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Building Systems That Support Fatherhood in 
Marriage Programs™

Christopher A. Brown, MA
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National Fatherhood Initiative

E-mail: cbrown@fatherhood.org

Ice Breaker

� Fashion the pipe cleaner into a symbol that 
represents your father as a whole person or 
some characteristic that had a major impact 
on your life

� If you didn’t grow up with your father, think of 
a significant male role model

� Share the symbol with at least two other 
people

Benefits
� You will be able to identify the elements of 

the Fatherhood Support System
� You will be able to apply the Fatherhood 

Support System to your marriage 
program/initiative

� You will be able to identify and address 
barriers to incorporating father-specific 
programming elements
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Benefits (Continued)

� You will be able to identify specific 
fatherhood tools and resources that can be 
integrated into your marriage 
program/initiative

� You will be able to list specific ideas for 
building a system that makes use of the 
elements in the Fatherhood Support 
System

Who We Are

� Non-profit, non-partisan, 
� non-sectarian organization
� Founded in 1994 to combat the most 

consequential social trend of our time:

Widespread Fatherlessness in the
Lives of Our Nation’s Children

NFI’s Mission

To improve the well-being of 
children by increasing the 
proportion of children growing 
up with involved, responsible, 
and committed fathers in their 
lives.
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NFI’s 3-E Strategy
Educate and inspire
Equip and develop leaders

Engage all sectors of society

Seeds and Fruit
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Rise in Divorce

0

5

10

15

20

25

1960 1970 1980 1990 1995 2000 2004

Source: D. Popenoe, B. Whitehead (2005) “The State of Our Unions 2005: The Social Health of 
Marriage in America” National Marriage Project

Number of Divorces per 1,000 Married Women

Rise in Out-of-Wedlock Births
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Rise in Cohabitation
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NFI and Marriage

� Marriage affords the greatest 
opportunity to connect fathers 
with their children – it is the primary 
predictor of a father’s presence in 
the life of his children

NFI and Marriage (Cont.)

� NFI’s position rests on choice and the 
importance of healthy and mature marriages

� Pre-marital education and counseling crucial 
for couples that want to marry

� Education and counseling crucial for couples 
that have marital struggles

� Fathers father best when they are satisfied with 
their marriage

Fatherhood Support System

Element #1

Assess the Father-Friendliness
of Your Organization
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Strive For Parental Balance

� The word “parent” is perceived 
by men and society as “mom”

� Parental Balance is the 
assurance that all services, 
resources and programs are 
designed to be inclusive, 
engaging and relevant to 
everyone responsible for the 
welfare of children

Transform Your Organization
� Free on-line assessment 

for social service 
agencies

� Explores key principles 
and strategies for 
becoming father-
friendly

� Provides specific ideas 
to increase father-
friendliness

Assessment Categories
� Leadership & organizational philosophy
� Policies and procedures
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Assessment Categories (Cont.)
� Program/service/product content
� Physical environment
� Staff orientation/development and training
� Social marketing strategies (recruitment and 

retention of fathers)
� Community service/outreach

Transform Your Organization (Cont.)
� Go to www.fatherhood.org, choose the most 

appropriate check-up, and complete assessment 
� Businesses, Churches, Head Starts, Parents as Teachers, 

Schools, Social Services, 
� Prioritize top 3 assessment categories to begin 

work on
� Convert statements that were not true of your 

organization into an action plan
� Who?
� What?
� When?

Benefits

� Increasing Father Friendliness will help 
ensure your marriage program/initiative 
has:

� More fathers attend, return and complete
� Improved outcomes
� Improved sustainability
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Element #1 Applied
� When partner sites ran programs for moms, they 

provided child care, but not when they ran 
fatherhood programs.  One program found that 
by offering child care for fathers, they were able 
to increase the number of men in their classes.  
TWOgether Pittsburgh used this feedback to 
help other sites and most reported that they 
hadn’t even though about doing this.

Discussion: Element #1
� Has anyone completed the check-up?
� If so, what did you learn and wouldn’t mind 

sharing?
� Remember to assess your organization as a 

whole, not a specific program

Fatherhood Support System

Element #2

Identify and Address Barriers to Incorporating 
Father-Specific Programming
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Marriage Programs and Fatherhood

� Marriage programs/initiatives can struggle with 
a separate fatherhood component

� Most of the programs/initiatives are designed for 
couples and not fathers specifically

� Funding sources can exclude 
father-specific programming from 
allowable activities

� Capacity issues (e.g., staffing)
� Desire to develop a specific piece for 

moms if do so for dads

��

Marriage Programs and Fatherhood

� Attitudes and beliefs about 
fathers

� Unaware of how gender
differences (e.g., communication and learning styles 
and program delivery methods)
affect men’s/fathers’ willingness to
participate

� Unaware of how a distinct male/
fatherhood focus can improve
outcomes and expand funding

Element #2 Applied
� Most programs didn’t see the need for a father-specific 

program until they ran the program.  Site coordinators 
surprised that so many dads ask for help in their role as a 
father. 

� Language is important to engage fathers effectively.  
TWOgether Pittsburgh stopped using the word 
“fatherhood” and “parenting” alone because fathers 
perceived that language as behavior management for 
children rather than how to work with their spouse on 
improving their marriage thereby improving the 
environment for their kids. They now use the phrase 
“marriage enrichment for fathers”.  Ultimately, the 
language used needs to tell what your primary focus is.
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Discussion: Element #2

� What are some barriers in your organization 
to incorporating father/male-specific 
programming elements?

� Take a few moments to write down the two 
most significant barriers so you can address 
them when you return home.

Fatherhood Support System

Element #3

Learn How Public Policy and
Culture Affects Father Involvement 
in Your Marriage Program/Initiative

���

� Reauthorization of the Personal 
Responsibility and Work Opportunity 
Reconciliation Act (Welfare Reform –
1996)
� The goals include the reduction of 

dependency on gov’t assistance by 
strengthening marriage and to encourage 
the formation of two-parent families

Marriage and Public Policy
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Public Policy and Culture

� Funding (Incentives)
� TANF Funds
� State Funds
� Welfare-to-Work Funds
� Child Support Enforcement (IV-D) Funds
� Collaborative Funding Efforts
� DHHS/OFA 
� Private Foundations

Public Policy and Culture

� Disincentives
� Systemic barriers (e.g., child support 

enforcement, child welfare system and courts)
� Lack of educational opportunities and 

joblessness
� Limited focus on developing fathering and 

parenting skills
� Limited focus healthy relationship and marriage 

skills
� Attitudes and beliefs about marriage in general

� Example of how research can inform public policy 
around fatherhood and marriage

� Essential Questions:
� What is the nature of unmarried parents’ relationships?
� How do these parents view marriage as an institution?
� What obstacles do they face in achieving stability?
� Would marriage provide the economic security of these 

families?

Fragile Families and Child Well-being Study
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� Key Findings:
� At the time of  child’s birth, most unmarried 

couples are committed to each other and their 
children

� 51% (unmarried mothers) and 60% (unmarried 
fathers) agree that it is better for a couple to 
get married than just live together

� 66% (moms) and 75% (dads) agree it is better 
for children if their parents are married

Fragile Families Study (Cont.)

� Key Findings:
� 73% of mothers say their chances of marrying 

the father are “50/50” or higher

� Implications:
� Programs and policies that facilitate marriage 

may be well received at time of the child’s 
birth

� Programs that prepare parents for good jobs are 
critical in stabilizing these families

Fragile Families Study (Cont.)

Element #3 Applied
� Marriage programs have to be aware if 

“Deadbeat Dad” laws affect the population they 
serve.  Challenges include: trust issues with child 
support and experience with programs that don’t 
deliver on their promises.

� Speak directly to the issue.  Don’t let fathers 
make assumptions about your organization.  If 
you can provide help in relevant areas, make it 
known (e.g., participation looks good to a judge, 
jobs, child access) and follow through.
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Discussion: Element #3

� What are ways in which public policy 
and/or culture can support your efforts to 
engage fathers?

� What are ways in which public policy 
and/or culture inhibit your efforts to engage 
fathers? 

Fatherhood Support System

Element #4

Identify Father-Specific Programming
Strategies for Your Marriage 

Program/Initiative

Programming Strategies for Fathers

� Integrate fatherhood curricula/programs
� Create separate men and women discussion

opportunities
� Offer different formats for dads
� Include ways to engage mom

(e.g., parenting/couple sessions,
“Wife Talk” opportunities)
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Integrating 24/7 Dad™

� Two options for facilitators
� 7-week course with sessions from 24/7 Dad™
� Begins with introductory event for entire family 

followed by 6 sessions
� Couples take sessions 5 and 6 together
� Each session ends with “Wife Talk”—

encouragement for father to ask wife question 
related to session topic

Integrating 24/7 Dad™ (Cont.)

� Two-weekend course (Friday night through 
Sunday) over two months

� ½ course first month followed by remainder 
following month

The Marriage Works (Pittsburgh, PA)

� 4-year demonstration project that serves 
east end of Pittsburgh

� Focus on equipping churches
� Couples take eight weekly courses (3 hours 

each) and then split up for the ninth and 
tenth sessions

� Creates a “safe zone” for men to discuss 
male-specific issues
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The Marriage Works (Cont.)

� Men go through 5 sessions of NFI’s 24/7 
Dad™

� Family of origin; masculinity; handling & 
expressing emotions; discipline, rewards & 
punishment; and expectations & children’s 
development

� Couples come back together during last ½
of tenth session to go through Parent 
Session of 24/7 Dad™

New Programming Strategy

� Think preventive
� Marriage-readiness program for men

Element #4 Applied

� Make the environment safe.  Have dads run the 
program as much as possible.  Be aware of the 
issues that men talk about more easily with 
other men (e.g., satisfaction with what you get 
from work vs. what you get from home).  You 
don’t  want his wife around for job discussions 
initially.
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Fatherhood Support System

Element #5

Identify and Use Existing Fatherhood 
Organizations, Programs and Resources

Use Community Resources 

� National Fatherhood Initiative 
(www.fatherhood.org)

� National Responsible Fatherhood 
Clearinghouse (www.fatherhood.gov)

� Local fatherhood programs

Element #5 Applied

� Regardless of who your audience is, 
churches should be a good resource for 
healthy marriage partnerships.  Focus on 
local houses of worship that are doing 
healthy marriage work well.

� YMCA—Y Guide Programs.
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Discussion: Element #5
� Who are some of the agencies and/or individuals 

with whom you can partner that will help you 
support men and fathers?

� Write down the top 3 organizations or individuals 
you will contact when you return home. 

“Researchers may continue to quibble 
over statistics and theory, but for every 

child born in a successful marriage, 
statistically one more adult enters the 

marriage pool with a behavioral 
advantage.”

Francine Russo

Margaret Mead

“The primary task of every 
civilization is to teach the young men 

to be fathers.”


