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Abstract

Current policy regarding child protection services places increasing demands for providers to

engage fathers whose children are involved in the child protection process. This requisite brings to

the fore the ongoing challenges that fathers have historically faced in working within these

systems. Despite this need, there is little empirical evidence regarding the factors and strategies

that impact the engagement of fathers in interventions relevant to child protection services. This

comprehensive and systemic review synthesizes the available literature regarding factors and

strategies that may foster paternal involvement in the child protection system and their services.

We organize the literature concerning paternal engagement in child and family services around an

ecological model that examines paternal engagement from individual, family, service provider,

program, community, and policy levels. We consider factors and strategies along a continuum of

engagement through intent to enroll, enrollment, and retention. This review advances theory by

elucidating key factors that foster father engagement. The review also highlights the gaps in the

literature and provides strategies for how researchers can address these areas. Future directions in

the arenas of practice and policy are discussed.
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1. Introduction

The challenge of engaging families involved with child protective services (CPS) has been

documented for years (Crampton, 2007; Levin, 1992; Scourfield, 2006). For parents

involved with CPS, not completing treatments that are part of their service plan can result in

the removal of their children and loss of parental rights (Dawson & Berry, 2002). Although

child welfare history shows an emphasis on serving mothers (O’Donnell, Johnson,
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D’Aunno, & Thornton, 2005), social science research increasingly highlights the important

role of fathers in children’s development (Cabrera, Fitzgerald, Bradley, & Roggman, 2007).

In particular, the role of fathers is vital in children’s permanency plans during involvement

with CPS. Fathers’ active participation in, and compliance with, the case plan increases the

likelihood that children’s foster care will be briefer and that they will reunify with birth

families (Coakley, 2008).

One-in-three children in the U.S. live in a home where their biological father is absent and

approximately half of all U.S. children will live in a single-parent home before reaching

adulthood (Bumpass & Raley 1995; U.S. Census Bureau, 2003). Children living in

households without fathers are twice as likely to drop out of school (U.S. Department of

Health and Human Services, 1993) and children from single-family homes are more likely

to be poor. Research shows that approximately 7% of children in married (dual family)

households live in poverty, compared to 38% of children in single family households (U.S.

Census Bureau, 2003). Children raised in single family homes are also at increased risks for

substance use, sexual health risks, and school failure (Barrett & Turner, 2006; Rodgers &

McGuire, 2009). The challenges described may be exacerbated when these children and

involved in the CPS. Attending to the unique ways that fathers can help to blunt the negative

consequences of CPS involvement is important and there is a need for interventions to teach

these men more appropriate parenting skills that may facilitate the resilience of their

children.

The presence of an involved, non-violent father serves a protective function, at times

enhancing mothers’ ability to parent (Belsky, Youngblade, & Pensky, 1989; Lee et al.,

2009). Involvement by a supportive father reduces the likelihood that mothers will use harsh

punitive parenting with a child (Crockenberg, 1987; Guterman et al., 2009) or develop

mental health issues (Black et al., 2002) that place children at risk for maltreatment. Even

when fathers do not reside with their children, fathers can positively impact their children’s

intellectual (Downer, Campos, McWayne, & Gartner, 2008) and social development (Flouri,

2006; Flouri & Buchanan, 2002). This influence occurs directly, via the father–child

relationship, and indirectly, via the father’s relationship with the mother and other adults in

the child ‘s support network.

The direct and indirect effects of paternal involvement are important to consider because it

contributes to both the risks and benefits associated with child outcomes that are being

sought by CPS. Fathers who do not participate in their child’s case plan may be out of that

child’s life or may be tangentially involved in their lives without CPS’ knowledge. These

fathers may also go on to have other children. Promoting healthy parenting behaviors by

father may prevent future problems (Marshall, English, & Stewart, 2001). A number of

contextual factors can affect paternal involvement and outcomes sought by CPS, including

relationship status between the mother and father of the child, history of incarceration,

poverty and SES, and other neighborhood factors (Connell, Bergeron, Katz, Saunders, &

Tebes, 2007; Marbley & Feruguson, 2005). Despite these concerns, the relationship between

fathering and child protection has been overlooked in the literature (Brown, Callahan,

Strega, Walmsley, & Dominelli, 2009). Consequently, in order to advance theory and

empirically-supported treatment with this population, it is essential to document the factors
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and strategies for engaging fathers in CPS. Thus, this article reviews the literature regarding

fathers’ involvement in child and family services. The review uses an ecological framework

to organize factors and strategies that have some evidence for engaging fathers, and

highlight implications for practice, policy, and further research.

1.1. Immediate need

The CPS system is under federal mandate (42 U.S.C. §1320a-2a; 45 C.F.R. §1355.31) to

meet empirically-supported, policy-driven strategies to engage fathers. This mandate creates

an urgent need for CPS (Sylvester & Reich, 2002). The U.S. Department of Health and

Human Services, specifically the Children’s Bureau, is charged with conducting systematic

assessment and monitoring of states’ child protection programs, known as the Child and

Family Services Reviews (CFSR). The outcomes sought by the CFSR, which began in 2001,

include the primary goals of children’s safety along with permanency and well being for the

family and child (Huber & Grimm, 2004). That is, in addition to protecting children from

abuse and neglect, it is recommended that services seek to preserve family relationships and

connections, and meet the needs of children and their families (Child and Family Services

Reviews Factsheet, nd). To add to the challenge of providing this package of services, there

is policy-driven time pressure for case resolution (P.L. 105–89).

The Adoption and Safe Families Act (P.L. 105–89) of 1997 emphasizes immediate planning

for children to achieve family stability in a timely manner. ASFA requires permanency

hearings for abused and neglected children within a 12-month timeline and includes

mandates to file a petition to terminate parental rights once a child has been out-of-home

care for 15 of the previous 22 months unless compelling reasons exist to not initiate

termination. These mandates place an added burden on CPS to document reasonable efforts

to coordinate community services and ensure that parents, including fathers, can access

prompt and adequate services (McAlpine, Marshall, & Doran, 2001).

Despite this need for prompt services for the whole family, the historical emphasis on

mothers as the target of CPS has been recognized as a programmatic pattern that is difficult

to modify (O’Donnell et al., 2005). Ethnographic research has documented that most

services are geared toward mothers (Scourfield, 2006). Fathers, even those without a

criminal history, tend to be viewed as a threat and scrutinized more than other candidates for

placement of the child (O’Donnell et al., 2005). As a result, the two goals of children’s

safety and preserving family relationships may initially seem incompatible. In cases where

fathers are involved in intimate partner violence (IPV) or child maltreatment, mothers may

face a legal charge of failure to protect. This increases the pressure on mothers, while failing

to 1) address the problems faced by the family, 2) hold fathers accountable for their actions,

and 3) help fathers change their behavior (Scott & Crooks, 2006). Despite the risks involved,

there is support for initiatives that focus on fatherhood as an engagement strategy to help

men stop their violence (Arean & Davis, 2007). Thus, engaging fathers in services could

help meet CPS goals. Providing services to fathers who have perpetrated abuse is key to

preventing future abuse and to achieving more positive outcomes for children and families

by expanding the resources available to children (Scott & Crooks, 2006). It is important to
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expand the view of men from a focus on risks to a broader picture that includes how they

can be resources for their children in meeting CPS goals (Scourfield, 2006).

In light of the recognized importance and impact of paternal involvement on children’s

outcomes and the observed increasing number of children being raised by single mothers

(Huebner, Werner, Hartwig, White, & Shewa, 2008), federal initiatives have led states to

create programs that seek to actively engage fathers (Bronte-Tinkew, Bowie, & Moore,

2007; Stapleton, 2000). The aims of fatherhood programs are to promote and provide

specialized services and outreach to fathers, such as employment services, parent training,

and relationship skills training (Sylvester & Reich, 2002). While fatherhood programs have

proliferated across the nation and initial evaluations are positive, the data is still preliminary

regarding how effective these programs are in engaging fathers to remain involved with their

children (Gordon et al., 2012; Sylvester & Reich, 2002). Fatherhood organizations are

working hard to document successes, some with the assistance of the National Fatherhood

Initiative’s program evaluations (National Father Initiative, 2009).

With the development of the aforementioned policies and programs, there is a growing

expectation that family services be more inclusive of men and fathers. It is difficult,

however, for child protection agencies to meet this demand (Brown et al., 2009; Huebner et

al., 2008). As with any policy-driven transition, distilling the essential components that

successfully achieves the call is a necessary first step. Providing child protection agencies

with an organized framework of factors and strategies for engaging fathers would begin to

build a blue-print that supports their efforts to engage families so that they can benefit from

interventions. It also highlights areas for development, program and research, for

practitioners and academicians alike.

1.2. Theory and purpose

The dearth of information on engaging fathers calls for theoretical frameworks to help

organize and develop practice and research strategies and then determine their effectiveness.

With this understanding, we integrated two theoretical models that we thought could aid our

consideration of the social and cultural aspects of fatherhood in our review of current

research on engaging fathers when their children are CPS-involved. The theories are

McCurdy and Daro’s (2001a, 2001b) theory of parental involvement in family support

programs and Bronfenbrenner’s (Bronfenbrenner, 1979) ecological theory of human

development. These theories were selected because they are anchored in ecological, family

systems, and developmental frameworks.

McCurdy and Daro’s (2001a, 2001b) theory of family involvement in support programs

seeks to understand how intent to enroll, enrollment, and retention in these programs,

specifically with data provided by mothers, are impacted by four ecological domains: (a)

individual, (b) provider, (c) program, and (d) neighborhood/community (McCurdy & Daro,

2001a). While the consideration of these ecological systems is viewed as important, they

were limited to data regarding mothers. We saw it important to expand and understand how

the ecological systems (Bronfenbrenner, 1979) of family and policy impact the involvement

of fathers in support programs (see Fig. 1). The inclusion of these systems recognizes that

fathering occurs within a social context that is co-constructed (Gordon et al., 2012;
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Marsiglio, Amato, Day, & Lamb, 2000). Both theories have significant implications for

child maltreatment (Belsky, 1980, 1993).

In our review, this updated framework for understanding paternal engagement identifies

factors and strategies at different levels of influence that predict the intent to enroll,

enrollment, and retention. For the purpose of this review, a factor was understood as a

characteristic or situation that was associated with paternal involvement, either to facilitate

it, obstruct it, or somehow change the quality of the specific framework being considered. A

strategy was defined as a plan, tactic, or approach that can be implemented and tested to

intentionally increase paternal involvement (McCurdy & Daro, 2001b). Our review includes

factors and strategies for intent to enroll, enrollment, and retention. These have been

described as distinct phases of involvement in services that are relevant to engaging

mothers. This review expands the framework to include fathers and also highlight a current

gap in the literature. We sought answer the question of, what factors and strategies influence

father involvement and the extent to which specific factors and strategies are relevant for

fathers’ intent to enroll, enrollment, and retention in services.

2. Method

The selection of studies entailed a search of Medline, PsychInfo, and PubMed databases for

articles published in the English language between 1999 and 2010. Search terms used to

identify appropriate articles included: (‘fathers’ or ‘men’), in combination with

(‘engagement’ or ‘enrollment’ or ‘involvement’ or ‘participation’), and (‘child welfare’ or

‘child protection’). The search yielded a total of 116 abstracts from the combined databases

(i.e., 24 for Medline, 32 for PsychInfo, and 65 for PubMed). After removing (25) duplicates,

and articles that included search terms in a peripheral context (e.g., rapid repeat birth in El-

Kamary et al., 2004; immunization in García-Marcos et al., 2005; parental licensure in

Lykken, 2001), a total of 80 articles remained.

The authors reviewed the resulting articles and reference sections to identify articles that met

the following inclusion criteria: (a) findings are based on observed or reported involvement

of fathers and (b) specific factors or strategies are provided regarding paternal engagement

in parenting-related services or with their children as it relates to CPS risk. These criteria

resulted in excluding any articles that did not focus on father involvement or that did not

measure or identify any predictors of father involvement in services. This approach yielded

a total of 39 articles. The literature search was terminated in August, 2011.

3. Review findings

Table 1 describes the studies, organized by ecological level, phase of involvement, and then

by author. The table includes a description of the study type, sample characteristics, how

each study operationalized paternal involvement, main findings, and the factors or strategies

reported for paternal engagement in child and family services (Table 1). Based on our

review of the literature, salient patterns and themes emerged. The next section will describe

paternal engagement factors and strategies within each of the ecological levels. See Table 1

for a graphic overview of the factors and strategies within individual, family, service

provider, program, community, and policy levels.
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3.1. Individual level

There are factors at the individual level that influence the extent to which men will be

involved fathers. The reviewed literature suggests that factors including education, gender

socialization, racial/ethnic differences, parenting competence, and role conflict impact

paternal involvement (Doherty, Erickson, & LaRossa, 2006; Dubowitz, Black, Kerr, Starr,

& Harrington, 2000; Greif, Finney, Greene-Joyner, Minor, & Stitt, 2007; Gunnoe &

Hetherington, 2004).

3.1.1. Intent to enroll and enrollment factors—In a community survey using random-

digit dialing, Gunnoe and Hetherington (2004) asked youth (10–18 years old) living in

stepparent families to rate involvement of their noncustodial, nonresident parent. This

included the frequency of different types of contact, and the perceived social support

provided by the noncustodial parent. While youth reported similar frequency of face-to-face

visits from noncustodial mothers and fathers, they reported receiving less social support

from their noncustodial fathers, which may suggest that fathers have more difficulty

demonstrating social support in long-distance scenarios (Gunnoe & Hetherington, 2004).

In addition to individual differences in ability to demonstrate social support, fathers’ own

sense of competence in parenting can influence their involvement (Doherty et al., 2006;

Dubowitz et al., 2000). One evaluation of a group curriculum intervention aiming to

increase paternal involvement during pregnancy revealed that the fathers who were already

motivated to engage with their child were more likely to enroll and continue in the

intervention (Doherty et al., 2006). Fathers who feel more competent in their parenting skills

were also shown to remain involved with their children (Dubowitz et al., 2000).

Diminished romantic involvement with the child’s mother has been noted also as an

individual factor associated with reduced father involvement (Baum, 2004). Based on a

series of case studies, Baum proposed that a possible factor influencing fathers’ involvement

is their ability to cope with the conflict in role or identity that they experience when the

romantic partnership dissolves. Fathers are seen as less able to be involved in parenting

when they have not coped with their loss or anger regarding their relationship with their

partners (Baum, 2004).

Father education and employment can present obstacles to paternal involvement (King,

Harris, & Heard, 2004; McLanahan & Carlson, 2002; Teitler, 2001). King et al. (2004)

found in a nationally representative dataset (AddHealth) that overall level of activity-

involvement and closeness was equivalent across racial/ethnic groups. One factor that was

positively associated with father involvement was a fathers’ educational level. Interestingly,

the positive influence of education on involvement was more pronounced for white fathers.

Mental health issues, including substance use and mood disorders, have been strongly linked

to paternal involvement (Kirisci, Dunn, Mezzich, & Tarter, 2001; Mezulis, Hyde, & Clark,

2004). Kirisci et al. (2001) found that fathers with a substance use disorder during their

lifetime were rated by their 10- to 12-year old children as less involved and more

emotionally distant. Further, these children were at a higher risk of developing substance use

disorders by age 19 (Kirisci et al., 2001). Similarly, Mezulis et al. (2004) found that greater
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involvement by depressed fathers increased negative outcomes for children whose mothers

had depression. That is, the negative impact of maternal depression on children’s

development of internalizing behavior problems (e.g., depression and anxiety) was greater

when depressed fathers were more involved, suggesting that paternal depression can alter

negatively the influence of father’s involvement on their children’s well-being.

3.1.2. Strategies for intent to enroll, enrollment, and retention—Individual

strategies to engage fathers would include attending to the aforementioned factors. In

addition, there have been strategies suggested to better engage fathers in parenting services

(Greif et al., 2007; Scott & Crooks, 2006). Greif et al. (2007) propose that services seeking

to engage fathers should focus on these men’s strengths and areas of competence. Based on

focus groups with fathers involved in a court-mandated parenting education program, a 30%

drop-out rate was attributed to fathers perceiving unfair treatment due to gender and race;

feeling misunderstood and being seen as dangerous, especially for raising daughters;

masculinity norms; and conflict with children’s mothers (Greif et al., 2007).

In addition to attending to strengths, another program for fathers who have maltreated their

children or partners provides suggestions for treatment based on the Caring Dads program

(Scott & Crooks, 2006). The Caring Dads program for fathers (e.g., biological, step, or

common-law) mandated to treatment for domestic violence describe the first goal of the

group intervention as developing sufficient trust for engagement. Specifically, by using

motivational interviewing strategies, the Caring Dads program successfully reduced attrition

from the previous 50–75% range to a 19% dropout rate. Using motivational interviewing is

thought to target the individual factor of readiness for change.

3.2. Family level

Although mental health can be seen as an individual-level factor for paternal involvement,

the mental health of mothers and other dynamics that influence the family can also influence

fathers’ involvement with their children (Stein et al., 2000). These family level factors

include inter-parental conflict (Jackson, 1999; Padilla & Reichman, 2001; Whiteside &

Becker, 2000) and family structure (Attar-Schwartz et al., 2009b; Rosman & Yoshikawa,

2001).

3.2.1. Intent to enroll and enrollment factors—In a cross-sectional study of parent–

child bonding among depressed children and those at high-risk (i.e., have family history of

depression) or low-risk for depression, depressed children perceived their fathers as less

caring and depressed mothers viewed fathers as less emotionally expressive (Stein et al.,

2000). This suggests that the mental health of others in the family is associated with lower

perceived father involvement. In addition to mental health functioning of family members,

high conflict between parents tends to interfere with fathers’ involvement with their children

(Jackson, 1999; Whiteside & Becker, 2000). In a meta-analysis of post-divorce child

outcomes, hostility in the co-parenting relationship predicted reduced father–child

relationship quality (Whiteside & Becker, 2000). Based on interviews with single black

mothers, their positive emotion and satisfaction with the mother–father relationship were

associated with increased involvement of nonresident fathers (Jackson, 1999).
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Given the different configurations that exist for mother–father relationships, one study of

unwed mothers compared three kinds of interparental relationships: 1) cohabitating, 2)

romantic but not cohabitating, and 3) strictly friends or no contact (Padilla & Reichman,

2001). The romantic but non-cohabitating structure appeared to be the most stressful for

maternal child health, as evidenced by 1.5 times greater likelihood that the mother would

have a low birth weight baby (Padilla & Reichman, 2001). This suggests that couples in a

romantic relationship who are not cohabitating may experience particularly high stress,

which is important to consider in attempts to increase father involvement — how to address

the interparental relationship.

Family factors of structure and culture have been suggested to impact father involvement

(Attar-Schwartz et al., 2009b; Rosman & Yoshikawa, 2001). In a study of teen mothers in a

welfare-to-work program, family culture and structure were associated with paternal

involvement differently (Rosman & Yoshikawa, 2001). Compared to White and Latina

mothers, Black mothers were most likely to live with the grandmothers and least likely to

live with fathers. Latina mothers perceived most support when grandmother support or

father support were experienced singly, but not at the same time (Rosman & Yoshikawa,

2001). A nationally representative study using the report of children aged 11 to 16 found

that grandparents were involved at similar levels regardless of family structure, but

benefitted child adjustment more for teens in single parent and step-parent families (Attar-

Schwartz et al., 2009b).

3.2.2. Retention factors—According to the National Institute of Child Health and

Human Development (NICHD, 2004b), in a national prospective study of school care of

children from age 1-month through 54-months, consistent care by fathers (either before or

after school) was associated with the families’ culture, structure, and fathers’ child care

experience early in the child’s life. Specifically, children were more likely to be cared for by

fathers in Hispanic families (compared to African American and European American

families), in two-parent homes, in families where mothers worked more hours, and when

fathers had provided more early childcare (NICHD, 2004b).

3.3. Service provider level

Individuals’ experiences with services, both objective and subjective, can predict whether

they will engage and continue in services. Caseworkers’ preconceived notions (Bellamy,

2009), as well as their actual messages (Olds et al., 2004) may impact fathers’ involvement

with their children. In addition, it has been suggested that the professional training level of

social workers (Olds et al., 2004), the level of perceived or assessed need for services

(Duggan et al., 2000), and treatment modality (Lam, Fals-Stewart, & Kelley, 2009) may

impact the level of fathers’ involvement.

3.3.1. Intent to enroll and enrollment factors—A national survey of families involved

in the Child Welfare system found that most caregivers report a male involved in the child’s

life (Bellamy, 2009). While case workers had perceived and documented a higher risk for

children in households with a non-biological adult male, whether the father is biological or

not, was not related to likelihood of maltreatment re-report (Bellamy, 2009). An evaluation
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of Olds et al. (2004) home visiting program found that fathers were less likely to be living

with their children in those families visited by paraprofessionals, relative to those visited by

nurses. This raises questions about the work of paraprofessionals and nurses with regard to

father involvement.

3.3.2. Strategies for intent to enroll, enrollment, and retention—A large

evaluation of Healthy Start home visiting program in Hawaii found that families were more

likely to receive twelve or more visits in cases where the father received a very high risk

assessment score (Duggan et al., 2000). These findings suggest that helping families, fathers

in particular, identify their needs and offering services to target those needs may help retain

those families in services.

In addition to the assessment phase, service providers may be able to retain fathers in

treatment based on the treatment modality and objectives. A pilot study comparing

Behavioral Couples Therapy with and without Parenting Skills component to Individual

Behavioral Therapy found that Behavioral Couples Therapy with Parenting Skills was most

effective in treating fathers’ substance use, dyadic adjustment, and IPV while improving

parenting skills and reducing CPS involvement throughout a 12-month follow-up (Lam et

al., 2009).

3.4. Program level

At the program level, research suggests that engaging fathers successfully requires ongoing

assessment, flexibility, evaluation, and adjustment (Coakley, 2008). There are factors such

as gender bias, cultural competence, and practice philosophies that affect workers’ ability to

engage fathers in services (O’Donnell, 1999; O’Donnell et al., 2005; Scourfield, 2006). A

shift in these factors requires that programs provide adequate training, clear expectations,

and regular supervision; for this reason, the aforementioned factors are placed in the

program level of the ecological model.

3.4.1. Intent to enroll and enrollment factors—Based on record review and

interviews with caseworkers of foster care agencies, workers evidenced decreased attention

to fathers relative to mothers, lacked knowledge of cultural/contextual obstacles to paternal

involvement, and in 93% of cases, and reported no discussion about fathers in supervision

(O’Donnell, 1999). A later record review found that for 116 of 132 fathers, CPS workers

documented zero attempts to make contact. It was noted that case loads do not take into

account that a father of a child in a family with multiple fathers is less likely to be involved

than fathers in single-father families making those fathers harder to serve and adding to the

work load (O’Donnell, 2001). A subsequent qualitative study found that social workers did

not see a need for father-specific services and placed the responsibility on fathers for

seeking to be involved (O’Donnell et al., 2005). A home visiting program evaluation found

that workers rated themselves as less competent to work with fathers than mothers (Duggan

et al., 2004).

3.4.2. Strategies for intent to enroll, enrollment, and retention—Scourfield (2006)

notes that services are historically focused on mothers and that training programs do not
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provide workers with the knowledge and skills to engage men. For retention in particular,

documentation requirements may help differentiate between fathers unwilling to be involved

and those unable to be involved due to unmet needs. A review of caseworker files revealed

that while fathers were involved initially in case planning, their involvement waned and

there was no documentation of the reasons why (Coakley, 2008). A study of parental

involvement after child custody disputes suggests that using mediation rather than litigation

to resolve custody disputes results in lower co-parenting conflict, higher maternal ratings of

fathers’ involvement, and better child adjustment twelve years following the dispute (Emery,

Laumann-Billings, Waldron, Sbarra, & Dillon, 2001). Additionally, a review by Cowan,

Cowan, and Knox (2010) suggests that while not abandoning father-only interventions,

programs should apply primary focus on the couple-relationship regardless of parent’s

current cohabitation status to increase enrollment and retention in services.

3.5. Community level

The reviewed literature suggests that community level factors are seldom examined with

regard to fathers’ involvement in child-related services. There is some evidence that

community factors can be used successfully to engage fathers, however. In terms of phase of

engagement, the community-level data concerns one study that provides information about

fathers’ intent to enroll and enrollment, rather than retention. Fathers’ clubs in Haiti, a

program to engage fathers in promoting maternal child health, describes successful

strategies that include involving community-based organizations, providing a direct benefit

to fathers (e.g., tetanus vaccines), and having fathers organize activities for the community

(Sloand & Gebrian, 2006).

3.6. Policy level

At the policy level, researchers have provided some suggestions for strategies that may

increase paternal involvement or at least aid in our assessment of the involvement level of

fathers. Policy-level strategies to promote fathers’ intent to enroll and enrollment in services

include improving information systems across various social services (Huebner et al., 2008)

and cross-system collaboration (Reeves et al., 2009). Further, providing staff development

for work with fathers and engaging the whole family in treatment planning (Holland,

Scourfield, O’Neill, & Pithouse, 2005) are specific strategies that are suggested to impact

provision of services and, consequently, father involvement.

3.6.1. Strategies for intent to enroll, enrollment, and retention—Because fathers

whose children are involved with CPS may also have ties to family welfare, child support,

treatment facilities, and other programs, Huebner et al. (2008) suggest the development of

an assessment system that is common or linked across these social services systems.

Requiring staff-development in father-specific practices (Huebner et al., 2008), and

changing the decision-making structure so that all family members are expected to be

involved (Holland et al., 2005) are additional shifts that can be implemented at the policy

level. A systematic review of post-natal parent education calls for large trials with common

outcome measures so that effectiveness of interventions can be assessed (Gagnon and

Bryanton, 2009), which is relevant to fathers attached to these children.
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4. Discussion

Fatherhood plays an essential role in a child’s development. Engaging fathers in services can

directly impact the way fathers contribute to this development. There are a number of

contextual factors that affect men across multiple systems which may influence their

involvement with services. One area where the challenge of fatherhood is most present is in

their involvement with CPS. In the CPS context, there has been an on-going struggle with

finding the best ways to engage fathers. This paper seeks to help CPS and those interested in

serving fathers turn the corner by summarizing the available research and making

recommendations for research to engage fathers whose children are involved in CPS

services.

This comprehensive review advances the literature by identifying factors (i.e., person or

situational characteristics) and strategies (i.e., tactics of service provision) that impact

paternal intent to enroll, enrollment, and retention in CPS related services across ecological

levels (i.e., individual, family, service provider, program, community, and policy strategies).

The attention to individual and contextual factors can influence fathers’ engagement in

services and enhance CPS efforts to meet the needs of families (McCurdy & Daro, 2001a).

This review contributes to the literature by applying an ecological framework that can be

used and tested, adding to the practice, policy, and research discussions occurring. It is

important to note that all of the ecological levels described thus far are nested within each

other (Belsky, 1993). This means that a provider can only use strategies successfully and

address factors if they are supported by the program, realistic for each family, and matched

to each father’s individual issues and community challenges. Given this, changes at any

level should include some consideration of the resources and needs at the ecological levels

above and below it (Child and Family Services Reviews Factsheet, nd).

The value of promoting healthy father involvement rests on the observation that father-

related variables (e.g., employment status, age, educational attainment, relationship with the

mother and the child, and potential use of psychoactive substances) impact the risk for child

neglect and abuse (Guterman & Lee, 2005; Guterman et al., 2009). There are also CPS

policy-driven expectations for involving fathers that demand attention to all the factors at

play (Sylvester & Reich, 2002). This makes it important to understand what can be done to

engage fathers with services that reduce risk and promote children’s well-being. Major

points will be summarized under the global headings of Cultural and Environmental Factors,

Potential Barriers to Services, Intervention Strategies, and System Implementation. Under

each heading we have sought to identify areas of concern and potential for additional

research from the reviewed literature.

4.1. Cultural and environmental factors

A primary area of focus suggested by the literature in regards to engaging and maintaining

fathers, involves the role of cultural factors and environmental context. These factors not

only play important roles at each step of the ecological model but also interact in such a way

that each level may influence the other. These relationships can be highlighted through

considering the cultural factors such as race and education. At the individual level, studies of
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father involvement reveal consistently that income and education are positively associated

with father involvement (Erkut, Szalacha, & Coll, 2005; Holmes & Huston, 2010; Johnson,

2001). King et al. (2004) documented that the positive influence of education is stronger for

white fathers relative to fathers of color. This raises questions about the social differences in

how fathering is conceptualized and enacted within racial, ethnic, and cultural contexts. It

also suggests that education might add to the conceptual understanding of fathering. The

ways in which race and education impact father’s involvement has direct implications at the

service provider and program levels. For example, as education appears to impact father

involvement at the individual level, adding an educational component into the design of

engagement and service strategies by providers and within program development may

increase levels of involvement. Gordon et al. (2012) indicated that while academic education

may be important for father involvement, strategies are needed to increase all men’s

understanding of their unique contribution to children’s development. Social support for the

father role is also impacted by the cultural and environmental contexts of the men. Using

this information to help connect at the service provider level and integrating this into

services at the program level helps to facilitate a more expansive program development

model. At the policy level, this calls attention to the need for greater public awareness of the

unique role of fathers and their contribution to children’s development. Cultural differences,

such as race and education, are usually understood as individual characteristics that men

bring into their role as fathers. The impact of these factors extends beyond their additive

affects to possible interaction effects (King et al., 2004). That is to say, a simple relationship

and direct relationship between factors such as race an education should not be assumed. It

is important to conceptualize how the interplay of these factors may be influential while also

realizing they can be unique to the individual.

Another aspect of culture and environment that is important across ecological levels is the

social context. The social context, including culture and family, helps to define what is

expected of fathers and can serve to reinforce, or not, their involvement with children and

with family related services (Coltrane, 2007; Marsiglio et al., 2000). Also, the relationship

between paternal involvement and families’ household structure may vary or be influenced,

in turn, by factors of ethnicity and culture (NICHD, 2004b; Rosman & Yoshikawa, 2001).

That is to say, ethnicity and culture can often play a role in how the family and relationships

within the family are organized, which in turn may influence paternal involvement. While

these factors may appear to be germane only to the individual and family levels, their effects

certainly extend beyond. In this instance, these observations suggest that specific training

components need to be provided at the service provider and program levels regarding

cultural competence.

The community setting can also reverberate across the levels of the ecological model.

Whether defined by physical characteristics, economic demarcations, or by residents’

perceptions of their neighborhood, the community influences children’s development and

parents’ caregiving capacity (Daro & Dodge, 2009). For example, child maltreatment is

considered a stress-related phenomenon and parents who live in more stressful communities

are at higher risk for involvement with CPS (Barth & Blythe, 1983). The communities in

which families are situated create a context that can facilitate or hinder the ability of any

parent to engage in formal services (Daro et al., 2007). Families in neighborhoods with low
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levels of social organization may not have access to, or awareness of, formal resources.

When they are aware of these services, the social context may erect barriers, real or

perceived, that negatively influence their involvement. There is some support from the

literature that connecting a group intervention (program level) for fathers to the greater

community (community level) can achieve their engagement and result in behavior change

(individual level) that influences the health and well being of their children and families

(family level; (Sloand & Gebrian, 2006).

4.2. Potential barriers to services

When discussing ways and means of increasing father’s engagement and adherence to

services, it is also important to address potential barriers to these desired outcomes. One area

that can present potential barriers across all levels of the ecological model involves fathers’

mental health. Men’s mental health functioning can inhibit their ability to be engaged

actively with their children. Some research also suggests that the mother’s mental health

issues may exacerbate their experience (Mezulis et al., 2004). Among child welfare cases,

substance abuse is associated with higher rates of child re-victimization (Brook &

McDonald, 2009; Ondersma, 2007), greater likelihood of out of-home placement (DHHS,

1997), longer stays in care (Connell et al., 2007; Vanderploeg et al., 2007), and higher rates

of termination of parental rights and child adoption (Connell et al., 2007). In addition,

substance use disorders (SUD) are related to fathers’ decreased involvement and to their

own children developing SUDs (Kirisci et al., 2001). These observations raise questions

about the role of paternal substance use in perpetuating a cycle of under-involved fathering

across generations. Thus, identifying and addressing the mental health and substance use

challenges of men may help meet the goal of engaging fathers in services and improve

fathers’ ability to be safe and healthy resources for their children.

In addition, gender socialization, parenting competence, and role conflict can all impact

fathers’ involvement (Doherty et al., 2006; Dubowitz et al., 2000; Greif et al., 2007; Gunnoe

& Hetherington, 2004). Fathers that don’t internalize the role of fatherhood or those that

lack adequate parenting skills are examples of cases in which it may be more difficult to

engage fathers in services. Some other factors supported in the reviewed literature include

family processes such as inter-parental conflict (Jackson, 1999; Whiteside & Becker, 2000)

and family structure (Jackson, 1999; Padilla & Reichman, 2001; Rosman & Yoshikawa,

2001). These factors impact the role that fathers play with their children as well as how

involved they are in parent-related services.

Understanding the specific needs of fathers can also decrease barriers to engagement and

adherence to services. Fathers’ relative difficulty showing support in non-custodial scenarios

(Gunnoe & Hetherington, 2004), the influence of perceived self-competence (Dubowitz et

al., 2000), and the difficulty of maintaining the father role despite dissolution of the mother–

father relationship (Baum, 2004) all are unique needs of fathers. Fathers’ difficulty meeting

children’s needs may be related to their conceptualization of their role as men and how these

interact with societal expectations for the role of fathers (Masciadrelli, Pleck, & Stueve,

2006). This demonstrates the difficulty of integrating fathers into CPS. The current review

reveals the importance of examining service providers’ preconceived notions about fathers
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(Bellamy, 2009) and what workers might communicate, directly and indirectly, to fathers

and families (Olds et al., 2004).

4.3. Intervention strategies

The literature on engaging fathers sets forth a number of intervention strategies that can play

important roles within and between components of the ecological model. These strategies

range from skills-building at the individual level to determining the types of assessments to

be carried out at the service provider level. One such area of intervention involves helping

fathers identify areas of strength and teaching skills that may help fathers maintain an

involved role independently of their relationship to the child’s mother. These skills can also

be self-reinforcing in that implementing them successfully may improve father–child

relationships and fathers’ perceived self-competence (Gordon et al., 2012).

In addition, strategies and interventions that may support fathers’ involvement with CPS as

their children are in the system include attending to mental health needs, strengthening

capacity to parent, providing auxiliary support, improving fathers’ functioning on multiple

levels, and identifying nurturing strengths (Greif et al., 2007). Interventions targeting these

areas may help increase fathers’ self-competence in their role. The social role of men may

make it difficult to effectively nurture children from afar (Greif et al., 2007) so helping them

to develop ways to be emotionally available to their children while maintaining a sense of

manhood would be key within this system. From a strength-based perspective, seeing a

father’s behavior in the context of adherence to traditional masculine norms may help

providers respond to them more effectively (Roggman, Boyce, Cook, & Cook, 2002). This

may be especially true for fathers who feel disenfranchised from society and may hold lower

levels of trust in the system and those who represent it (e.g., fathers from minority

backgrounds).

The literature suggests that to increase fathers’ involvement with their children and

parenting related services, family-based interventions should focus on co-parenting rather

than cohabitation (Padilla & Reichman, 2001). Co-parenting interventions would need to

emphasize facilitating clear communication between all family members regarding the

expected and desired level of involvement. This may require negotiation, given that each

family member may operationalize child-rearing roles differently. While the mother may

often be seen as the gatekeeper, the whole family and in some contexts extended family, has

a role to play in facilitating paternal involvement. This highlights the need for family-based

assessment and services, which increases the workload placed on service providers.

It is important to consider what fosters for men an alliance with the service provider, given

that experiencing connection with a service provider is linked to increased efficacy and

involvement in services (Cusack, Deane, Wilson, & Ciarrochi, 2006). For example,

individual level factors indicate that a strength-based conceptualization may be more likely

to engage men. This suggests that such an approach may help foster an alliance and should

be extended by service providers to increase father involvement in services. In addition, the

assessment is often the first extended time spent with fathers and is an important step in

building an alliance. The assessment appears to be an important hook for engaging fathers in
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parenting-related services by helping fathers understand how services may benefit them and

their children (Duggan et al., 2000).

The apparent discrepancy between highlighting strengths and identifying needs is really a

balancing act that is being suggested by the literature. It brings to the fore the need for

service providers, and the programs and policies under which they work, to consider the

nuances involved in engaging fathers. Having fathers recognize their need for services or

behavioral change, a strategy supported at the service provider level is adequate to the extent

that it does not go against individual level needs and masculine social norms of self-

competence and independence that impact fathers’ engagement. This delicate balance can be

reinforced through program level factors that influence service providers’ daily strategies.

4.4. System implementation

Finally, it is important to understand how the steps involved in implementing a system can

impact paternal intent to enroll as well as retention in CPS related services across ecological

levels. The structure of a program and the extent to which it supports providers influence the

way services are delivered. It can also enhance the extent to which participants are engaged

in services (McCurdy & Daro, 2001a). Programs could help engage fathers by providing

specialized training in work with fathers, clear expectations about the types and frequency

for workers’ attempts to contact fathers, and regular supervision to support the challenging

task of both engaging and retaining fathers. The need for specialized training is supported by

work that is happening outside of the United States (Berlyn, Wise, & Soriano, 2008). The

Stronger Families and Communities Strategy (SFCS) in Australia documented program

components such as the provision of staff training, staff positions that focus on fathers,

flexible hours, non-hierarchical service-delivery, a strength-based perspective, and male-

friendly services as being associated with increased father involvement (Berlyn et al., 2008).

The most cited recommendation for engaging fathers include centralizing the information

(Huebner et al., 2008) and improving communication among the various systems in which a

father may be involved (Reeves et al., 2009). Given that fathers whose children are involved

with CPS are likely to have ties to family welfare, child support, treatment facilities, and

other programs. This strategy, although it requires careful inspection due to risks for

infringing individual rights such as HIPPA regulations and additional laws regarding

protection of individual privacy, is worth exploring. Having a standardized set of

information that is collected for families that include father involvement information would

help assess the impact of interventions by allowing data to be collected and analyzed in a

more uniform manner. Importantly, the measures of father involvement would need to

varied, as different types of involvement (e.g., co-residence, shared activities, frequency of

contact, providing financial and social support) may be impacted differentially by the

policies enacted.

5. Future directions

As the study of father engagement continues, researchers would do well to attend to a

number of areas that are under-examined in the literature. Qualitative studies provide rich

descriptions of the obstacles that both fathers and providers face as they try to work through
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the CPS process to achieve positive outcomes for children. Quantitative studies provide

external validity to findings so that programs can invest in programs and services that are

evidence-based. More research is needed that combines qualitative and quantitative or

mixed methods approaches.

While the strategies reviewed herein are a good starting point, it is important to note that

engagement strategies require adjusting for culturally and linguistically diverse (CALD)

families, income, and education differences. On average, only 9% of Latino fathers and 14%

of African American fathers have graduated from college, compared with 25% of Caucasian

men (U.S. Census, 2005). This disparity directly influences their employment opportunities

and may increase the risk for emotional and physical health problems of these fathers

(Behnke & Allen, 2007; Parke et al., 2005). The restricted access to resources has been

associated also with reduced family functioning in terms of heightened family conflict and

negative parent–child interactions (Simons & Johnson, 1996). To engage fathers,

professionals need to understand the contextual factors affecting men and the multiple levels

impacting their engagement in service.

Additional areas of future research include examining father’s perceptions and experiences

across the ecological systems examined in this review with CPS and its services in an effort

to reduce barriers to these services. In regards to strategic interventions, future studies would

do well to consider how the social context affects enrollment and retention in services.

Implementation of data collection methods and communication across systems would allow

for a more rigorous analysis of factors that engage and maintain fathers in services.

Communication across systems would also assist programs in having access to more

information about fathers as well as potentially streamlining an often overburdened system.

It is important that future research continue to address potential biases at the service

provider and program levels that may impact men’s involvement, engagement, and retention

rates. In addition to impacting father’s involvement, this line of research must also consider

how implementing these strategies may add or detract to collateral risk for mothers. The

final, and potentially most salient, concern for future research is how these activities impact

the children involved. The consideration of their risk for abuse and neglect, as well as

factors such as permanency placement and long-term involvement with CPS, should

continue to be the impetus for improving services and increasing father’s involvement.
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Fig. 1.
Ecological model for paternal involvement in family services. Note. Items marked with an

asterisk (*) indicate relevance for retention in services.
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