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Changing Fathers? Fatherhood and Family Life in Modern Ireland by Kieran

McKeown, Harry Ferguson and Dermot Rooney.  The Collins Press, October 1998.

Kieran McKeown summarises the key themes in a new book

Let’s begin with the title of the book which asks if fathers are changing.  There is certainly a good
deal of evidence that the economic role of fathers has changed.  Only half of all Irish families now
have fathers as the sole earner; 30% of families are dual earners.  Disturbingly, 20% of Irish families
have no earners.  There have also been changes in the emotional role of fathers with an expectation
that they will be more intimately involved in the lives of their children.  The question in our title is
essentially an acknowledgement that fathers - like mothers - vary greatly in how they play their role
and there has been no systematic study of fathering practices in Ireland.

Our book is informed by the view that promoting the active involvement of fathers in the care and
upbringing of their children is an ideal worth aspiring to, irrespective of whether the father is married
or not, separated or not, resident with his child or not.  In this respect, we agree with the Commission
on the Family on the importance of joint parenting: “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”.  However our book also
shows that the ideal of greater involvement by fathers in the care and upbringing of their children is
often opposed or not supported by many of the structures, policies and practices which directly impact
on fathers.  Our analysis shows this in many spheres of public and private life:
 in the symbolic sphere, where the father-child relationship is treated as secondary to the mother-

child relationship and the crucial role of the father - as seen in the psychoanalytic perspective of
Freud, Lacan and others - is ignored.  In this perspective, the father’s role is crucial in drawing
attention to the fact that mother and child must desire and connect with a world outside of each
other if they are to live and grow as separate independent persons.

 in the sphere surrounding the birth of children - including preparation for parenthood - where the
father is treated, often unwittingly, as a secondary, supporting parent.

 in the sphere of work, where some fathers work very long hours thereby reducing the time and
energy available for involvement with the children but also because family friendly measures in
the work place tend to be presented as measures for mothers - and taken up primarily by them -
rather than of potential benefit to both parents.

 in the legal sphere, which discriminates against single fathers and where the family courts which
seem to privilege the rights of mothers over fathers when parents are separating.

 in the sphere of state services and supports which often treat parenting as synonymous with
mothering and ignores fathers or fails to make the necessary contact with them.

The net effect of these forces is that the overall involvement by men in the care and upbringing of
children may actually be declining precisely at a time when a growing number of fathers appear
interested in having closer emotional involvement with their children. This is so for two reasons.
First, a growing number of children are placed in childcare facilities each working day, where
virtually all the staff are women, thereby reducing their contact with men and fathers.  Second, a
growing number of children are in lone parent families under the sole custody of the mother and the
amount of access by fathers to these children - whether because the mothers restrict access or because
the fathers do not wish to have more access - may be on the decline.

In this scenario, it is hardly surprising that children learn to perceive caring as women’s rather than
men’s work and, out of these experiences, are formed the attitudes that sustain the distancing of men



from children for the coming generation.  In our view, this pattern will not change unless there is a
concerted and sustained effort to support those fathers who wish to be more involved with their
children as well as supporting those men who wish to work with children in the caring professions.

The scale and scope of the agenda involved in promoting men’s greater participation in caring for
children and others should not be underestimated.  The traditional division of labour between men as
providers and women as carers has deep roots in our values and attitudes about the nature of men and
women and in the structures of society which express and support those values.  These structures have
created inequalities in power, property and other resources between men and women.  We agree with
the feminist analysis that this system has not been in the best interests of women; but we would also
argue that it has not been in the best interests of many men or children either. It is our belief that men
and women have a shared interest in working for change and developing relationships - personal,
social, economic, legal - which allow the full potential of each person to be discovered and expressed.

At the risk of over-simplification, I will now present the main conclusions and recommendations in
the book, leaving aside the analysis which lead us to them. We recommend that the process leading up
to, and following, the birth of a child should be more inclusive of fathers. In order to achieve this
objective, we recommend that an examination be carried out of the conventions and practices which
take place before, during and after childbirth to identify areas where fathers could be more involved in
the preparation for fatherhood.  We recommend, subject to the outcome of detailed examination, that
these conventions and practices should be modified where they do not promote the objective of joint
parenting. This examination should be wide ranging and should include pregnancy, ante-natal classes,
childbirth, child rearing, home visitation as well as information and publicity materials about these
topics in the form of text, pictures and videos.

We recognise that young men and young fathers who are unemployed or otherwise disadvantaged
have special needs which require urgent attention. We recommend that services be developed to help
them overcome the obstacles which currently hinder their transition to adulthood and fatherhood.
This will require increased investment in a range of services for disadvantaged adolescents and young
people covering education, training, personal development, and parenting education. Our suspicion is
that some of these young men may themselves have had poor fathering experiences and could benefit
greatly from a well resourced programme - possibly a New Opportunities Programme for Men - to
explore their experiences, both past and present.  These services need to be delivered with skill and
sensitivity in each local area so that young fathers can value the importance of being a role model in
their child’s life.

We recommend that the ideal of “good fathering” and “good enough fathering” should become
matters of public and private debate and discussion.  The objective of such debates should be (1) to
help elevate the status and importance of fatherhood in society (2) to give men, women and children
an opportunity to talk about their ideals of fatherhood (3) to allow fathers - and potential fathers - an
opportunity to reflect on their experiences of fathering and the issues which arise for fathers in trying
to meet the competing demands of work and family, of being a carer as well as a breadwinner.  We
see this objective being pursued in three ways: (1) through education, both second level and second-
chance, in the form of fathering and relationship courses; appropriate resource materials would need
to be prepared to service these courses (2) through the media, both electronic and print, where
informed and constructive comment meets with the recorded experiences of fathering by men, women
and children in different situations (3) through research on fathering ideals and practices in differing
settings, taking into account differences in family type, stage in the family cycle, social class,
employment, marital status, geographical location, et cetera.

We recommend that support for men’s groups by the Department of Social, Community and Family
Affairs should continue and be expanded. We see men’s groups as an important fora in which men
and fathers can meet to discuss their experiences. It is our experience that men will only engage in
discussion about their role as men and fathers if their vulnerabilities are respected and if  they are
given a safe space to have their voices heard without being automatically criticised for not being good



enough.  We agree with the existing concentration of support for men’s groups in disadvantaged
areas.  It should also include financial support for groups of men who are endeavouring to address
specific issues such as parenting alone or separation from their children.

It takes a lot of work, both inside and outside the home, to meet the needs of a family.  How this work
is shared between parents is shaped by the general economic environment, the availability of
affordable childcare and the personal preferences of parents.   We believe that public policy should
seek to create family friendly measures, especially in the workplace, which maximise the choices men
and women have to negotiate roles and responsibilities and allow fathers as well as mothers the time
and space for child care.  However we also believe that the manner in which family-friendly measures
are implemented and promoted could be just as important as the measures themselves.  Family
friendly measures are typically promoted as “equality measures” which will benefit mothers and it is
they who typically avail of them.  We are, of course, in favour of equality measures but we also
believe that family-friendly measures in the workplace should be promoted as measures designed to
facilitate both fathers and mothers in meeting their parenting responsibilities.  Otherwise there is a
danger that measures such as childcare are seen as women’s issues and this can reduce their overall
effectiveness from the point of view of breaking down the gendered division of labour in the home
and at work. Accordingly, we recommend that more attention be given to the way in which childcare
is presented and delivered with a view to ensuring that it is seen as relevant and of benefit not only to
children and mothers but to fathers as well.

Our book draws attention to the virtual absence of men from childcare work. The reasons for this are
many and inter-related.  They involve low pay, the attitude which sees it as inappropriate work for
men and the fears of some men about entering a world that is presently the almost exclusive domain
of women.  However we also suspect that many men have become alienated from childcare because
the wholly justified reporting of child abuse cases involving men has created a more generalised
perception that all men are seen as dangerous in the context of childcare.  Whatever the reasons, we
believe that the consequences of gender imbalance in the childcare sector are likely to have long-term
consequences in terms of perpetuating, in the minds of children, the image that women, but not men,
are the “natural” carers of children. In our opinion, this gender imbalance is also a loss for the
children who miss the benefit of having caring men in these services. Accordingly, we recommend
that a discussion document should be prepared on  gender imbalances in the childcare sector with a
view to developing a strategy for addressing the barriers inhibiting men’s involvement in this sector
and the measures required to overcome them, consistent with maintaining the highest level of service
for children.

In the area of law, the book argues that the rights of fathers - particularly the rights of single and
separated fathers - require attention.  It is our impression that the rights of separated fathers to joint
custody of their children may not receive the enthusiastic support from the courts that it deserves and
this needs to be addressed.  Within the Constitution, we favour a declaration which enshrines the
equal rights of father and mother to the guardianship of their child where the child is conceived
through consent, irrespective of whether both parents are married or living together.   Our view is
informed by the primacy of the best interests of the child and our belief that this is normally best
served when the child knows and is cared for by both its parents, irrespective of the legal or personal
relationship between those parents.

State services to families - particularly by health care, family care and child care professionals - has a
significant impact on fathers by shaping and reinforcing the existing parenting roles of mothers and
fathers.  The book argues that fathers tend to be largely ignored or avoided by state social services.
These services still tend to assume that mothers take responsibility for childcare and, by making this
assumption, they help to ensure that fathers do not.   The state’s health and social services have made
little effort to get men directly involved in fatherhood, a neglect which plays into men's traditional
reluctance to define themselves in terms of  nurturing and caring roles. The result is an almost total
absence of supports for fathers from all social backgrounds.  On the strength of this analysis we argue
that professionals involved in support services for families need to re-examine their practices from the



perspective of fathers.  These professionals include Public Health Nurses, Social Workers, General
Practitioners and Childcare Workers.  In our view, professionals need to be made aware of how their
assumptions and practices are excluding fathers.  Equally, professionals need to be supported through
training programmes on how to work effectively with fathers.


