
Non-resident fathers: a position paper

Item Type Report

Authors McKeown, Kieran

Publisher National Economic and Social Forum (NESF)

Download date 27/05/2023 05:40:46

Link to Item http://hdl.handle.net/10147/285328

Find this and similar works at - http://www.lenus.ie/hse

http://hdl.handle.net/10147/285328


Non-Resident Fathers:

A Position Paper

By

Kieran McKeown

Kieran McKeown Limited,
Social & Economic Research Consultant,

16 Hollybank Road, Drumcondra, Dublin 9, Ireland.
Phone and Fax: +353 1 8309506. E-mail: kmckeown@iol.ie

Paper prepared for the
National Economic and Social Forum

Frederick house, 19 South Frederick Street, Dublin 2.

March 2001



Non-Resident Fathers: A Position Paper for the NESF

Position Paper Prepared by Kieran McKeown Page 1

Table of Contents

INTRODUCTION .............................................................................................2

1. PSYCHOLOGICAL DIMENSION: ...............................................................6

2. SOCIOLOGICAL DIMENSION....................................................................7

2.1 Frequency of Contact .......................................................................................................................8

2.2  Payment of Maintenance.................................................................................................................9

3. CULTURAL DIMENSION ..........................................................................11

4. DATA DEFICIENCIES...............................................................................13

5. POLICY DIMENSION: ...............................................................................15

APPENDIX: SELECTED TABLES................................................................18

BIBLIOGRAPHY ...........................................................................................20



Non-Resident Fathers: A Position Paper for the NESF

Position Paper Prepared by Kieran McKeown Page 2

Introduction

This paper is part of a much larger study by the National Economic and Social Forum (NESF) on lone

parents.  That study was initiated by an NESF team in June 2000 and arises, according to its study

brief, in the context of “the growing number of lone parents and their high risk of poverty”. The overall

aim of the NESF study is “to identify the main issues of concern to lone parents in terms of social and

economic life and to make clear recommendations for the improvement of their situation within the

policy context”.

It is true that one parent households in Ireland are growing; in fact households with one parent where at

least one child is under the age of 15, increased by 89% between 1986 and 1996 while the

corresponding number of two parent households decreased by 9% in the same period.  Similarly and

within the same period, the proportion of children living in one parent households grew by 50% while

the proportion living in two parent households declined by 21%1.  These are indicative of dramatic

changes in household composition and family relationships although it is worth emphasising that the

vast majority of households (86%) and children  (88%) have two resident parents.

It is only ‘half true’ however that lone parent households are generally at a higher risk of poverty than

two parent households. The ‘half’ that is true is when lone parent households are compared to two

parent households in which there are two earners since the latter have virtually no risk of poverty2.  The

‘half’ that is not true is when lone parent households are compared to two parent household in which

there is only one earner; in this comparison, both sets of households have broadly similar risks of

poverty. The reason for this is because, when these one and two parent households are compared and

account is taken of both the socio-economic status of the parents3and the number of children4 in those

households, the risk of poverty is almost the same.  Indeed it is precisely because lone parents tend to

be in a weaker socio-economic position than other parents5, that the proportion of lone parent

households living in poverty  (29%) tends to be higher than the corresponding proportion of two parent

households (19%)6.  This point  is worth making in order to indicate that the material well being of one

1 See Table A1 in the Appendix to this paper.
2 See Nolan and Watson, 1999, Table 3.5, p.54; see also Table A2 in the Appendix to this paper.
3 For example, a two parent household where there are two children with the father working and the mother on
home duties has a broadly similar risk of poverty (11.3%) to a lone parent household where the mother has one
child, belongs to social class 5 and is working (13.4%) (See Nolan and Watson: 1999: Tables 3.2 and 3.5, pp.46-
55).  By contrast, the risk of poverty in a lone mother household where the mother has one child, belongs to social
class 5 and is working is extremely high (80%) and is surpassed only by risk of poverty experienced by lone
fathers (87%) in similar circumstances (see Nolan and Watson, 1999: Table 3.2, p.46).  As Watson and Nolan
observe, “when one controls for other factors, female-headed households have a lower risk of poverty than non-
couple households headed by males” (ibid:47).
4 For example, the risk of poverty to children rises with the number of children so that two parent households with
four or more children have a similar risk of poverty (45.4%) to children in one parent households (44.4%) (see
Nolan, 2000: Table 4.6, p.45).
5 See Table A3 in the Appendix to this paper.
6 Nolan and Watson, 1999, Table 2.1, p.18.  Of course we know nothing about the risk of poverty among non-
resident fathers
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parent households is shaped less by the fact that these household have one parent and more by the

socio-economic characteristics of the parent.  At the same time, it is also worth point out that, as dual

earning becomes the norm in two parent families - and has probably grown from 40% of these families

in 19967 to 50% in 2001 in view of the corresponding growth of women in employment in this period8

– the relative of position of all one earner and no earner families is bound to deteriorate.  In these

circumstances, the relative risk of poverty in one parent families is likely to continue to rise.

All families have both a “relational” and an “economic” dimension in the sense that their well being is

shaped by the quality of family relationships (notably the parent-child relationship but also by the

relationship between parents) and by the family’s economic resources (notably the financial and other

resources such as physical and human capital, including land). From the perspective of well being in

one parent households therefore, the network of family relationships between lone mothers, non-

resident fathers and the children are probably just as important as their material well being9.  In this

paper, as guided by the terms of reference, the main focus is on the relational rather than the economic

aspects of one parent households, particularly the relationships between non-resident fathers and their

children10.

The economic dimension is nevertheless important not just because of the relatively high risk of

poverty associated with one parent households – and with non-resident fathers as well11 - but also

because the emergence of one parent households in the first place is powerfully shaped by economic

forces.  This is illustrated dramatically by the lower levels of education of single and separated mothers

compared to married mothers and the inevitably weaker labour market position which this entails12.  In

the case of single parent households, it is also influenced by the substantially lower marriage rates of

men and women in the unskilled manual category, itself a reflection of the fact that poor economic

7 See Table A2 in the Appendix to this paper.
8 The labour force participation rate of women in Ireland increased from 39% in 1996 to 47% in 2000, close the
EU average; the labour force participation rate of men remained virtually unchanged in this period at around the
EU average of 70%  (see Labour Force Survey, 1996; Quarterly National Household Survey, 2000; see also Nolan,
O’Connell and Whelan, 2000).
9 Indeed it might be argued that, as the tax and social welfare codes move towards greater individualisation and as
individualism itself becomes even stronger as a social norm,  the irreducible core which constitutes the family  is
the relationships between its members rather than its economic status.
10 In drawing attention to the importance of both the relational and the material well being of families, it is hard not
to notice that most family policy in Ireland, particularly policies concerned with one parent households, is almost
exclusively concerned with material well being.  The most telling example is the recent review of the One-Parent
Family Payment which makes no reference to the quality of relationships between parents and their children and
makes only passing reference to the relationships between the parents of children (Department of Social,
Community and Family Affairs, 2000).
11 Most non-resident fathers are not drug users but it is surely not without significance that most drug users are
men (around 70%) and most of them (around 75%) are lone fathers (see McKeown and Fitzgerald, 1999;
McKeown, Fitzgerald and Deehan, 1993). Most non-resident fathers are not in prison but it is surely not without
significance that almost all prisoners are disadvantaged men and most of them (around 70%) are fathers of whom
60% have lost contact with their children (see O’Mahony, 1997, pp. 37-38). Most non-resident fathers are not
homeless but it is surely not without significance that many homeless men are lone fathers (see, for example,
Collins and McKeown, 1992).  The difficulty here is that lone, non-resident fathers do not actually exist in any
statistical sense which means that nothing is known about them as a group, much less their risk of poverty.  This is
an issue which I address later in the paper.
12 See Table A3 in the Appendix to this paper.
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prospects make for poor marriage prospects; for example, the marriage rate among men in unskilled

manual jobs is more than twice as low as the marriage rate among lower professionals13.  As a

consequence of the way in which the state supports single families, the difficult economic position of

disadvantaged men is further compounded by their exclusion from family life.

The terminology that has evolved to describe the reality of families where both parents do not live

together – notably “one parent households”, “non-resident parents” and even the more misleading “one

parent families” - fails to capture the reality that families are constituted not just by the households in

which they live but also by the relations – both of parents with each other and with their children –

which they share in common. Indeed it is this reality which challenges the widespread assumption that

families and households amount the same thing. It is of course recognised that there can be more than

one family in a household but equally – and the reality is that this is increasingly the case – there can be

one family in more than one household as when parents are living apart and the father is not living with

the children. It is this type of family which is the focus of this paper.

The terms of reference for the paper indicate that it should cover the following dimensions:

1. Psychological Dimension:

To what extent do non-married fathers identify as fathers?

What are the key interactions / experiences that help / hinder them to do that?

2. Sociological Dimension

What helps and what hinders the non-married father’s acknowledgement, access and continued

relationship with the mother and child?

3. Cultural Dimension

How is the non-married father conceptualised in Irish society: absent father, lone father, week-end

father, unacknowledged father?

4. Data Deficiencies

What are the relevant information needs for policy-making?  Should data be collected on a household

or family basis?

5. Policy Dimension:

What should be the goals of family policy?

The structure of the paper follows these terms of reference and is based essentially on a review and

reflection on relevant research and developments in this area.  It would be possible to write a book on

the basis of these terms of reference – and many have been written – but our focus is to be concise and

to the point.  The bibliography provides a comprehensive list of further sources that may be consulted.

13 See Table A4 in the Appendix to this paper. One piece of research on the One Parent Family Payment is aptly
titled – “Married to the State” (O’Grady, 1991) – since this form of income support effectively takes over the
breadwinning role of disadvantaged men and , as I have argued elsewhere, “supplants rather than supports the
fathering role” (McKeown, 2001). A few years ago, a team of researchers at the ESRI made a similar point: “The
Irish State’s policies combine today to perpetuate and even exacerbate class inequalities in family formation and
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Before proceeding, it may be useful to clarify the term “lone father” and the different types of lone

fathers.  At its simplest, the term lone father (like lone mother) refers to both a marital status and a

residential status such that a lone father may be single, separated, divorced or widowed and may or

may not be resident with his children.  This definition creates six different types of lone fathers as

summarised in Table 1.   Most lone fathers in Ireland who have children under the age of 15 (90%) are

non-resident and single, separated / divorced  or widowed (cells 1, 2 and 3) while the remainder (10%)

are resident with their children (cells 4, 5 and 6)14.

Table 1  Categories of Lone Fathers
Residential Marital Status
Status Single Separated / Divorced Widowed
Non-Resident 1. Single Non-Resident 2. Separated Non-Resident 3. Widowed Non-Resident
Resident 4. Single Resident 5. Separated Resident 6. Widowed Resident

The residential status of lone fathers is clearly an important part of the definition of lone parenthood.

At the same time, a more nuanced picture of the reality of lone parenthood would require non-resident

fathers to be differentiated according to the quality and level of contact with their children on a

continuum from those who have intensive contact to those who have none.  When this dimension is

introduced, as we shall see below, it emerges that non-resident fathers are a highly variegated group

and the stereotyped images of “absent father” lose some of their simplicity as the reality of

relationships that link fathers, mothers and children become clearer.

As regards the marital status of lone parents in Ireland, we know that 51% are separated, 37% are

single, and 13% are widowed, based on those who had at least one child under the age of 15 in 199615.

In other words, marital breakdown – which doubled in the ten years between 1986 and 199616 – is a

more frequent route into lone fatherhood (and lone motherhood) than births outside marriage.  It is also

worth noting that the stock of lone parents at any given time belies a dynamic set of flows into and out

of this situation, including the formation of second families so that lone parenthood often involves a

complex set of relationships not only within families but across families.

With these preliminary considerations in place, we now proceed to address the terms of reference.

functioning.  The life chance of marriage is now more strongly related to one’s class of origin as are fertility
differentials” (Breen, Hannan, Rottman and Whelan, 1990:121).
14 see McKeown, Ferguson and Rooney, 1988: Table 1.2, pp.21-22
15 See Table A5 in the appendix to this paper; see also Millar, Leeper and Davies, 1992: 16-17
16 See Table A6 in the Appendix to this paper.
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1. Psychological Dimension:
To what extent do non-married fathers identify as fathers?

What are the key interactions / experiences that help / hinder them to do that?

It is hard to state precisely where the process of becoming a father begins: at the moment of the child’s

conception? at the birth of the child? or when the baby is first planned?  The vagueness of the father’s

relationship to the child - and of his rights to the child while in the womb - mirrors the vagueness of the

father’s role in general and is probably independent of the father’s marital or residential status.   It is

only in relatively recent times that fathers wanted to be present at the birth of their children.

By comparison with the process of becoming a mother - which is clearly signalled in the woman’s

pregnancy and the physical changes in her body over nine months before giving birth - the process of

becoming a father normally has no outward signs for a man.  “Women do have the biological edge with

infants”, according to some  psychologists17.  “They have wombs, they create the milk, they have a

great abundance of attachment hormones rushing through their bodies after birth”18.  A woman’s

motherhood is never in doubt once she has given birth whereas a man’s fatherhood is always a matter

of presumption.  The psychological consequences of this are explained by one Jungian analyst as

follows: “The male’s lack of any physical experience, beyond copulation, in the bearing and delivering

of the child, leaves his psychic relationship at a primitive, almost magical level.  Fatherhood seems to

be more about the acceptance of paternity than the impregnation of the female.  The father’s acceptance

of paternity demonstrates the emergence of the generations within history”19.

Pregnancy therefore is the period when women prepare and - through ante-natal visits and classes as

well as reading books and leaflets - are prepared for motherhood.  Moreover, while men cannot get

pregnant, it has been assumed, at least until recently, that men do not need to be involved in the ante-

natal process of preparing for fatherhood.  Even books on pregnancy, childbirth and child rearing tend

to directed at women rather than men.  Indeed, as one researcher has pointed out: “Structural

disincentives for male involvement in pregnancy are legion.  ....   .  Antenatal classes are given by

women, are overwhelmingly directed at women and, to accommodate hospital and tutors’ schedules,

are generally held during the day, with, at the most, one ‘father’s evening’ and one hospital tour

scheduled.  Antenatal appointments are also held in the daytime, and there is no awareness among

professionals of any need to improve upon a casual invitation to fathers.  ....  .  The average expectant

father is killed off through lack of interest, his concern tolerated at best (and discouraged at worst) by

health professionals completely out of touch with paternal experience”20.

17 Colman and Colman, 1988:xvii
18 ibid
19 Ryce-Menuhin, 1996:74
20 Burgess, 1997:112-113
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The process of becoming a father therefore, both before and after the child’s birth, is heavily laced with

signals to indicate that the primary parent is the mother and the secondary parent is the father; many

mothers and fathers subscribe to, and reinforce, this division of labour irrespective of their marital

status. The father’s main role is seen to support the mother whose views on how to look after the child

are treated as paramount. Even the existence of maternity but not paternity leave from work reinforces

the social image of the mother as the primary carer of the child; it is recognised, of course, that

maternity leave is also important to allow the mother time to recover physically from the birth of the

child.  These observations simply indicate that the journey to parenthood is quite different for mothers

and fathers and often the process does little or nothing to prepare fathers for involvement with the

child.

These considerations suggest that some of the existing conventions surrounding pregnancy, childbirth

and child rearing may need re-examination if men are to identify more fully with the fatherhood role.

It might be asked, for example, if ante-natal classes are sufficiently inclusive of and sympathetic to

men? Does the information provided through text, pictures, and videos portray a full and positive role

for fathers?  Is it appropriate that there is no paternity leave for fathers which would facilitate bonding

with their new-born child just as there is maternity leave for mothers in recognition of the physical

demands of childbearing and breast-feeding? Much of the research evidence suggests that, with better

preparation for fatherhood and parenthood, the attachment between father and child - as well as

between father and mother - can be greatly strengthened; in addition, fathers become more involved

with the child after its birth21.

2. Sociological Dimension
What helps and what hinders the non-married father’s acknowledgement, access and continued

relationship with the mother and child?

The importance of this question lies essentially in the assumption that children benefit from contact

with their father.  This assumption is indeed supported by a wide range of research which shows that,

on average, children are better off psychologically and developmentally in two-parent than in one

parent households, although the magnitude of the difference is not great22.  However within one parent

households there appears to be no significant association between the frequency of father-child contact

and child outcomes23, although child outcomes are influenced by the quality of the father-child

relationship24.  In other words, frequency alone is not necessarily a predictor of beneficial outcomes for

21 Jackson, 1984; Nickel and Kocher, 1987; Cowan, 1988; Brazelton and Cramer, 1991
22 Amato, 1993; Amato and Keith, 1991; Amato, Loomis and Booth, 1995; Cooksey, 1997; Downey, 1994;
Goodman, Emery and Haugaard, 1998; Hetherington and Stanley-Hagan, 1997; Hines, 1997; McLanahan and
Sandefur, 1994; McLanahan and Teitler, 1999; Najman, Behrens, Andersen, Bor, O’Callaghan, and Williams,
1997; Seltzer, 1994; Thomson, Hanson and McLanahan, 1994.
23 Amato, 1993; Furstenberg and Cherlin, 1991; Furstenberg, Morgan and Allison, 1987; McLanahan and
Sandefur, 1994, Seltzer, 1994; Amato and Gilbreth, 2000
24 Amato and Gilbreth, 2000; Simons, 1996.
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children in contact with non-residential fathers unless those contacts are also experienced as positive

and involved.  Of course the same is also true of contact between children and their resident mothers25.

These are useful findings to bear in mind when reviewing research on the relationship between non-

resident fathers and their children since a good deal of that research has tended to focus on two aspects

of this relationship: the frequency of contact and the payment of maintenance. Neither measures, on

their own, may tell us much about impact on the well being of children or indeed the well being of non-

resident fathers resulting from such relationships.  Other aspects of the relationship with non-resident

fathers include informal supports for children such as pocket money, presents, holiday, shoes, clothing,

etc.  although these have received less attention26.  We deal here with contact and maintenance in that

order.

2.1 Frequency of Contact

A major study on contact between non-resident fathers and their children was undertaken in Britain in

1995 / 1996 by  a team of researchers at the University of York. This study, based on interviews with

over 600 non-resident fathers, found that nearly half (47%) were in contact with their children at least

once a week and two thirds (68%) were in contact at least once a month; conversely, a fifth (21%) had

not seen their children in the past year27.  There is no comparable data in Ireland although a

longitudinal study of non-marital births at the National Maternity Hospital in Dublin between 1986 and

1989 found that half the single parents were in a stable relationship with each other at the time of the

child’s birth28 while, one year later, half of the fathers shared some of the parenting role with the

mother29. All of these studies suggest a significant level of contact between non-resident fathers and

their children in at least half of all cases.

Given the potential benefits of contact between non-resident fathers and their children it is appropriate

to examine the factors which influence the level of contact.  In the British study, two sets of factors

were identified as key determinants. The first is relationship with the mother: “fathers who had an

amicable relationship with the mother were much more likely to have regular contact with the child

than those whose relationship with the mother was hostile”30 The second is socio-economic

25 It is worth recalling that a child’s risk of being in care in Ireland is six times greater for the children of one
parent families than of two parent families (see Department of Health and Children, 1999, Table 13).
26 A recent British survey of over 600 non-resident fathers found that 86% gave some form of informal support
(Bradshaw, Stimson, Skinner and Williams, 1999a:156).
27 The authors point out that the level of contact reported by non-resident fathers is considerably higher than that
reported by resident mothers in one parent households in an earlier survey (Bradshaw and Miller, 1991). This is
not that unusual however and is one of the difficulties associated with research involving couples and families
since men and women in family relationships perceive themselves and their contribution to the family differently
(see for example Marsiglio, 1995; Hawkins, Christiansen, Pond Sargent and Hill, 1995; O’Leary and Arias, 1988).
28 Flanagan and Richardson, 1992:83
29 Richardson and Kernan, 1992:83
30 Bradshaw, Stimson, Skinner and Williams, 1999b:415.  It is interesting and appropriate to note that “seventy-
one per cent of the fathers said that they still had some contact with the mothers of their children.  About half of
those with contact (49 per cent) described their relationship with their former partner as amicable, another quarter
as amicable but distant.  Only 18 per cent described the relationship as distant and hostile, hostile or non-existent”
Bradshaw, Stimson, Skinner and Williams, 1999a:87).  On the basis of regression analysis, the authors discovered
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characteristics: “the best-fitting model selected four variables which contribute to the odds of a father

having regular contact – being in employment, living close, having only one child, and living in a

household without children”31.

The importance of relationship with the mother also emerged in the Dublin study of non-marital births

which found that the mother’s attitude to parenting was improved by contact with the non-resident

father32.   Staff in Treoir, the Federation of  Services for Unmarried Parents are also of the view, based

on their contacts with single fathers and mothers, that mothers are effectively the gatekeepers to contact

between non-resident fathers and their children and access can be undermined or denied in three

ways33: (1)where the child is given no information about the father and his name may not even by

registered on his birth certificate34 (2) where the child is given only negative information about the

father and (3) where access is denied or severely limited if the relationship with the mother breaks

down or the mother enters a new relationship.

2.2  Payment of Maintenance

In Ireland, the proportion of one parent households in receipt of maintenance from non-resident fathers,

where the household is in receipt of the One-Parent Family Payment, is about 20% in the case of single

parents and  30% in the case of separated and divorced parents35.  In the UK, the corresponding figure

is around 30% of one parent households36.  Studies from the US suggest a much higher level of

compliance with 67% of single non-resident fathers paying at least some maintenance compared to

84% in the case of divorced non-resident fathers37.

One of the fundamental issues affecting the payment of maintenance is the perceived legitimacy of the

arrangement, particularly in the highly charged context where non-resident fathers are expected to pay

that “new children and new step-children may result in a deterioration in relationships with former partners, and
compete for time and attention with the absent children” (ibid).
31 ibid:413
32 Richardson and Kernan, 1992: 83.
33 see Dromey and Doherty, 1992
34 In 1998 the Department of Social, Community and Family Affairs surveyed a sample of 1,000 unmarried
applicants for  One-Parent Family Payment and found that 79% of them had both parents names on each child's
birth certificate.  A similar survey was carried out in 1999 on 1,000 separated applicants for One-Parent Family
Payment found that 83% of these had both parents names on each child's birth certificate.  In other words, about
20% of the children of unmarried fathers – equivalent to around 3,000 children in 1998 - may never know or be
able to find out – who their natural father is.  A similar proportion of children of separated parents seem to be in
the same situation.  We know from innumerable case studies that this can be very damaging for children and, by
way of illustration, I cite only the recorded experience of the writer Hugh Leonard who, on discovering that the
stroke of a pen took the place of his father’s name on the birth certificate, observed that: “If my mother had
thought to invent a name for my father, my own life would certainly have been different.  …  I have always been a
cuckoo in any and every Irish nest.  …  I say this as a simple reality” (Leonard, 1995, pp.36-38). Commenting on
the situation in Ireland, the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child – whose function is to oversee
implementation of the UN Declaration on the Rights of the Child - expressed its concern in 1998 about “the
disadvantaged situation of children born of unmarried parents due to the lack of appropriate procedures to name
the father in the birth registration of the child” (United Nations Committee on the Rights of the Child, 1998,
paragraph 17, p.7; see also The Children’s Right’s Alliance, 1997, paragraphs 99-101, p.23).
35 See Department of Social, Community and Family Affairs, 2000:107-108
36 Bradshaw and Millar, 1991
37 Meyer, 1999:139-140
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maintenance while access to the children may be restricted by the mother.  The study of non-resident

fathers in Britain is particularly useful in highlighting how the perceived legitimacy of the maintenance

arrangements, and the manner in which they are negotiated, are crucial in determining if those

arrangements are honoured by non-resident fathers.  According to this study, “the mother’s right to

claim maintenance on behalf of the children was accepted if she at least recognised, if not actively

supported, the father’s independent relationship with his child(ren).  If the mothers failed to accept the

father-child relationship or failed to sustain it through granting contact, then the fathers found this

extremely difficult to comprehend.  …  The resulting attitudes tended to be that there was no point in

paying maintenance as the children would not know their fathers were supporting them”38.  The

importance of maintenance arrangements which are legitimised in the context of joint parenting was

also underlined by the Commission on the Family: “The Commission considers that realising the

potential of improving income for lone parents through adequate maintenance arrangements for

children, has to be part of a longer-term strategy involving the promotion of responsible joint parenting

by young women and men which is desirable in their child’s interest”39

In addition to issues of legitimacy, there are often very practical considerations which affect the

payment of maintenance.  By far the most important consideration is the father’s ability to pay as

measured by income and employment status.  In the British study, the authors found that non-resident

fathers who were unemployed were 20 times less likely to pay maintenance than employed fathers40.

The same result has also been replicated in a number of US studies41.   The British study also found

that younger fathers who had lost contact with the mother were less likely to pay although this finding

is not replicated in US studies42.  These findings suggest that, at least for low income non-resident

fathers, measures to improve their employment and earnings, in conjunction with measures to improve

family relationships, may have a more beneficial impact on the payment of maintenance than stricter

enforcement.

38 Bradshaw, Stimson, Skinner and Williams, 1999b:424.
39 Commission on the Family, 1998:115.  Some of the difficulties which arise in this regard in Ireland are
illustrated dramatically in a recent study which found that young single mothers would prefer not to accept
maintenance since “if the father paid maintenance this would undermine their ability to control access and to
protect their children(as they saw it)”  (Russell and Corcoran, 2000:17).  These mothers would prefer the state to
deduct maintenance straight from earnings or benefits “as a way of ensuring the payment was more regular and of
avoiding contact with an ex-partner” (ibid:18).  Perhaps even more discouraging is the fact that the study
erroneously interprets these findings as providing “support for the DSCFA taking a more active role in pursuing
the absent parent for maintenance and for collecting such payments” (ibid:19). Such an interpretation is quite at
variance with the views of the Commission on the Family and, if the experience of the Child Support Agency in
Britain is any guide, would further damage relationships in these fragile families.  It is not without good reason
that social policy analysts have described the Child Support Agency in Britain as “the worst policy-making
disaster in modern British history” (Bradshaw, Stimson, Skinner and Williams, 1999b:416).
40 Bradshaw, Stimson, Skinner and Williams, 1999b:Table 17.6, pp.419-420
41 Garfinkel and Klawitter, 1990; Sonenstein and Calhoun, 1990; Nichols-Casebolt and Danzinger, 1989; Peters,
Argys, Maccoby and Mnookin, 1993; Meyer, 1999.
42 ibid
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3. Cultural Dimension
How is the non-married father conceptualised in Irish society: absent father, lone father, week-end

father, unacknowledged father?

In Ireland, as in the rest of the Western world, the public image of fathers is laced with ambiguity and

uncertainty.  There is, for example, the contrast between traditional and modern fathers. The

“traditional” father is seen as a hard working breadwinner but is often absent, both physically and

emotionally, from his children.  The “modern” father is seen as pushing prams and changing nappies,

taking children to school and playing with them in the park, etc.   There are also images of the father

which depict both positive and negative qualities.  There are loving fathers, dependable fathers,

involved fathers, committed fathers, strong fathers, adoring fathers but equally, there are disinterested

fathers, unreliable fathers, workaholic fathers, abusive fathers, weak fathers, violent fathers, absent

fathers.

This kaleidoscopic imagery of fatherhood stands in sharp contrast to the public imagery associated with

motherhood which tends to be consistently positive – sometimes to the point of veneration – although

that too can carry a hidden burden43.  However it is the negative imagery associated with fatherhood

which has attracted the attention of a number of commentators. In the United States, for example, a

Jungian analyst has made the following observations about the public image of fathers: “when we

watch Dad on TV sitcoms and the accompanying ads, he’s a rather foolish man.  He’s not quite with it;

a piece of him is astray.  Commentators on contemporary fatherhood complain that he is being

deliberately made to look foolish and antiquated, because this weakened image helps take down the

stuffed-shirt power of the patriarchy, makes more equal the relations between the genders, and blurs the

hierarchical differences between fathers and children.  Therefore wives are shown to be more practical

and connected, children to be more with it and savvy.  Even if he’s a good guy, Dad is a little dumb”44.

In Britain, another commentator has written about the negative image of fathers: “many of the images

we have of fatherhood today are negative.  Fathers are seen as absurd, pitiable, marginal, violent,

abusive, uncaring and delinquent.  ...  As it has become more difficult to give emotional meaning to

paternal absence, the image of the absent father has gathered force and negativity, and father-absence

associated with the rising tide of out-of-wedlock births has become a symbol of moral degeneration”45.

Some of this negative imagery even appears in discussions about how to involve men in child care.  For

example, a seminar on Men as Carers for Children which was organised by the European Commission

Network on Childcare in 1990, raised a number of concerns about the prospect of greater involvement

by men in childcare:  “The prospect [of men being more involved in the care of children] raised a

number of anxieties and concerns - for example, about child abuse, about men invading ‘women’s

space’ and being too dominant, about fathers taking over the more rewarding and pleasant childcare

tasks”46.  At the same conference, one commentator even suggested, as a reason why men should

43 Featherstone and Holloway, 1997
44 Hillman, 1996:80
45 Burgess, 1997:19-20
46 European Commission Network on Childcare, 1990
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participate in the care of children,  that “closer contact with children will help men to express

themselves in less aggressive and abusive ways”47, as if to imply that men normally express themselves

in aggressive and abusive ways!

However it is non-resident fathers - both single or separated - who have been imagined in the most

negative light.  According to one team of social policy analysts: “Non-resident fathers have been

depicted in the past in mainly negative ways.  …  .  In the United States, non-resident fathers are

known as ‘deadbeat dads’ while in the UK, they have been presented as ‘feckless ne’er-do-wells’

passing on their responsibilities to the taxpayer”48.  In Ireland, the language is less extreme but the

underlying prejudice is not very different.  One can see this in the language used by the Constitution

Review Group when it argues that unmarried fathers should not be given constitutional rights to

children like other parents since, to do so, would “include fatherhood resulting from rape, incest, or

sperm donership”49 as if these circumstances might be an approximately normal way in which

conceptions outside marriage take place.  Other images of the non-resident fathers in Ireland emphasise

his absence and his failure to pay maintenance to such an extent that the chapter on lone parents in the

report of the Commission on the Family is entitled: “Parents Rearing Children Without the Support of a

Partner”50.

One of the consequences of the imagery associated with fathers – particularly the image that parenting

is really mothering and that fathers are potentially dangerous – is that most support services for

families tend to avoid fathers51.  As one researcher in Ireland has observed, services tend to “filter out

fathers”52.  Other researchers have also observed that family support is characterised by “the

predominant focus on mothers and the apparent invisibility of fathers”53. Even in prison, where the

majority of inmates are young fathers, there is no provision to support these young men in their

fathering role or helping them sustain links with their children54.

The importance of highlighting the negative imagery sometimes associated with fathers, particularly

non-residential fathers, is not to show that the reality is different from the image; a good deal of the

research in the previous section already does that.  My purpose rather is to show that the image itself

can help to promote the estrangement of non-resident fathers from family life not just through the self-

image of these fathers but also by the way in which society generally and social policy in particular

treats these fathers. The images of single fatherhood which are implicit, for example, in the One parent

Family Payment, tend to supplant rather than support the fatherhood role.  Similar imagery is a work in

47 ibid
48 Bradshaw, Stimson, Skinner and Williams, 1999b:405
49 Constitution Review Group, 1996:326
50 Commission on the Family, 1988:97
51 See McKeown, Ferguson and Rooney, 1998, Chapter Seven
52 Buckley, 1998:7
53 Roberts and Macdonald, 1999:63; see also French, 1998:187-188; 1995; Murphy, 1996:95
54 McKeown, 2001.  There can be little doubt that the alienation of prisoners from their families and society would
be greatly reduced if relationships with their children were esteemed and nourished as testimony that these non-
resident fathers have a stake holding in their families and in society.
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procedures for the registration of non-marital births which alienates many single fathers.  In short,

images are important not only because they tell us what to see but also because they tell us what to do.

4. Data Deficiencies
What are the relevant information needs for policy-making?  Should data be collected on a household

or family basis?

Policy-making is essentially about the promotion of  public and private well being.  In the context of

the family, this means that policy-making needs to be based on solid information about the well-being

of all family members as well as the efficacy of different arrangements, both inside and outside the

family, for promoting that well being.  More fundamentally however, policy making must decide on

what constitutes a family and who is a member of a family.  As in the rest of the Western world, it is

assumed in Ireland that only persons living in the same household are part of a family; of course this

assumption is accurate in the majority of cases but in the case which is the subject of this paper, it

effectively excludes non-resident fathers (and non-resident mothers) from family membership. Nor

does our current understanding allow for the fact that a person – both adult and child - can be a member

of two or more families.

These assumptions are crystallised in the concepts and categories used to collect official statistics on

families and households in Ireland.  The Central Statistics Office (CSO) defines a family as follows:

“A Family Unit is defined as:

(1) a husband and wife (or cohabiting couple);

(2) a husband and wife (or cohabiting couple) together with one or more usually resident never-

married children (of any age);

(3) one parent together with one or more usually resident never-married children (of any age)”55.

This official definition of the family is not confined to the Census of Population, however; it is also to

be found in the Labour Force Survey (and its replacement, the Quarterly National Household Survey),

Vital Statistics, the Living in Ireland Survey, etc.  Its defining feature is that it makes residency in a

shared household a necessary condition for being a member of a family.  As such, it makes no

allowance for non-resident parents (mothers as well as fathers) who may have a substantial degree of

contact with their children.  Even without contact, it is arguable that non-resident parents still retain a

role and a significance within that family, much like the missing piece of a jigsaw which is always

present by its absence; the vast amount of case study material on children who are placed for adoption

or in care testifies to the abiding presence of the absent parent.

In order to acknowledge the reality of non-resident parents it is necessary to give it a statistical reality

in the collection of official statistics.  That means that the official definition of the family needs to be

expanded to include non-resident parents which, at a minimum, would require the Census of

55 Central Statistics Office, 1996:3
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Population to ask all adults the following additional questions: (a) how many children have you

parented  (b) how many of those children are living with you and (c) if you are not living with any one

of your children, how frequently are you in contact with them.  The returns from this question would

throw light not only on the specific issue of non-resident parents but would open a window on the

complex ways in which people are members of families, even members of a number of different

families at the same time.  Without this information, we will continue to collect official statistics on the

basis of an outdated understanding of the way in which individuals, households and families interact.

It follows logically that, if this change in statistical orientation is adopted, it should also apply to other

official surveys – such as the Quarterly National Household Survey, the Living in Ireland Survey, etc. -

so that similar types of data are collected on all parents, both resident and non-resident.

Still at the level of official data, there is also a strong case for collecting information on fathers as well

as mothers at the birth of each child; at present data is collected only on the mother and published in

Vital Statistics56.   Moreover the range of information collected at this stage could be expanded to

include the household status as well as marital status of both parents and might also collect data on the

education and employment status of both parents.

In addition to official statistics, policy-making on the family needs much more information on the

relational well being of families, and that includes families where both parents live together as well as

those where they do not.  There has been an extraordinarily valuable and rich vein of research on

various aspects of poverty and deprivation in different types of households in Ireland but nothing on

relational well being; indeed the almost exclusive focus on poverty within families may now be in

danger of impoverishing the research agenda on families to the exclusion of other aspects of well

being.  Relational well being in the family context refers to both the relationship between parents and

the relationship between parents and children.  Virtually nothing is known about the relational well

being of Irish families even though there is overwhelming evidence that relationships between parents

– whether married, cohabiting or separated – and parent-child relationships have profound impact on

the well being of adults and children57.

It might also be noted in this context that the proposed National Longitudinal Study of Children should

carefully consider how best to capture statistically the reality of non-resident parents in Ireland today

and the variations which occur within this category since this may have a bearing on the explanation of

child outcomes over the life time of the study.

56 See for example, Central Statistics Office, 2000.
57 Much of this research, which cannot be reviewed here, documents the benefits of stable and satisfying
relationships for adults (see for example, Stack and Eshleman: 1998) but the benefits to children of growing up in
a family environment which is stable and conflict-free – involving one as well as two parent households – have
also been well documented (see, for example, Najman, Behrens, Andersen, Bor, O’Callaghan, and Williams,
1997).  For a review, see McKeown and Sweeney, 2001.
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5. Policy Dimension:
What should be the goals of family policy?

In Ireland, as elsewhere, public policy on the family tends to be expressed in terms of the goal of

protecting and supporting the family.  The programme of the present Government (June 1997 to

present), for example, states that: “We are committed to protecting the family through political,

economic, social and other measures which will support the stability of the family”58 and again, “The

Government is committed to putting families at the centre of all our policies”59. Similarly the

Programme for Prosperity and Fairness (covering the period 2000-2003), contains the following

objective: “To support family life, to offer choices for families and to offer equal opportunities for both

men and women to play an active caring role in families”60. Typically this policy is expressed in terms

of a wide range of measures which have a family or ‘family-friendly’ dimension such as childcare, tax

and social welfare measures, family support services, counselling and mediation services, etc.

A core assumption underlying all of these policies and measures is that the family is defined by the

household in which it lives so that “two parent families” and “one parent families” are seen to be given

appropriately equal support and protection.  The difficulty with this formulation, as we have seen in

this paper, is that conflating families and households effectively excludes non-resident parents (both

fathers and mothers) from the purvue of family policy.  Given the growing prevalence of non-resident

parents, especially non-resident fathers, resulting from increased marital breakdown and non-marital

births, it is appropriate to ask if this assumption is truly reflective of family life in Ireland today and,

more importantly, if it is a useful framework for formulating family policy, particularly in terms of

protecting the rights of children and promoting the corresponding rights and responsibilities of non-

resident parents.

If released from the assumption that a family and a household are necessarily the same thing – although

in many cases they are – the goal of family policy might be formulated more appropriately and

inclusively as follows:  The goal of family policy is to promote the relational and economic well being

of family members irrespective of the parents’ marital status and irrespective of the residential status of

parents and children.  In order to turn this goal into a strategy for families, careful consideration needs

to be given to the known factors which protect relational and economic well being in families as well

as the risk factors which tend to threaten it.

This formulation of the goal of  family policy has a number of advantages from the perspective of both

children and adults.  From the perspective of children, it is consistent with the right of each child “to

58 Fianna Fáil and Progressive Democrats, 1997:15
59 Fianna Fáil and Progressive Democrats, 1999:15
60 Programme for Prosperity and Fairness, 2000:119
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know and be cared for by his or her parents”61 and “to maintain personal relations and direct contact

with both parents on a regular basis”62.   From the perspective of adults, it underlines the importance of

parenting responsibilities and, by implication, the responsibilities which are evoked by having

parenting rights, even where these create membership of more than one family.  In practice this means

that, even when relationships between parents are legally severed – or never existed in the case of

single parents - the relationship with the child still remains and this is worth reinforcing in both law and

in public policy.   This approach to formulating the goals of family policy is also consistent with one of

the core principles laid down by the Commission on the Family: “Joint parenting should be encouraged

with a view to ensuring as far as possible that children have the opportunity of developing close

relationships with both parents which is in the interests both of children and their parents”63.  Perhaps

even more importantly, it is consistent with a large body of research which shows that the quality of

relationships between parents, whether married or not, living together or not – is strongly related to the

well being of children64.

The goal of family policy proposed here has the advantage, in addition to being more inclusive of

families where one parent is non-resident, of giving equal importance of both the relational and the

economic aspects of family well being.  In general, it is probably true to say that most public policies

affecting the family in Ireland and elsewhere tend to focus on the economic rather than relational

aspects of well being and there is often little awareness of how the economic and the relational interact

with each other. Perhaps even more worrying is the fact that the indicators of child well being that I

have seen65 – and which have been suggested for an Irish context66 – make no reference to the quality

of relationships between children and their parents despite their fundamental importance.  This is

pertinent given that the National Children’s Strategy proposes to “develop a set of ‘child wellbeing’

indicators”67

If the goal of family policy is to promote the relational and economic well being of family members

then this calls for both proactive measures to achieve these goals as well as preventative measures to

avoid reductions in relational and economic well being.  This creates a framework, as summarised in

Table 2, within which on might conceptualise existing and new measures available to achieve the goal

of family well being.

61 UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, Article 7, paragraph 1, published in Council for Social Welfare,
1991:97.  The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child was ratified by Ireland in 1992.
62 UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, Article 9, paragraph 3; published in Council for Social Welfare,
1991:98.
63 Commission on the Family, 1996:14.  The National Children’s Strategy does not explicitly address the issue of
family relations – indeed the section on family is possibly the weakest part of the strategy - partly because this is
essentially a strategy centred on the state’s  role in providing “quality supports and services to children” (National
Children’s Strategy, 2000:Chapter Five).
64 Najman, Behrens, Andersen, Bor, O’Callaghan, and Williams, 1997; Thompson and Amato, 1999
65 See Federal Interagency Forum on Child and Family Statistics, 1999; Micklewright and Stewart, 1999
66 Nolan, 2000: Chapter Seven
67 National Children’s Strategy, 2000:40
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Table 2 Framework for Classifying Family Policy Measures

Category Relational Well Being Economic Well Being

Proactive

Measures

1. Examples of proactive measures to
promote relational well being in families
could include parenting courses, marriage
and relationship enrichment courses, and
promoting public awareness, particularly
in places like the work place,  of the
importance of family relationships.

2. Examples of proactive measures to
promote economic well being in families
include tax and social welfare measures
to ensure that, as a minimum, no family
lives in poverty.

Preventive

Measures

3. Examples of preventative measures to
promote relational well being in families
could include marriage preparation and
relationship education  programmes as
well as counselling for couples in
distressed relationships.

4. Examples of preventative measures to
promote economic well being in families
would include economic policies
generally but especially policies which
invest in human capital through the
education and training of children and
adults, with particular emphasis on early
intervention for children.

From the narrow perspective of this paper, it is appropriate to ask if this re-formulation of the goal of

family policy would make any difference to non-resident fathers.  The most fundamental difference

which follows from this re-formulation is that it creates an understanding of families which is based on

relationships rather than households and allows non-resident fathers to be seen as members of the

family.  That reality is not adequately recognised at present either by society generally or by the state

although I suspect that children themselves, especially children in families where there is a non-

resident parent, have always recognised that their family includes the non-resident parent.   From the

perspective of the state, there is little doubt that the entire institutional framework for regulating and

supporting families where there is a non-resident father would be substantially different if the

perspective proposed here were to be adopted.  Income support measures, such as the One Parent

Family Payment, would be less divisive, family support services would be more inclusive, laws

governing guardianship, custody and access would be less discriminatory, and a wide range of socio-

economic measures would take greater cognisance of the multiple exclusions which are experienced by

non-resident fathers in disadvantaged communities.

Family well being is not just about maximising individual well being; it is also about optimising the

well being of all family members with particular attention being paid to the needs of children. That is

why the framework for the promotion of family well being needs to recognise “an equality of well

being”68, as recommended by the Commission on the Family and, through the “family impact

statement”69, and the “child impact statement”70, to assess family policy in that context.

68 Commission on the Family, 1996:14
69 Commission on the Family, 1996:16;
70 National Children’s Strategy, 2000:41
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Appendix: Selected Tables

Table A1  One and Two Parent Households with At Least One Child Under 15, 1986 and 1996

1986 1996

Household Children Household Children

N % N % N % N %

Two parents 383,409 93 1,194,563 93 349,587 86 943,223 88

One parent 29,658 7 85,582 6 56,112 14 128,302 12

Mother only 23,684 6 67,195 5 49,819 12 112,409 11

Father only 5,974 1 18,387 1 6,293 2 15,893 1

Total 413,067 100 1,280,145 100 405,699 100 1,071,525 100

Change in two parent households -33,822 -9 -251,340 -21

Change in one parent households 26,454 89 42,720 50

Source: Census of Population, 1986, 1996.

Table A2  Number of Income Earners in One and Two Parent Households, 1996

Category Two Parent Household

%

One Parent Household

%

No Earner 11 64

One Earner 50 36

Two Earner 39 0

Total (Column %)* 100 100

Total (Row %)** 86 14

In this table the concept of family is restricted to those families where there is at least

one child under the age of 15.

*Based on the Labour Force Survey, 1996.  ** Based on the Census of Population, 1996.

Source: Cited in McKeown, Ferguson and Rooney, 1998, p.21.

Table A3  Highest Educational Qualification of Married and Lone Mothers, 1996

Level of Education Married Mothers

%

Lone Mothers

%

No Qualifications 9 23

Junior Certificate 25 38

Leaving Certificate 42 27

Third Level Qualification 24 12

Total (Column %)* 100 100

In this table the concept of mother is restricted to those who have at least  one child under the age of 5.

*Based on the Labour Force Survey, 1996.  I am grateful to John Fitz Gerald, ESRI, for supplying me with this

table.
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Table A4  Percentage of Single Men Aged 45-54 in

Lower Professional and Unskilled Manual Occupations, 1951-1991

Year Lower Professionals

%

Unskilled Manual

%

1951 20.9 23.6

1961 13.3 24.9

1971 11.7 27.6

1981 9.4 32.5

1991 10.4 25.9

*Census of Population, 1951, 1961, 1971, 1981, 1991, Volume on Occupations.

Table A5  Marital Status of One Parent Households, 1996

Category One Parent Household

%

Separated 51

Never married 37

Widowed 13

Total* 100

In this table the concept of family is restricted to those families where there is at least

one child under the age of 15.  *Based on the Labour Force Survey, 1996.

Source: Cited ion Fahey, Fitz Gerald and Maitre, 1998, p.196.

Table A6 Number and Per Cent Of Ever-married Population Who Are Separated, 1986-1996

Year 1986 1991 1996

N of ever-married population who are separated 37,245 55,143 87,792

% of ever-married population who are separated 3 4 6

% of 33-42 year olds who are separated - 6 9
Source: Census of Population, 1986; 1996.
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