolutely key to this issue.  The design of leave and pay 
for parenting duties – whether fathers are included or not – signals our expectations about 
‘who does what’ at home and at work. And the first 2-3 months of fatherhood can affect 
the way that a father relates to his child for the rest of their lives. The taking of leave by 
fathers at this point is good for the whole family. An EHRC survey in 2009 found that 69% of 
fathers who took paternity leave said it improved the quality of family life. UK fathers who 
take paternity leave are 25% more likely to change nappies and 19% more likely to get up 
to babies at night than those who do not.

In government, we introduced two weeks’ paid paternity leave and the right to request 
flexible working in 2003. Paternity leave is currently paid at the rate of £135.45 a week, 
recouped by the employer from HMRC. This was an important step, although it came years 
after other countries introduced these rights (Sweden introduced paternity leave in 1974). 
Although almost all employed fathers take time off when their babies are born, only half use 
their entitlement to paternity leave.  There are two reasons for this:

• The pay is less than the minimum wage. Demos has found that 49% of fathers who do 
 not take paternity leave do so because they cannot afford it. Currently, 27% of all Dads 
 take no paternity leave, rising to 44% of Dads employed by small businesses.
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• The ‘earnings rule’ means many don’t qualify. To access paternity leave, a father must  
 be employed for 26 weeks by the end of the 15th week before the baby is due (and earn 
 above a lower earnings limit).  He should also give notice of his intention to take paternity 
 leave 15 weeks before the baby is due.  Many dads do not realise this, so fail to qualify  
 to access their entitlement.

The UK is unusual in having a very long (52 weeks) maternity leave and no parental leave. 
Parental leave is a leave which either parent can take and for which (like maternity or paternity 
leave,) a mother or father qualifies individually through his or her own employment record.  
A recent review of leave in 33 countries found the average length of post-natal maternity 
leave to be between 3 and 4 months, with only four countries (including Ireland and the 
UK) having maternity leave of 6 months or more. Scandinavian countries tend to have 
very short maternity and paternity leave (two weeks for each parent in Sweden) and long, 
well-paid parental leave, usually divided into quotas for dads, mums and ‘shared’.  For 
instance, in Iceland, three months’ parental leave is for dads (the family loses it if the dad 
doesn’t take it), three months for mums, and three months for the family to use as they wish.  
This is transforming gender-relations in Iceland, where shortly parental leave will be made 
available as five months for dads, five months for mums, and two months for the family to 
share as they like.  We also spend less on maternity and paternity leave than in comparable 
countries with growing economies (UK: 0.15% of GDP; Germany: 0.32%; Norway: 0.47%; 
Sweden: 0.67).

Some large companies in the UK, as well as in the public sector, offer better options for their 
employees, for instance ‘topping up’ maternity/paternity pay and/or offering extended 
periods of leave to fathers through occupational schemes. For example, British Gas offers 
fathers full pay for the two weeks of paternity leave, with the option to take 13 weeks 
of unpaid parental leave. For self-employed workers and employees of small or less 
accommodating larger businesses, the current arrangements are even less adequate.

Improvements
Ante-natal appointments
The Government is proposing that employed expectant fathers have the right to attend two 
ante-natal appointments, unpaid. We should extend that right to paid leave and should 
require GPs to include the father’s name on the referral form, and maternity services 
routinely to invite fathers to at least one antenatal appointment, record their name and 
contact details on the mother’s care plan and look at offering appointments at times when 
employed fathers and mothers will find it easier to attend.

Paternity leave and pay 
The Children and Families Bill retains the current two weeks’ paternity leave, paid at a flat 
rate, but intends for this leave to be able to be taken more flexibly, rather than in a single 
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block and provides for it to be extended at a later date. While we should support more 
leave to be reserved for fathers on a use it-or lose it basis, we would prefer this to be 
an extended reserved paid element in parental leave (see below), rather than extended 
paternity leave, so the father’s leave can be taken later in the first year and not just around 
the birth. We should also push for paternity leave to be a ‘Day One’ right (so fathers don’t 
have to meet a complicated earnings rule to be eligible) and for paternity leave to be paid 
at the same rate as the first six weeks of maternity leave (90% of full pay). 

Paternity allowance
Currently self-employed mothers who have paid sufficient Class 2 NI contributions qualify 
for maternity allowance.  Self-employed fathers, however, qualify for nothing.  A paternity 
allowance should be introduced for self-employed fathers so they can receive money to 
undertake parenting duties – as all mothers and employed fathers currently can.  

EU Flexible parental leave  
The Government is proposing to follow the EU Parental Leave Directive and extend the 
existing entitlement under EU law of unpaid parental leave to 18 weeks per parent per 
child, to be made available, individually, to mothers and fathers of children up to the age of 
18 (currently only parents of children under five can take up this leave). This is welcome and 
we should support it.  However, we should push for it to be able to be taken flexibly – by 
the day rather than the week – and scrap the current annual limit on this leave, which is 
set in the UK (although not in other countries) at four weeks.

Parental leave
The government is proposing a new system of what they are calling ‘shared parental leave’ 
to replace maternity leave . At any time from two weeks after the birth, if the mother is 
happy to change her maternity leave (52 weeks of leave and 39 weeks of pay), she may (if 
she is eligible) convert it into this new shared parental leave.  If the mother is not eligible 
or does not opt into the new system, the old rules apply. However, unlike the EU flexible 
parental leave, this is not an individual entitlement.  Eligibility to take it is very restricted: 
it depends on both parents in the couple fulfilling the minimum earnings requirement and 
both being employed (not self-employed).

The Government’s version of shared parental leave puts the UK out on a limb in Europe. The 
policy is far too complicated and will be difficult for parents to understand, and therefore to 
take up.  And most will not qualify for it anyway, because the father’s right is dependent on 
the mother’s, and vice versa:  it is estimated that no more than 50% of new parents couples 
will qualify for the proposed shared parental leave and that, in all likelihood, only 1-4% of 
new fathers will take any of it. 

Shared parental leave will also replace ‘additional paternity leave’ which we introduced April 2011 and which allows mothers to transfer 
the last six months of their maternity leave (three months paid, three months unpaid) to their partner – provided he, too, meets specific 
earnings and employment rules  
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The notion of two types of parental leave - flexible (EU) and shared (UK) - is impossibly 
complicated. There should be one kind of parental leave – flexible parental leave. This 
should be paid (as maternity leave is now), should be a ‘day one’ right for both parents, 
and should be an individual entitlement based on each parent’s own employment and 
earnings record. This would allow take-up by many groups who currently cannot access the 
right:  single mothers, self-employed fathers and mothers, and couples in which only one 
parent is eligible. This would not only increase take-up of the right by fathers but would also 
enhance the fairness of the new regime for mothers and fathers. 

Furthermore, all evidence suggests that parental leave is taken up much more often by 
fathers when a paid ‘quota’ within it is reserved for dads only, on a use-it-or-lose-it basis.  
If we are serious about take-up by fathers, we should reserve a paid element in parental 
leave as an individual right for fathers (a similar period should also be reserved for mothers) 
which the family loses if he does not take it.

We should also support this leave to be taken by the day, rather than by the week (as 
is the plan for the Government’s shared parental leave).  Low paid parents in particular 
benefit when they can work part of the week on their original wages while receiving parental 
leave and pay on days for which they are responsible for their young children’s care.  This 
also enables parents to ‘box and cox’ care in the first year, both working some days in the 
week and caring for their babies on the others. This will require substantial adjustment 
to processes at HMRC – a nettle that has to be grasped, not least because many other 
statutory benefits should also be able to be taken by the day rather than the week, as is 
the case in many other countries.

Employment protection (the right to return to the same or an equivalent job) should, as 
now, be based on the length of the leave taken, with (as with maternity leave now) greater 
protection for leave taken (cumulatively) to the equivalent of full-time six months’ leave 
affording slightly greater protection than longer periods of leave. We should also focus on 
extending the period at which a substantial period of parental leave is well paid – at up to 
75% of earnings. It is scandalous that mothers are only entitled to six weeks at good wage 
replacement; and until better wage replacement is available to fathers, few will be able to 
take substantial periods of leave.  

Breastfeeding  
We have to be serious about true equality for mums and dads. That means that mothers 
should be confident that they can combine an early return to work with continuing to 
breastfeed their children. Although this is a sensitive issue, we should not shy away from 
addressing it. If fathers are to take on more of the care of infants with mothers returning to 
work earlier, health and safety measures need to be instituted to facilitate breastfeeding 
and the expressing of milk in workplace settings.  
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Work, Pay and the Tax and Benefits System
Long hours – little time for family
Fathers in the UK work the longest hours in Europe, yet 82% of full time working fathers say 
they want to spend more time with their children. 30% of fathers work more than 48 hours a 
week and 12% of fathers work more than 60 hours a week. This is bad for the whole family - 
69% of men and 58% of women say that work demands sometimes interfere with family life. 
Nearly half of dads have missed a significant event in their children’s lives in the last year 
and nearly one in five have missed four or more. Fathers tend to work longer hours than 
men without children, often compensating for mothers’ reduced earnings and time at work.  
Men want to be good fathers – to ‘be there’ for their children – but our economic system 
too often leaves them with too much or too little work. Both are bad for family relationships. 
We need to develop a family-friendly economy, in which fathers and mothers can support 
their children materially, while still having the time to ‘do family’.
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Flexible working
We introduced legislation that, for the first time, allowed parents of children under 17 (18 
for disabled children) the right to request flexible working, placing on employers a statutory 
procedure for considering these requests. There has been some take-up of this. Between 
2002 and 2005, new fathers working flexitime to spend more time with their infants rose 
from 11% to 31%. Fathers taking up flexible working tend to be less troubled by stress, and 
to have an improved sense of wellbeing, benefitting the whole family. These effects are 
enhanced for low-paid workers.

However, fewer men than women make requests to work flexibly, have their requests 
granted, or are successful at tribunals. Many large employers (including British Gas, which 
we visited) have introduced flexible working more widely than the statutory minimum, 
recognising the business benefits that it can bring:  greater retention of staff, reductions in 
sickness and absenteeism, lower recruitment costs, greater commitment and loyalty and 
overall performance gains. However, it is offered less in small businesses and in many other 
larger businesses and remains highly dependent on line managers’ attitudes.

The Children and Families Bill overhauls the provisions about flexible working. It extends 
the right to make a request to all employees (not just employees with responsibility for 
a child under 17, a disabled child under 18, or caring responsibility for an adult). It also 
does away with the statutory procedure for considering requests, replacing this with a 
requirement that all requests be given “reasonable” consideration within three months. If 
we are serious about involved fatherhood and flexible working, we need to challenge any 
workplace culture which suggests that flexible working is unwelcome. As part of this, we 
should support the government’s change, although applications made by parents should 
be prioritised.

We should provide a consistent positive message about the benefits of flexible working 
by fathers as well as mothers – high take-up is good for families and employers, and is a 
cultural issue as much as a legislative one. This message, and messages about the benefits 
to children and mothers of fathers’ uptake of parenting leave entitlements, should be 
promoted through the public sector, particularly for high-level roles. 

Tax and benefit system
There is no provision in the benefit or tax credit system to encourage the involvement of 
fathers in raising children. The default position since the inception of Child Benefit has been 
to pay it to the person principally responsible for caring for the child. If a couple decide that 
the payment should be made to the father, they are free to do so, but in the vast majority of 
cases, Child Benefit is automatically paid to the mother.   Although proposals to change this 
are controversial, the default position sends out the message that mums care for children 
and dads work. This does not chime with the increasing experience of many families. In 
the future, once full pay equality has been achieved, we should pay Child Benefit to both 
parents, where both are providing care for the child.



Page 23Doing Fatherhood  |  David Lammy

Child Care
We are aware that few of the recommendations in this report will be possible if affordable, 
good quality, childcare is not available to parents throughout the country. Childcare allows 
mothers to return to work at a time of their choosing, and also allows fathers to play a full 
role in the home as well as the workplace. Other areas of the policy review are considering 
this enormously important issue, so we will leave it to their recommendations. 
We do, however, have serious reservations about the government’s approach, which will 
drive down standards of child carers. Neither mums nor dads can take up paid work if 
childcare is unavailable or too expensive. However, we should not ignore quality in a drive 
to push up quantity. 

Flexible, affordable, professional childcare helps dads to become involved in their children’s 
lives, as it frees mums to take up paid work. The sharing of childcare between mums and 
dads (and grandparents, childminders and nurseries) has become increasingly important for 
families on all incomes. This is not an issue that Labour can afford to ignore. Most dads are 
willing to share more of the childcare (including the costs), and many mothers would return 
to work earlier if their partners were caring for their child, but barriers such as the system of 
parenting leave and workplace cultures prevent dads from taking on more ‘solo’ childcare. 
While expressly seeking to remove the barriers which prevent dads from sharing in childcare, 
we should seek to improve the quality, availability, flexibility and affordability of professional 
childcare. 
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Disengaged Dads 
High expectations
While not posing a risk to their children or partners, a substantial percentage of separated 
fathers (estimated to be around 50%) do not play an engaged role in their children’s lives, 
seeing them less often than once a week.  Around half of these men see their children less 
often than once a month. Historically, we have left this area of policy to the Conservatives, 
resulting in a polarised debate about ‘feckless fathers’ (generally working class) playing out 
in the media. We cannot do this any more.

We should base our approach on the high expectations we need to have of all fathers 
and we have to accept that some fathers do not live up to those expectations. We have 
to be willing to say that it is not acceptable for fathers to choose to play no role in their 
children’s lives.  A minority of absent fathers are rightly absent because they pose a threat 
to the mother or their children. However, others slip away, finding it all too difficult or 
creating new lives for themselves.  Such fathers do not live up to the high expectations 
that we have for all dads. We have to be clear – it is not acceptable for fathers to create 
this choice for themselves. Fathers have responsibilities and they have to live up to them. 
We must recognise that parenting in separated families is hard work, and we must aim 
to help dads do a good job. However, we must always be clear that there is a set of 
responsibilities to being a good parent which we expect all fathers to meet. 

When he was running for the Presidency in 2008, Barack Obama hit the nail on the head: 
“Too many fathers [are] missing – missing from too many lives and too many homes. They 
have abandoned their responsibilities, acting like boys instead of men. And the foundations 
of our families are weaker because of it....We need [fathers] to realise that what makes you 
a man is not the ability to have a child – it’s the courage to raise one”. We should not flinch 
from speaking in the same terms. 

The statistics
In 2012, 25.7% of all households with dependent children were lone parent households. 
This was the highest in the EU and compares with 17.7% in France, 16.9% in Germany, 7.5% 
in Italy and 13.7% across all EU states (2010 figures).  Over 90% of these families in the UK 
are headed by lone mothers. These families were more likely to be in routine and semi-
routine occupations than the population as a whole and were less likely to be employed 
(59% of lone parents are employed, against 71% of mothers in two-parent families who are 
employed). 

By the time that British children are 16, around half no longer live with their dad (2.9 million 
children) and, of these, around a third see him hardly or not at all: around a million young 
people. Research suggests that, even among the fathers who have absolutely no contact 
with their children, fewer than 1 in 6 would have a negative impact on them. The children 
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are missing out on an enormous resource. We should explicitly state that we want to 
reduce the numbers of children who have no meaningful contact with their father.

There are particular communities which currently have low social or economic capital, where 
engaged fathers can mean the difference between a good and bad life for children. There 
are some differences among different ethnic groups: 2.8% of mothers are Black, but 7.8% 
of lone mothers are Black. The situation is reversed for Asian mums: 6.1% of mothers are 
Asian, but only 2.8% of lone mothers are Asian. 

Much of the media discussion of fathers focuses on the problem of serial fathers. However, 
figures from the Child Maintenance and Enforcement Commission (which exclude men 
who have reached an amicable solution with their former partners) suggest that this issue is 
less prevalent than the media would have us believe. Their figures for the number of men 
paying maintenance for a child with one former partner are 920,600; two former partners, 
68,000; three, 4,800; and four, 400. We should be bold in not allowing this debate to be 
focussed away from the true problem of absent fathers into a manufactured scare around 
serial fathers.

The problem
Children (particularly boys) who grow up without fathers are more likely than their peers to 
be involved in crime, heavy drinking and drug use; have low educational attainment; suffer 
low self-esteem and anger issues; and, ultimately, to engage in poor parenting themselves. 
They may have little or no ability to learn positively from older generations of men and 
to be held accountable for their actions early in their lives, and as they grow up. Clearly, 
there are a number of issues at play here, and we should be aware of the old adage that 
correlation does not equal causation. However, the statistics are clear – children growing up 
with involved fathers do better than those who do not have involved fathers.
Young people growing up without a father are less likely to attend higher education  
(22% v 33% brought up by both parents) and less likely to have gained two or more A 
Levels or equivalent by age 18 (37% v 53%). By not speaking out on this, we are failing 
these young people. 

We have to focus relentlessly on our high expectations for all fathers, reframing services 
around family relationships, and building on the bond between father and child at birth, 
and the high expectations dads have for themselves at this time. We should expect public 
services to focus on mums and dads – even if they are not living together, and even in 
the most disadvantaged families. This should apply to services from central and local 
government, as well as the charity and voluntary sector.  All should adopt a ‘whole family’ 
approach, engaging with significant males as well as females, whether or not they live 
together. We should support initiatives such as those pioneered in Glasgow and Waltham 
Forest, in which gang members are reunited with their fathers. 
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Public services that do not work with disengaged dads – building on their strengths and 
challenging negative behaviour – place mums and children at risk. Supporting all dads can 
stimulate better health, increased payment of child maintenance, and better job outcomes 
for fathers and mothers. Everybody wins – but particularly the child. 

Birth certificates
The most basic expectation is that a dad will be there for his children – and he should show 
that by signing the birth certificate. However, at least 45,000 children every year do not 
have their father registered on their birth certificate. Currently, a mother is always recorded 
on an original birth certificate. A father is recorded only if the parents are married or, if 
they are unmarried, if the mother expressly consents. This contravenes Article 7 of the 
UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, which requires countries to ensure “as far as 
possible” that a child’s parentage is recorded.

Requiring both parents to sign the birth certificate would send out a powerful message that 
our expectations of mums and dads are equal. Fathers who do not sign their child’s birth 
certificate are less likely to be supported by family services in caring for their child, less likely 
to have close relationships with their children and less likely to support the family financially. 
Children who have active, engaged fathers are more likely to grow up to become happy, 
healthy, successful adults than their peers whose fathers do not play a substantial role. 

In government, we introduced the Welfare Reform Act 2009, which would have amended 
the current rules to ensure that, where possible, unmarried parents jointly registered the birth 
of their child (the current position in Australia and New Zealand). The legislation as drafted 
provides safeguards in the case of the minority of fathers who would pose a risk to their 
child or their child’s mother. The present Government have sent out mixed messages over 
whether they will bring this into force. The previous Minister, Sarah Teather, and the current 
one, Edward Timpson, indicated that the Government will not be enacting the change, 
while No 10 said the PM was considering doing so.  We should pledge to complete the 
process we began in government, and change the rules regarding joint birth registration. 
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Relationship Break-up and the Justice System
There are 150-200,000 family separations involving children in the UK each year. Around 
20% of children in separated families do not see their dads at all, whereas only 11% of 
children share their time equally between both parents. There is no presumption of shared 
parenting in English law (unlike in Australia, where it is assumed that both parents will 
continue their relationship with their child after a break-up). The system assumes that, on 
the breaking of a relationship, one parent will care for their child and the other will pay for 
this. This is wrong – it is bad for families and bad for children. It makes sharing parenting 
and earning very difficult, particularly in families on low incomes. Poorer separated fathers 
are less likely to continue to provide hands-on care for their children; and single mothers 
are less likely than mothers in two-parent families to be employed.

The Coalition Agreement stated its support for shared parenting, although the Norgrove 
Review of November 2011 recommended against this. The Government’s response argued 
for a “legislative statement of the importance of children having an ongoing relationship 
with both their parents after family separation, where that is safe, and in the child’s best 
interests”. This was included in the Queen’s Speech in 2012, as part of a Children and 
Families Bill.

We should support that statement. It should be assumed that a child will have an involved 
relationship with both parents, where this is safe. The ‘primary carer’ model requires the 
‘secondary parent’ to justify why parenting time is in the child’s best interests. The burden 
of proof should be reversed – the parent who does not want such time should argue why 
it is not in the child’s best interests. 

Relationship support
Maintaining relationships is difficult, particularly after a first child.  Research cited by the 
Fatherhood Institute suggests that a third of couples become very unhappy together in the 
year after the birth. The state should offer more relationship support to couples on the 
birth of their first child. This would feed into the universal approach for public services in 
this area – offering support to all families, not merely working to a risk model.

Research shows that parenting and relationship programmes work best when both partners 
are engaged. Some projects backed by the government (eg Triple P) do not do this. This is 
wrong – it is bad for both partners. As with other public services, it should be expected that 
the father will be equally involved with the mother in these programmes. The state should 
not support programmes which do not seek first and foremost to engage both mum and 
dad, do not take a relational approach and cannot demonstrate likely effectiveness with 
fathers as well as mothers. 



Doing Fatherhood  |  David LammyPage 28



Page 29Doing Fatherhood  |  David Lammy

Conclusion and Recommendations
Our policy should be clear – high expectations of all fathers will benefit all families (and 
particularly children). This will lead us to demand changes of our public services, expecting 
them to cater for all parents. It will lead to us extending parenting leave and to ensuring 
that work and family life do not become mutually-exclusive. This should benefit employers 
as well as families. We need a proper system of childcare, for the first time in this country – 
affordable and high-quality. And we need to stop ceding discussion of fathers who do not 
live up to our high expectations to the Conservatives. We should all be concerned when 
dads do not fulfil their responsibilities, and we should do all we can to help them fulfil those 
responsibilities.

If we adopt this tone, and these policies, we will signal that we are ready for government. 
We will move policy in line with the way that increasing numbers of families are (and will 
be) living their lives. We will benefit families, children and the economy. For too long, we 
have not seen family life as being central to our mission in politics. This has to change.. If 
we are bold, the country will benefit, and families will reward us for improving their lives. 
In encouraging active fatherhood, what is good for dads is good for families, the economy 
and the country. We cannot miss this opportunity. 








