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Introduction

In this paper I will explore the following areas:

Fathers and fatherhood appear of interest to policy makers in a number of Western countries currently. What are the policy implications for child welfare?

Fathers’ organisations have become more vocal and visible: what are their key themes?

Some of the messages from research on fathers and some observations on the research

Some of the key challenges for child welfare practitioners in seeking to engage fathers

The policy context

Given my location it is perhaps inevitable that this presentation draws heavily upon my experience as a practitioner and researcher in the UK. However, there is a wide body of literature from a range of Western countries to which I will refer also. It is also hoped that my observations will encourage the making of links for practitioners operating in a range of cultural and policy contexts.

In common with a range of other Western countries, policy makers in the UK began to pay attention to what were called absent or non-resident fathers in the late 1980s and early 1990s (see Hobson, 2002 for a comparative overview). Child support legislation was introduced to ensure that such fathers continued to meet their economic responsibilities towards their children. Such legislation also seemed intended to reduce dependence on welfare systems by women and their children and was met with considerable resistance not only by men but by women also (particularly second wives). It was seen by some feminists as reversing historical trends throughout the 20th century which had supported a move away from private patriarchy, where women were dependent upon particular men, to public patriarchy where women became less dependent upon the support of individual men.

The legislation in relation to child support can also be understood in the context of an increased emphasis on parental responsibility uniting the Children Act (1989) and the Criminal Justice Act (1991). Whilst the different types of parental responsibility within the legislation were not always consistent, the concept was used as a powerful instrument in shaping the family. According to Fox Harding (1996) it was promoted in place of state responsibility, although it was also a mechanism of greater state control, and it meshed with a wider strategy of promoting more private dependency and fewer state-dependent families, as well as broader family responsibility. All three pieces of legislation had gendered implications, although not in straightforward ways, as child support legislation controls men’s behaviour as

well as women’s.

These pieces of legislation emerged under a Conservative administration. However, successive such administrations from 1979 to 1997, despite espousing family values, actually did little in practice to support particular family forms and, indeed, presided over a period of considerable change in family life (Fox Harding, 1996, Featherstone, 2004). Within a general neglect of family policy, fathers received little attention other than as economic resources for state dependent families.

A range of factors were to change this situation in the 1990s. In the early 1990s, after successive catastrophic electoral defeats, the Labour Party embarked upon a major re-think of its political identity generally. They attempted to articulate an approach on the family which rejected what were perceived as the dangers/shortcomings of both the Thatcherite Right and the Old Left (Driver and Martell 2002, Fawcett et al, 2004). Key architects of what became known as New Labour saw Thatcherites as economic individualists whose only concern was the free market - an approach which was seen as destructive of forms of community such as the family. However, New Labour were also critical of the perceived social individualism of ‘Old’ Labour. It was allegedly too focused on rights claims at the expense of individual and collective responsibilities, and too non judgemental about a range of social problems such as the growth in father-absent families.

The death of the toddler James Bulger in the early 1990s was to prove a pivotal event and bring together a wide range of social anxieties about the ‘decline’ of families. Crucially, it fed into concerns that something needed to be done about the perceived linkages between changes in family form, children’s criminality and parental behaviour/misbehaviour.

At the same time as New Labour was articulating its political identity, an array of very diverse constituencies had merged bewailing the absence of fathers from families and the consequences, particularly, for boys deprived of appropriate role models. Adult men, too, were perceived as at risk in such scenarios as they were being deprived of the civilising influence of marriage and family responsibilities (Williams, 1998). The ‘distant’ father had also emerged as a concern from some quarters including feminists as well as fathers themselves. He was being prevented from taking an active fathering role to the detriment of himself, his children and his partner. Employment patterns, cultural barriers and negative representations of men all needed tackling according to writers such as Burgess (1997). Organisations

focussing on the inequities of court practices in relation to divorce and access

also emerged and indeed today can arguably be considered the public face of

fatherhood in the UK ( see section below).

Supporting Families: A Consultation Document was issued by the Home Office in 1998. It advanced a range of contradictory constructions of fathers:  as potential role models for boys, as irresponsible and as resources. Indeed government initiatives across the board, today, bear imprints of all the above constituencies although developments, for example, in relation to tackling employment practices remain very timid. This is particularly problematic in a context where British fathers work the longest hours in Europe and there has been a growth in ‘atypical’ working patterns for both mothers and fathers (that is evening and weekend working). Paid paternity leave has been introduced (but only for two weeks) and there appears to be considerable resistance to meeting the demands of many organisations that extensions to paid paternity leave are introduced (the so-called ‘daddy quota’ which is a month reserved for fathers). Government policies in relation to employment practices need to be understood within New Labour’s concern to be market and employer ‘friendly’. Such considerations appear to trump ‘family friendliness’.

Funding for fathers’ projects has emerged, but this has been patchy and time limited. The most obvious feature of government policy is exhortation that service providers ‘engage’ fathers. Therefore, at a policy level it could be argued that there is often slippage from a project which requires considerable structural and cultural changes in society to a moral project aimed at changing the attitudes of workers.

The demands from fathers’ organisations

An interesting feature of today’s landscape in the UK is the emergence of fathers as a diverse but vocal constituency. Given their diversity, it is important not to simply read them as ‘anti-women’ or anti-feminist, although some undoubtedly are. The most vocal and visible in the UK appear attached to the organisation fathers4Justice. Their focus is primarily upon challenging court practices in relation to access by fathers to their children and they appear to want a presumption of 50/50 parenting to be enshrined in statute.

They operate within a ‘rights’ discourse, a discourse often engaged in by men in situations of great anxiety and pain such as divorce and separation.  A ‘rights’ discourse is, however, challenged by others such as Fathers Direct who locate themselves within an ‘equality’ discourse and they have forged strong links with organisations such as the Equal Opportunities Commission. They also engage with child welfare organisations.

Whilst diverse in orientation there can, however, be a tendency on the part of even the most progressive to slip into making the following problematic assumptions: fathers are a homogenous category, father involvement in childcare is increasing, and service providers are operating on the basis of outdated/discriminatory attitudes. This does not mean that there is not recognition of diversity or of fathers’ contradictory and/or resistant subjectivities, but this recognition can fall by the wayside particularly in the context of trying to develop campaigning narratives to take to policy makers.

Moreover, the notion of gender equality can be interpreted simplistically particularly when not located within an overall understanding of gendered power relations.

Research on fathers

There has been a burgeoning of research on fathers and fatherhood, particularly in the US, over the last decades and this research has emanated largely from developmental psychologists. Research on fathers gained momentum from the early 1990s onwards in the UK.

It is beyond the scope of this paper to summarise the concerns of this research but I will explore following areas which seem of relevance:

Some general messages that I see as of key importance

Some observations on the research

The characteristics of fathers in families which come to the attention of services

Fathers and maltreatment

Fathers and help-seeking by children

General messages from the research literature

The gendered division of labour in relation to child care still remains, although recent research in the UK suggests an increase in men’s involvement over the last decades from 15 minutes to two hours a day (O’Brien and Shemilt, 2003).  Other international studies suggest some movement but the persistence of traditional patterns (Lamb and Tamis-Lemonda, 2004).

This suggests the need to engage with change, continuity and complexity.  This is powerfully borne out by a very interesting Australian study conducted by Lupton and Barclay (1997) with first-time fathers and their partners. This qualitative small scale piece of research found that whilst the men invested strongly in being emotionally available for their children, the discourse of economic provider was also very strong. Moreover, at times of anxiety both men and women could retreat into gender differentiated discourses. This could mean, for example, that, despite their best intentions, men absented themselves in order to cope with the anxieties thrown up by a crying baby whose needs they felt they could not meet.

Much of the research has emerged from developmental psychologists as already indicated. Lamb (1997) in the 3rd edition of his highly influential book The Role of the Father in Child Development charts the shifts over twenty years of such research from an earlier defensive tone concerned to argue for the importance of fathers’ role in child development ‘to a widespread acceptance of the notion that fathers are often affectively and formatively salient’ (Lamb, 1997, p1).

Fatherhood researchers such as Lamb locate themselves within a theoretical frame which is concerned with paying attention to ‘the complexity of family relationships and the patterns of influence within the family system’ (Lamb and Lewis, 2004, p273). Fathers not only influence children by interacting with them, but also affect maternal behaviour, just as mothers affect paternal behaviour and involvement and children influence their parents. In this systemic approach there seems to be a recognition that paternal behaviour is more at the behest of mothers whereas maternal behaviour is driven by more independent understandings of the maternal role. Overall, ‘marital conflict consistently has harmful effects on socio-emotional development and child adjustment…presumably because it adversely affects the parents’ interactions with their children’ (Lamb and Lewis, 2004, p274).

A key message from the above work would appear to be the importance of locating father involvement within the overall ‘emotional ecology’ inhabited by the child.

There has been a host of research on outcomes in relation to divorce which would support this message. Outcomes for children post-divorce appear strongly associated with the persistence and strength of parental conflict. In a review of the research evidence Kelly (2003) suggests that children from high conflict and violent marriages derive the most beneficial effects from divorce if the conflict ends. For those children whose parents reported conflict in the mid range, divorce is associated with only slightly lower psychological well-being.

As this level of conflict represents approximately 50% of the families that divorce, the large numbers of resilient children and young people (75-80%) seen in the years following divorce should not be surprising.  This does not mean that well-functioning children and young people do not report feelings of loss and sadness long after the divorce, particularly in relation to fathers who lose contact. But as Kelly notes ‘pain should not be equated with pathology’.

A range of factors seem associated with loss of contact in the UK (Bradshaw et al, 1999). These include: employment status, geography, attitude of the mother and the child/children, as well as new relationships. Interestingly, they found only a tiny minority in their sample who were legally prohibited from seeing their children. Kelly (2003), from the US, notes findings which suggest that changing gender norms and parental involvement in paid work seem to be impacting upon mothers’ attitudes and encouraging father contact.

As indicated, if parents can co-operate the outcomes for children are more positive although the emphasis on joint custodial or ‘equal’ parenting can pose considerable challenges for parents seeking to build new lives. Non-resident fathers can contribute to improved outcomes for children if they remain actively involved as ‘authoritative’ rather than ‘entertainment’ fathers (Amato and Gilbreth, 1999). It would appear that whilst co-parental relationships are often promoted, children can do well in situations of ‘parallel parenting’.  Parallel parenting involves low conflict, low communication and emotional disengagement between ex partners (Kelly, 2003).

Observations on current research

There can often be insufficient reflection within the psychological literature on the complexities of the social and cultural context in which the research is being carried out. Lamb (1997), for example, in his reflections on shifts in research does not reflect on how these can be understood in the context of changing demographic, social and cultural trends. Some authors do, however, noting the ‘weak bonds between men and fatherhood…This is more true in recent decades: fewer men enter fatherhood and more leave it…The growing number of solo mother families is also an outcome that reflects the decoupling of fathers from fatherhood. But that is only part of the story. There are visible actors seeking to forge the links between manhood and fatherhood’ (Hobson and Morgan, 2002, p1).

A possibility to be considered here is that, as the bonds between at least some men and fatherhood have become more fragile, psychology researchers have joined the ranks of the visible actors seeking to strengthen such links. Another possibility to be considered is that much psychological research speaks to the concerns of particular fathers (those seeking involvement rather than resisting such involvement) and the relative neglect of violent fathers within much of the psychological research may be a symptom of this. This may be associated with the neglect in the psychological literature of fathers as men and little link up with the men and masculinities literature.

Until recently the men and masculinities literature appeared strangely silent about men as fathers also (see Lupton and Barclay, 1997). This has changed in recent years (see for example, Hobson, 2002).

As Lupton and Barclay (1997), note research on fathers by psychologists impacts upon popular ideas about fatherhood and shapes popular knowledge and state interventions into the family. In relation to the latter it is noticeable how research can be taken up in simplistic and unhelpful ways by governments. For example, recent government documents aimed at practitioners in the UK make strong statements about research evidence suggesting the importance of father involvement per se for improving children’s outcomes, whereas researchers such as Lamb seem to be counselling the importance of locating such involvement contextually.

Finally, as researchers in the divorce field have suggested there is a problem with a focus on outcomes in that it can obscure the complexity and variability of individual journeys (Smart and Neale, 1999). Moreover, the ‘macro’ focus can obscure significant within group variations.

What do we know about fathers in the families who come to attention of child welfare services?

We are operating with a very underdeveloped research base here. Ryan (2000) was commissioned by the Department of Health in the UK to look at the information on fathers contained in the 20 or so studies disseminated through Child Protection: Messages from Research (Department of Health, 1995). This focus on fathers was not within the original remit of the studies, and she was, therefore, conducting a secondary analysis. However, according to Ryan, they did contain sufficient information to draw out some important themes. A much smaller proportion than those in the general population lived with both birth parents - 38%. 28% lived in reconstituted families whereas the national average at the time was 8%. These findings need to be located within the overall research evidence of association between family form and material disadvantage (see relevant findings below).

Fathers’ involvement in families fluctuated with the perhaps predictable finding that more lived in the home at the start of child protection inquiries than later. 

Only 17% of the children followed up 10 years after their names were added to the child protection register were living with the same two parents as at the time of registration. A fifth of fathers had left households and many had been replaced by a new man. Marshall et al (2001) suggest compatible trends in the US for families referred to Child Protective Services: lower numbers of resident fathers, higher numbers of non-resident fathers, step-fathers and father figures.

Other key findings from Ryan were:

High levels of unemployment and poverty with 57% lacking a wage earner

In 27% of cases domestic violence was found to be a feature at the start of inquiries, with higher levels recorded at later stages.

A small but significant number had experienced mental or physical problems

Abuse in their own childhoods was an issue for small but significant numbers

Fathers and the Maltreatment of Children

As Hooper (2002) argues, in order to get any sense of the extent and patterns of child maltreatment, it is necessary to turn to non-governmental research as official statistics are very problematic in the UK. The comprehensive study into prevalence conducted with young people in the UK in the late 1990s throws up some helpful findings here. This was a study conducted within the general population rather than a study of clinical samples (Cawson et al, 2000).

Most physically violent experiences were at the hands of birth parents in the home. More than a fifth experienced violence regularly with mothers responsible in 49% of cases, fathers in 40%. Whilst sexual abuse was predominantly carried out by men, only 1% was carried out by fathers or stepfathers.

A key finding was that a fifth of the samples were ‘sometimes really afraid ‘of their father or stepfather. This has resonance with the research that has been carried out into help seeking which will be explored below.

Some research has been carried out into fathers and child neglect but this is still at an early stage. There has been a notion of ‘neglectful mothers’ since the start of the child protection movement, but a concept of a ‘neglectful father’ barely exists (Ferguson, 2004). Dubowitz et al (2000) suggest an association between greater father involvement and a lower risk for neglect, and that it is the quality of the relationship and father’s involvement that matters more than biological relationship or residence.

All of the above would suggest the need to move away from purely seeing fathers as risks to families (see section below on social workers’ constructions of men). However, there is a key area of considerable concern to child welfare practitioners where men are very problematic - domestic violence. Whilst not denying the existence of violence by women to men, and the complexities of relationships between men and women, it is also clear that domestic violence is largely violence by men to women. In Smart and Neale’s (1999) study of post divorce family life, whilst both genders could engage in ‘one off’ acts of violence often precipitated by the separation process, physically and psychologically injurious sustained violence by men to women was found in a quarter of the cases looked at (see, however, Featherstone and Trinder, 1997 for a discussion of the complexities of this issue). Recent research by the author (unpublished) would suggest that violence by men was a feature of over a quarter of the referrals made to a particular child welfare agency over a three-year period. There is now a well-documented research base to support claims that such violence has child protection implications in a host of direct

and indirect ways.

Fathers and help-seeking by children

The research carried out into children and help-seeking suggests that both boys and girls often approach the adult world with caution, feeling that adults either over-react or trivialise their concerns (Featherstone and Evans, 2004). There are gendered differences here with mothers emerging more often as important sources of support for children. There is specific evidence to suggest that many boys seek better relationships with their fathers than they currently experience (Frosh et al, 2002). Fathers can put pressure on boys experiencing difficulties such as bullying and seek to ensure their compliance with acceptable scripts around masculinity (Featherstone and Evans, 2004).

The challenges for practice

There is some limited exhortation by the current government that service providers ‘engage fathers’. For example, some government documents directed at services argue for this and is also expected as part of the assessment framework that social workers are expected to use. There has also been a large increase in training events, conferences and some literature aimed at equipping practitioners with ‘how to’ practice wisdom.  

I will explore some issues I consider pertinent in the current context. The composition of the workforce, the complexities of different practice settings, training and research gaps are just some of the issues to be considered.  Furthermore, I will argue that questions which key into issues around gender, power and anxiety can be lost in the focus on the ‘how to’ but this is not inevitable particularly in the education setting.

Composition of the workforce

Child welfare work is primarily carried out by women. Fear of male violence and constructions of men as ‘threat’ or ‘no use’ appear to be part of the occupational culture in social work certainly although this needs more research (Scourfield, 2003). Gender may not be the only issue at play here; anxieties in relation to class and ‘race’ may also operate

Complexities of different practice settings

Workers in statutory agencies working with child protection cases appear to be getting little guidance on how they might ‘engage fathers’. Furthermore, there are very few resources to work with violent men. Much of the work going on with fathers is in specialist, often time limited, centre based projects and encompasses those actively seeking engagement, as well as those less committed. The men who may cause most problems for women and children are less likely to be engaged with. The issues involved in home visiting are relatively neglected.

Gaps in research and training

The research base is poorly developed in relation to helping workers assess risk, resource and vulnerability issues (Featherstone, 2004). Furthermore, the language often used on training courses, for example, is predominantly about fathers and mothers rather than men and women. It can, therefore, ignore dominant constructions of masculinity and how these interact with fathering practices.

In the rush to address ‘how to’ issues around gender, power and anxiety can be neglected. Important questions can remain unaddressed such as:  

Is the focus on fathers and fatherhood an attempt to further control women and restrict their independence as some women fear?

Is the project of ‘engaging fathers’ premised upon simplistic and overly homogenous constructions of men. For example, that they are anxious to be involved, but unfairly thwarted by resistant workers?

Is father involvement always a positive development for individual women and children?’

What about the importance of ‘women only’ spaces for those who have experienced violence or abuse?

A very under developed area, in my experience, which requires further attention concerns minority ethnic families where some fathers can act as gatekeepers and actively resist the involvement of agencies seeking to challenge gendered and generational power relations. I am not implying this does not happen in a variety of cultures but it can be a particularly charged issue in some.  Gendered anxieties and the space to reflect on such anxieties can be casualties of a broader climate which seems to discourage reflection on ‘why’ in a rush to engage with the ‘how’.  On a more positive note opening up questions about engaging fathers can, in my experience, encourage ‘gender talk’ particularly in the education setting. It offers real possibilities for actively engaging with issues which are often invisible or hidden within a bland language of ‘parents’. Ironically, perhaps it has the potential to bring ‘gender talk’ out of the closet where it has appeared to be languishing in recent decades. But this is not inevitable!

Conclusion

This paper has sketched out aspects of the policy and research climate within the UK in relation to engaging fathers. It has also attempted to document some of the challenges for child welfare workers in attempting to engage fathers. It suggests that paying attention to gendered power relations and gendered anxieties is essential if the project is to contribute towards children’s welfare and the welfare of the men and women who care for them.
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