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Mid Western Health Board
31/33 Catherine St.,

Tel:   061 483221
Fax:  061 483211

28 March 2002

To: Report No: Chairman & Each Member
Mid Western Health Board Item No   on Agenda

Report for Meeting of the Board to be held on the 12th April, 2002

Summary Report on
‘Fathers and Families, Research and Reflections on Key Issues’

Dear Member,

This report was published as part of the Springboard Family Support Initiative.  It aims to
promote an understanding and appreciation of the role of fathers in family life and looks at the
growing interest in the role of fathers within families.  This interest is shaped by a number of
factors including the diversification of family forms such as two parent families based on co-
habitation and remarriage as well as one parent families, constituted through divorce and births
outside marriage.  The effect of this is to create a typology of fathers, single fathers, non
resident fathers, step fathers etc, having varying levels of involvement with their children and
equally varying legal rights and social supports for their involvement.  

Increasingly fathers are no longer the sole provider in the majority of families and this creates
the expectation that since both mothers and fathers have a bread winning role, the father should
also share the childcare role within the family.  Research clearly shows the significance fathers
have in their children’s lives. 

The report highlights the powerful influence exercised by work in drawing parents from the
home.  This stands in stark contrast to the growing expectations in society that parents,
especially fathers should be spending more time with their children.  This requires changes in
policy to create more family friendly employment measures, such as flexible working hours,
employment breaks, sabbaticals, secondments and other initiatives such as childcare support
and employee assistance programmes, where parents can be more involved in the care of their
children and at the same time be available for work.  Research shows, however, that men are
less likely than women to avail of family friendly employment measures.  The culture of the work



place may discourage men from availing of these measures because it does not expect fathers
to behave any differently from men who are not fathers.  

How are men initiated into fatherhood?

The report explores the vagueness of the father’s relationship to the child of the father’s role in
general.  This contrasts with the process of motherhood which is clearly signalled in the
woman’s pregnancy.. Some of the existing conventions surrounding pregnancy, child birth and
child rearing may need to be re-examined if men are to identify more fully with the fatherhood
role. 

Much of the research evidence suggests that with better preparation for fatherhood and
parenting, the attachment between father and child can be greatly strengthened, in addition to
the father becoming more involved with the child after its birth.

What impact do father’s have on children

The report identifies two factors, which impinge on the well being of children
• Economic and material benefit
• Relational well-being.

In relation to material well-being, research shows that educational outcomes are heavily
influenced by the income levels of parents, particularly the income of parents when the child is
under the age of five. Furstenberg(1990) states that “ The contribution of resources, both
economic and psychological for fathers may be the key contributing factor in the educational
achievement of young adults.”  

As regards relational well-being, research shows that children are adversely affected by conflict
and instability within the family.  Research suggests that services for the well-being of children
need to focus, not alone on material well-being but also on the relationship well-being through
parent/child as well as parent/parent relationships.

How does the law treat fathers?

Unlike mothers, fathers are not expressly referred to in the Irish Constitution.  The constitution
states that the family is based on marriage and as such unmarried fathers are not part of a
family and therefore have no constitutional rights outside marriage.  The European Convention
of Human Rights confers 'a right to respect for family life' which is not confined solely to
marriage based relationships but may encompass other de facto family ties where the parties
are co-habiting outside marriage.  The U.N. Declaration on the Rights of the Child, Article 7,
states, “the child should be registered immediately after birth and should have the right from
birth to a name, the right to acquire nationality and as far as possible the right to know and be
cared for by his and her parents.”

The report states that the state intervention to assist lone mothers and lone fathers through
One-parent Family Payments Scheme, is such that it adds to the social exclusion of lone
fathers, by effectively prohibiting co-habiting and co-parenting.  Because of the co-habitation
rule many children in disadvantaged families also suffer from not having a father living with them
or having a regular contact with them. 



How do non-resident fathers parent their children?

These fathers experience more difficulties in being actively involved in the parenting of their
children, compared to other fathers.  Research on non-resident fathers tends to focus on two
aspects of the parents relationship; frequency of contact and the  payment of maintenance

Contrary to popular belief, research in Ireland and England reveal that the majority of non-
residential fathers stay in contact with their children.  Two factors are seen as determining the
level of contact. The positive relationship with the mother and the father’s socio-economic
characteristics, which include employment and living close by, having only one child and living
in a house without children.

The payment of maintenance by non-resident fathers varies considerably form country to
country.  In Ireland the proportion of one-parent households in receipt of maintenance from non-
residential 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 parents.  In
the U.K, the corresponding figures are around 30% in one-parent households.  In the U.S there
is a much higher level of payments, 67% for single non-resident fathers and 84% in the case of
divorced non-resident fathers.  One of the key issues affecting the payment of maintenance is
the perceived legitimacy of arrangements; particularly the issue where non-resident fathers are
expected to pay maintenance, while access to children is restricted to the mother.  There is also
the very practical consideration of the father’s ability to pay, measured by income and
employment status.

How do step-fathers parent their children?

The number of step-fathers is on the increase.  One of the benefits of step-fathers is that they
normally increase the household income, which improves the children’s standard of living.
However, the entry of a stepfather into the home may also have the effect of diminishing the role
of the non-resident biological father.  Research suggests that the psychological and behavioural
adjustment of children is not improved by the presence of step-parents.  This appears to be due
to the fact that the relationship between step-parents and children are not always close or even
friendly.  Where the relationship between step-parents and step-children is close, children
appear to benefit.  Extended step-families are a source of support but tend to be less so than
traditional networks of never divorced parents.  The needs of step-families require careful and
sensitive considerations and new policies and practice may have to be devised to promote their
well-being.  

How can Family Services support fathers? 

Services tend to predominantly focus on the needs of the mother rather than the father.
Research also shows that fathers tend to be avoided by professionals and possibly vice versa.
There is a growing recognition of the need to develop support services for the father as part of a
broader strategy for promoting the well being of children in families.  In developing these
services a number of challenges exist:

1. The minimum uptake of existing services by fathers.  This may indicate that many of
existing services are inappropriate. The needs of different types of vulnerable fathers
need to be sought and addressed.



2. Fathers tend to be seen by professionals from a negative viewpoint, rather than
persons with needs, strengths and capabilities.  There is a need to adopt and promote
a strength-based perspective to work with this sector as with families generally.

3. Professionals need to be trained to see fathers as part of the family, even when they
are not living within the household.  It is no longer valid to assume that household and
family are the same thing given the extent of marital breakdown and of births outside
marriage.

4. More men should be recruited into the caring professions.  This will  highlight the view
that caring both inside and outside the family is an appropriate calling for both men
and women.

5. Family services should be promoted in such a way as to be seen as to be supportive
of men are fathers at every stage of the life cycle.  

Making family services more inclusive of fathers is a major challenge facing the caring
professions. An audit of the existing attitudes among management, staff and parents within
the service to the involvement of fathers should be addressed as an initial step.  This should
be followed by a concrete strategy aimed at increasing the involvement of fathers.

Can fathering skills be taught?       

Research shows that parenting is much more than a skill.  It is a way of being a person or being
in a relationship.  Too often parenting problems are seen essentially as skills deficits that can be
rectified by imparting techniques.  While these may indeed help, they will only do so if the parent
should develop as a person and forms healthy parent/child as well as parent/parent
relationships.  Parenting skills need to build on the diversity of parenting roles and respect them
rather than trying to erase them.  The report states that “ A good enough father must have a
strong flexible bond and attachment through which the child feels safe and protected.
  
The report concludes by stating that no one should be left out of the family picture.  An inclusive
society requires an inclusive family.  Mothers fathers and children are all part of the family
picture which for all the vicissitudes of family life is part of the reality to which everyone belongs.
The report is part of a process of keeping fathers in the family picture alongside mothers and
children.  It is based on the belief that an inclusive family helps to create an inclusive society.

The Mid-Western Health Board is currently developing a parenting strategy that aims to develop
an inclusive service that will include fathers.  As a initial pilot to focus on fathers, North
Tipperary Community Services along with the Springboard Project in Thurles is piloting a
parenting programme specifically aimed at fathers.       

SIGNED: J. O’GRADY,
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