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• A UK Research and Innovation 
funded study (2020-2027),

• Young men aged 25 and under when 
they conceive a child or become a 
father,

• The most comprehensive and in-
depth programme of research about 
young fatherhood globally,

• Qualitative longitudinal and 
participatory design,

• Working with young fathers and 
professionals
• What matters to fathers as a starting 

point for what needs to happen in 
practice and policy,

• ‘Practice-based research to research-
based practice’ cycle (Neale, 2021)

https://followingyoungfathersfurther.org/



What we know about young fathers

Engaged fathers navigating systemic challenges:

• Young men adhere strongly to an ethos of engaged fatherhood (being 
involved in a child’s life). 

• Unplanned conceptions. An unplanned child does not mean an unwanted 
child

• Relationships with child’s mother and maternal grandmothers are 
important for father involvement or exclusion

• Young fathers find it more challenging to secure what they need to 
father; insecure education and employment experiences, most 
disadvantaged by housing system, and services sideline dads or consider 
them as ‘risk’.

• Greater challenges for young dads living in poverty, fathers who have been 
or are in prison, those brought up in the care system, and those with 
mental health problem.

• Social isolation, loneliness and stigma,
• Where services are available they benefit from compassionate, father-

inclusive support. Currently they encounter a mix of approaches ranging 
from support to surveillance and sidelining.



Fathers with complex needs

• Loneliness and social isolation
• Poor mental health 
• Neglected physical health
• Loss and bereavement
• Drug and alcohol dependency
• Food, fuel and digital poverty
• Low educational attainment, NEET status, limited 
job prospects and insecure work (poverty)
• Homelessness and poor housing 
• Overlooked or sidelined by professionals
• Relationship breakdown leading to child access 
issues
• Children's’ Social Care proceedings 





Why father-inclusion?

• Extensive evidence base confirming that father 
involvement has positive benefits for men, women and 
children,

• Practice concerns about low levels of public health and 
service engagement with fathers – with potential to 
undermine father involvement,

• Problematic dominance of views that fathers are 
responsible for this lack of engagement (Neale and 
Tarrant, 2024), 

• E.g. that fathers are ‘hard-to-reach’ and won’t or 
can’t engage,

• Dominance of ‘risk’ framing of fathers across 
services,

• But….. a whole range of systemic factors identified that 
serve to ‘absent’ men as-fathers from service support 
and engagement,

• Interpersonal, cultural, structural and 
organisational.



Family and welfare in the UK

• Professional support for fathers is hampered by:

• Men’s own perceptions and responses to services (distrust and fear of worsening 

problems),

• Gendered ways of thinking about fathers and acceptance of stereotypes that 

assume disinterest in parenting among men, 

• Limited access to training and reflective supervision for professionals, 

• Constraints on workload capacity,

• Level of need may be readily translated into deficit assumptions – unconscious 

bias.

• Maternal gatekeeping (Ferguson, 2016; Bateson et al. 2017; Phillip et al. 2018), 

and

• Access to specialist support services a ‘postcode lottery’ (Tarrant and Neale, 

2017).



Father-inclusion as an agenda for change

• The benefits of promoting father-inclusion in service and support 

settings are beginning to be recognised (Bateson et al. 2017),  but 

there is limited guidance and resource,

• How do we create a practice and policy ecosystem that is more father-

inclusive? (Tarrant, 2023)

• Dialogue, training and buy-in across the service and welfare system

• A sensitising concept (Blumer, 1989),

• Including all fathers as an idea that multiple actors can work towards 

and translate for their own practice and contexts.

• A practice and policy framing strategy,



Co-creating the Young Dads Collective

• An evidence-based and co-produced model of support 
with and for fathers,

• A model that involves young fathers in training an 
audience of multi-agency professionals who are 
encouraged to adapt their practice having heard the 
young men’s accounts, 

• Affecting social transformation at various levels of the 
system: 

• Individual development: Young fathers as ‘experts by 
experience’, which involves them in processes of co-
production, confidence and skills building, 3 dads 
went onto secure employment

• Peer support – young men come together as part of 
a community with a shared identity, 

• Professional education and CPD – professionals 
encouraged to ‘think dad’ and make pledges for 
practice change,

• Policy change – speaking at policy events, changing 
policies so they include dads, encouraging father-
inclusion in service design.0	

	

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

	



The seeds of ecosystemic change?

The work from this project has 

highlighted the professional 

anxieties and gaps in practice 

when we need to be engaging 

fathers.

Co-creation partner

Buzzing, love being listened to. It’s not just 

the work with the professionals, it’s about 

meeting up with other dads when we do 

the planning. We all want other dads to 

have a better experience. 

YDC North, young father

“Thank you for your delivery yesterday, it was extremely useful to our organisation. On 

returning to the office following this I had a case discussion with one of my team. We 

discussed the worries that mum has and difficulties in the case. We mapped our worries 

and then I asked what dads’ thoughts were and how does he support the family, are 

there any family members on his side of the family. The reply from the Family Nurse 

Partnership was that dad is not really in the picture and doesn’t really have much 

involvement. I asked if dad had been spoken to and the reply was ‘no’ as I don’t think 

mum wants him involved. I reminded the FFP what training she had just attended and 

the FFP had a penny drop moment and said that her first task was to contact dad and 

discuss the case with him and explore the wider family network”.

Professional feedback from events

The YDC model recognises the importance of fathers in keeping children safe 

and has provided an opportunity to include men and dads in local 

conversations, both strategically and operationally. The credibility of the YDC, 

FYFF research, and its preceding studies have enabled us to advocate for a more 

equitable policy and practice environment. Since the project was launched, there 

has been a shift in the number and accessibility of advice, activities, and 

services for dads of all ages. The training for professionals, and the process of 

promoting and championing the project, have contributed to improvements in the 

strategic and operational environment in Grimsby that have had a positive 

impact on families’ lives.

Professional feedback from events



Resources made by young dads for young dads



What Works? 

• Meeting fathers where they are at,
• A multi-level approach;

• Championing father-inclusion at the levels of service commissioning, design 
and delivery, and policy,

• A mix of funding and delivery for public health and social support,
• Attention to the process of ‘getting, engaging and keeping,’ to inform service design 

(Pfitzner et al. 2020),
• Use of fathers in marketing and outreach material and service offers,
• Collecting data: ask men if they are dads
• Use of positive and inclusive imagery that represents diversity in fatherhood,
• Service audit and evaluation

• Effective relational work,
• Professional reflection on unconscious biases and ‘parking’ judgements. 
• Access to training for CPD,

• Recognise, believe in, and celebrate (young) fatherhood.



RESOURCES
https://followingyoungfath
ersfurther.org/

Centre for Innovation in Fatherhood 
and Family Research

- Evaluations,

- Consultancy around father-
inclusive strategy,

- Training.

https://www.lincoln.ac.uk/socialsci
ences/research/innovationinfatherh
oodandfamilyresearch/

https://followingyoungfathersfurther.org/
https://followingyoungfathersfurther.org/
https://www.lincoln.ac.uk/socialsciences/research/innovationinfatherhoodandfamilyresearch/
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The Father-inclusion Hub

https://fatherinclusion.org/
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