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Father Engagement in Home Visiting:
Benefits, Challenges, and Promising Strategies

Introduction
Early father involvement is important for young children’s development and learning. Most early
childhood home visiting programs target mothers for enrollment, but engaging fathers in services
can help families achieve desired program outcomes. For example, mothers may be more
engaged in and stay enrolled in home visiting services longer when fathers participate in visits
and display positive attitudes. 1,2
At least 79 percent of children in the United States under age 6 live with their fathers,3 and other
children may have contact with their nonresidential fathers. Research shows that when fathers
participate in home visiting, they learn new parenting skills, are more confident in their parenting,
and have stronger relationships with their children and partners. 4 Evidence suggests that home
visiting programs should intentionally engage fathers, when possible, to optimize positive child
and family outcomes.
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This brief summarizes the existing research to answer four questions:
What are the benefits of father involvement for children?
What outcomes are associated with father engagement in home visiting?
What common challenges do programs face engaging fathers in home visiting?
What strategies are home visiting programs using to overcome common obstacles?

What Are the Benefits of
Father Involvement for
Children?
Establishing healthy father-child interactions
early on supports the quality of their
relationships in the long term. 5 Engaging fathers
during pregnancy helps fathers begin bonding
with their children before birth. Fathers involved
prenatally are more likely to be present at the
birth and to stay involved in their babies’ lives. 6
Early father involvement also impacts their
partners’ behaviors and birth outcomes. 7,8 When
fathers are involved prenatally, mothers are less
likely to smoke and use alcohol while pregnant
and more likely to receive prenatal care. Babies
are less likely to be born preterm, have a low
birthweight, or die before their first
birthday. 9,10,11,12,13,14,15

How Is Father Involvement
Measured?
Father involvement is measured in
multiple ways:
•

At a basic level, involvement
includes how present fathers are
in their children’s lives, either
living with or visiting them.

•

At a deeper level, involvement
includes the quality of the fatherchild relationship and interactions,
such as the extent to which
fathers engage in caretaking,
teaching, and children’s play.

Research on child support payments
also points to the importance of
fathers’ financial contributions for
their children’s well-being.24

During early childhood, father involvement
supports secure attachment and promotes
children’s emotional regulation and cognitive development. 16,17,18,19 Specifically, fathers often
expose children to a different style of play than mothers, characterized by more “rough and
tumble” and physical activities. 20 Complex play interactions between children and fathers
support advancements in childhood cognition, language, and emotional growth. 21

Father involvement is also associated with longer-term outcomes, such as positive peer
relationships and decreased odds of incarceration, crime, and teen pregnancy. 22 Positive benefits
exist as long as fathers stay involved (see sidebar), regardless of whether or not they live with
their children. 23 well-being. 24
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What Outcomes Are Associated With Father
Engagement in Home Visiting?
Because home visiting begins early in a child’s development and offers parenting support right in
the home, it has an advantage over other two-generation and family service programs delivered
outside of the home. The flexible approach of meeting families “where they are” helps home
visitors engage with fathers and support their goals while promoting healthy father-child
relationships.
Fathers who engage in home visiting programs self-report—
Improved knowledge of child development and positive parenting practices
Better anger management, resulting in less physical discipline
Stronger communication with their partners
Greater connections to employment, educational opportunities, and other community
services and resources 25
Fathers report seeing home visitors as trusted sources of information and valuing their
services. 26 Positive outcomes stem from both the direct support and information that home
visitors provide and the peer support offered by other participating fathers and male program
staff (e.g., fatherhood coordinators). 27

What Common Challenges Do Programs Face
Engaging Fathers in Home Visiting?
Studies show that home visiting programs often face multiple barriers trying to encourage father
participation:
Misperception that home visiting is not for men. Fathers often believe that home visiting is
only for mothers, particularly when program staff are female and do not reach out directly to
them. 28 Focusing on the mother-child dyad can thwart fathers’ interest. 29 Men’s views on
fatherhood, unresolved issues with their own fathers, and other social pressures may further
impede participation.
Staff resistance. Home visitors have their own perceptions of fatherhood and the role of
fathers based on personal experiences and relationships with men. 30 Stereotypes that men
are emotionally impaired and do not care about fatherhood can make home visitors
protective of their female clients.
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Maternal gatekeeping. Home visitors may experience gatekeeping from mothers and other
family members who wish to keep fathers from joining visits. 31 Mothers may view the home
visiting sessions as a time for themselves, for example, or want to keep some information
they share with home visitors private. Past studies have found that mothers want fathers
involved to a certain extent, but not necessarily in every visit. 32
Relationship and safety concerns. Home visitors report wanting to prioritize mothers’ and
children’s safety and well-being when there is a history of intimate partner violence, family
violence, or other relationship issues. They may question whether involving the father is in
everyone’s best interest.
Scheduling conflicts. It can be hard finding times when both parents are free to attend joint
visits. Programs that only offer home visits during weekday, daytime hours often find it
harder to reach fathers who are working or attending school. 33 Programs may decide to have
separate activities for fathers at times when they can join to minimize scheduling issues (see
box 1).
Inadequate curriculum and staff training to address both parents’ needs. In one qualitative
study, home visitors reported not having the time, training, and resources to fully engage
both parents during a home visit and address their individual and family needs. 34 Home
visitors also reported limitations in their curricula. Meeting the needs of special populations,
including nonresident, immigrant, and teen fathers, brings additional challenges that home
visitors may not be equipped to address. 35

Box 1. Identified Challenges With Father Involvement in Early Head Start
A study of father involvement in Early Head Start found that program sites held
informal support groups for fathers and organized periodic activities, such as attending
local sporting events; however, services were viewed as add-ons and not integrated
with home visits.36 Moreover, fathers’ goals were narrowly focused on employment and
tacked onto family goals largely articulated by mothers, rather than integrated into the
family goal-setting process.37

visits. 36 process. 37
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What Strategies Are Home Visiting Programs Using
to Overcome Common Obstacles?
In this section, we discuss five promising strategies for moving past challenges to father
engagement in home visiting:
Assessing and improving the father readiness of services
Assuring recruitment, enrollment, and outreach practices are father-friendly
Using flexible scheduling practices
Implementing staffing practices that engage fathers
Tailoring program content and delivery format to engage fathers
With any of these strategies, it is important to account for family context and individual
circumstances (e.g., father’s residence, relationship status, age, culture, fathering experience)
given the importance of these factors for parent involvement. 38

Promising Strategy 1. Assessing and Improving the Father Readiness of
Services
The National Fatherhood Initiative (NFI) reports that home visiting programs often provide
services to fathers before identifying and addressing barriers to accessing and using services
effectively. 39 Programs may not realize that barriers exist at the organizational and community
levels, for example, or they may not prioritize the foundational work needed to create a
supportive environment for fathers.
Assessing a home visiting program’s father readiness helps determine whether it can meet
fathers’ needs in terms of location, physical environment, organizational philosophy, and staff
attitudes. 40 NFI developed a free Father Friendly Check-Up assessment tool for programs and
offers more intensive staff training and technical assistance. 41 The Texas Maternal, Infant, and
Early Childhood Home Visiting Program (MIECHV) partnered with NFI to assess the father
readiness of home visiting programs across seven counties. NFI provided training to state home
visiting staff and created a father readiness toolkit for each community. 42

Promising Strategy 2. Assuring Recruitment, Enrollment, and Outreach
Practices Are Father-Friendly
Some programs encourage father involvement from their first contact with families. Recruitment
staff can do on-the-spot outreach to assess if fathers are involved in children’s lives. If
appropriate, staff can explain the benefits of father participation in home visits and encourage
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mothers to invite them. “Invite dad” strategies, such as direct communications with fathers about
the importance of their involvement with their children, help remove the perception that home
visiting programs are for mothers only. 43 Providing outreach materials to both parents helps
convey an image that the program is for the whole family and that father involvement is
encouraged. 44
In some cases, the father is enrolled in services because he is the child’s primary caregiver. In
other cases, the mother is listed as the primary caregiver, and the father is also encouraged to
enroll so he can be eligible for the same level of services (e.g., assessments, referrals, assistance
with enrolling in school and finding stable work).

Male caregivers made up 4 percent of home visiting participants in FY
2017, according to MIECHV service data. That figure included 2,826
fathers.
Monetary incentives can also help improve recruitment. Past program examples include free
diapers, gift cards or gas cards when fathers attend a minimum number of visits, lottery drawings
for professional sporting events when fathers complete the program, and meals at fatherhood
group meetings. 45,46

Promising Strategy 3. Using Flexible Scheduling Practices
Some programs adjust home visitors’ schedules or offer flex schedules so staff can be available
during evening or weekend hours. As a broader strategy, home visitors are intentional in asking
for fathers’ availability and scheduling visits accordingly. 47,48 In a survey of mothers across seven
Texas communities, respondents indicated that flexible scheduling and direct outreach to fathers
could increase participation in home visits. “Invite dad” strategies were perceived to be more
effective than father-only events.

Promising Strategy 4. Implementing Staffing Practices That Engage Fathers
Hiring male staff to work with fathers can promote fathers’ interest and engagement in services
(see box 2 on the next page). One study found that male home visitors served as mentors to
fathers and offered individualized case management targeting their unique needs and personal
goals. 49 While some programs hire male home visitors, others employ a fatherhood coordinator
responsible for organizing father-focused activities and events. Fatherhood coordinators may
accompany female home visitors to meet fathers in the home and schedule one-on-one meetings
with fathers as needed. In one study, male program staff accompanied home visitors on visits to
actively recruit fathers. 50
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Box 2. Staffing Practices for Connecticut’s MIECHV-Funded Home Visiting
Services
Connecticut’s MIECHV program employs 12 male home visitors who deliver Parents as
Teachers services directly to fathers and cohabiting partners. Home visits with fathers
are offered separately from home visits with mothers. Male home visitors focus on
father-specific topics, including their employment, education, and sense of self.

Promising Strategy 5. Tailoring Program Content and Delivery Format to
Engage Fathers
In some programs, staff actively work to engage fathers in child-focused home visits, with the
goal of viewing the father as a coparent and “getting the dad down on the floor to play with his
infant or toddler.” 51 Various curriculum enhancements better engage fathers in home visiting
services (see exhibit A-1 in the appendix for more details):
Dad to Kids is an adapted version of the Parent-Child Interaction module of SafeCare, an
evidence-based home visiting model targeting families with a history of or at risk for child
maltreatment. 52 It includes six sessions focused on positive parenting with fathers and
sports-themed, video-based modules to help them practice and reinforce new skills.
Developers of the Parents as Teachers model created the Dads in the Mix adaptation as part
of a project on promoting responsible fatherhood. 53 The adaptation combines home visits
targeted toward fathers with fatherhood group meetings, father-child meetings, and familyoriented meetings. Dads in the Mix employs multiple strategies to successfully attract and
retain fathers, including hiring male home visitors and group facilitators with extensive
knowledge of the community and experience serving fathers.
Dads Matter is a service enhancement designed to fit a variety of home visiting models to
fully incorporate fathers before and after birth. 54 Dads Matter complements content covered
in traditional home visiting, adapts to varying family contexts, and allows for meetings in
person or over the phone—both with and without maternal participation.
Evidence suggests that fathers also benefit from peer support groups that give them a safe space
to share their experiences and learn from other fathers. “It takes a dad to involve other dads”
was a key theme in focus groups conducted for an evaluation of the Texas Home Visiting
Program. That evaluation explored how father engagement can improve home visiting
retention. 55 A study of Early Head Start found that fathers’ groups should not be treated as addon activities, but rather, connect to what fathers learn during home visits. 56
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What Are the Implications for Practice and Future
Research?
This brief identifies opportunities and challenges for engaging fathers in home visiting. There are
several key implications for practice and research:
Recent research challenges the way the home visiting field defines and measures father
engagement. Attending a home visit focused on the mother or child is quite different for
fathers than focusing on their own goals and skills and applying what they learn. Fathers may
also engage differently depending on their background and circumstances. Research
measures should be in tune with their individual contexts and sensitive to multiple
dimensions of father engagement.
Fathers’ needs are different from mothers’ needs. Attending to both requires more work by
the home visitor, who may need training and support to effectively engage and interact with
fathers. Programs may or may not have the capacity to enroll both parents as primary clients.
Existing curricula may not be sufficient for meeting fathers’ unique needs and building
coparenting skills. Future research may test how well existing home visiting curricula address
fathers’ needs and the effectiveness of various enhancements and program formats. For
example, do fathers benefit more from having a male home visitor acting as a fatherhood
mentor and coach or from participating in a peer group with other fathers? How does this
compare to a combined approach? Is there an added benefit to conducting home visits with
mothers and fathers separately versus together?
The mother-father relationship is integral to the success of father engagement in home
visiting. Mothers can be both gatekeepers and facilitators. Home visitors must be trained on
how to navigate delicate situations (e.g., family violence, immigration status) to balance
promoting father involvement and keeping mothers and children safe and comfortable.

Conclusion
Home visiting programs are in a unique position to connect with new parents early in their
children’s development. Using this opportunity to support fathers can have lifelong effects.
Program leaders may want to consider assessing the father readiness of their programs and
implementing strategies to encourage father participation, such as direct outreach, flexible
scheduling options, and father-focused staff trainings.
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Appendix
Exhibit A-1. Home Visiting Curriculum Enhancements to Promote Father Engagement

Enhancement

Home
visiting
model

Dad to Kids 57

SafeCare

Curricula

Activities

Outcomes achieved

SafeCare home
visiting curriculum,
adapted ParentChild Interaction
module, tailored
for fathers

Six home visiting
sessions for
fathers focused
on positive
parenting

High father satisfaction
with the program

Talking with Mom,
from the National
Fatherhood
Initiative, to
deliver a coparenting
component
Dads in the
Mix 58

Parents as
Teachers
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Computer
modules
combined with
live, hands-on
practice with a
provider

Parents as
Teachers home
visiting curriculum
for home visits
with mothers and
fathers

Monthly home
visits targeted
toward fathers
combined with
multiple types of
group meetings

Young Moms,
Young Dads to
deliver peerfacilitated
fatherhood group
meetings

At least 8 hours
of skill-based
parenting
education over a
12-week period

Improvement in targeted
father-child interaction
skills, such as giving
praise and choices
Potential to reduce child
maltreatment behaviors

Increased father
involvement in children’s
lives
Stronger communication
and relationships with
children and mothers
Increased patience with
children, more positive
discipline practices, and
better interactions to
support children’s
learning
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Home
visiting
model

Curricula

Activities

Outcomes achieved

Any
evidencebased
home
visiting
model

Dads Matter
intervention
manual, training
for home visitors,
and topical
content curriculum

4–7 sessions
during initial
phases of home
visiting,
complementary
to traditional
home visiting
curricula

Improved mother-father
relationship quality and
parental stress levels

Focus on father
inclusion in
home visiting
services and
support of
positive
involvement
with children

Decreased evidence of
child neglect, physical
assault, and
psychological aggression
toward children by
fathers
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Increased father
involvement in children’s
lives and confidence in
parenting skills
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