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Mothers play a central role in how fathers are 
involved with their children. They can facilitate or 
hinder the father’s involvement, based on their 
inclusion or exclusion of the father in childrearing, 
parenting time, and other opportunities for father 
engagement. The nature and extent of gatekeeping 
plays an important part in the coparenting 
relationship between parents. (For more on 
maternal gatekeeping, see MFFN Infosheet 17.) 
 
For fathers, the single most powerful predictor of 
fathers’ engagement with their children is the 
quality of the men’s relationship with the child’s 
mother, regardless of whether the couple is 
married, divorced, 
separated or never 
married.1 In some 
instances, fathers’ 
commitment to their 
children only holds when 
mothers also believe the 
father’s role is  important.2  
 
This infosheet is intended 
to help professionals 
engage mothers to engage 
the fathers of their 
children in healthy ways. It 
focuses on the active role professionals can take 
in talking with mothers about fathers and includes 
suggestions on the language we use to talk about 
fathers. The focus here on the mother’s role in 
father involvement is not intended to diminish the 
father’s responsibility to participate in the child’s 
upbringing. Nor are we suggesting that 
professionals limit attempts to engage fathers 
directly. Here, we are recognizing that 
professionals who work with mothers have a great 
opportunity to change the level of father 
involvement through their work with mothers.  
 
How to Talk About the Importance of 
Fathers with Mothers 
 
The following suggestions provide ideas for talking 
with moms about engaging dads. 
 
Start with the premise that most parents want the 
best outcomes for their child. Think of positive 
father involvement as another resource in your 
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toolbox for mothers to improve outcomes for the 
child, just like vaccinations are an investment 
for protecting the child’s long-term health. You 
may not actually see it working, but it does. 

 
Conversation Tip. Ask: “If you 
knew of a resource for your child 
that would help their 
development, improve their 
chances of success in life, and 

provide additional financial support for your 
child over their lifetime, would you want to get 
that resource for your child?” “Even if it involved 
some work on your part?” 
 
Recognize that what mothers and fathers do—
their role in the family—has changed over time. 
No longer are fathers just “bread-winners” – 
they are also caregivers for children. No longer 
are mothers required or expected to stay at 
home and raise kids – many also have jobs or 
careers of their own. This means that today’s 
fathers provide a wider variety of roles for 
children than many fathers of the past. This also 
means that it is harder for mothers to know 
what they do that is special or different from 
fathers, if roles are more interchangeable. 
Some mothers may feel threatened by fathers’ 
more active involvement or fear that it will bring 
more conflict, over parenting styles, for 
example. These are natural reactions that can 
be addressed. 

 
Conversation Tip. Ask: “Do you 
think that the role of fathers in 
caring for children has changed in 
the last two generations? In an 
ideal world, what kind of role do 

you want the child’s father to play? What kinds 
of activities would you want the father involved 
in?”  
 
Provide information on how fathers matter to 
children – whether they are involved or not. 
Fathers’ presence or absence has an impact on 
children. We no longer need to ask: Do fathers 
matter to children? Research has clearly 
answered, yes.  
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Positive father involvement is good for children. When fathers 
are positively involved, children have enhanced social skills, 
better problem solving abilities and increased academic 
performance,3 among other good outcomes. Conversely, when 
fathers aren’t involved or are negatively involved, children are at 
risk for a host of difficulties in these same areas. Fathers, by 
their very nature, tend to promote benefits for children in ways 
different than mothers. (For more details, see page 3, “My kid 
doesn’t need him. I can raise him just fine by myself.”) 
 
Fathers also positively impact child wellbeing by providing 
financial support for the child, which can make a big long-term 
difference. Declines in income following divorce—regardless of 
the initial income level—were found to account for as much as 
half of the higher risk of children dropping out of high school, for 
girls becoming a teen mother, and for boys being idle (out of 
work) for children now living in single-parent families.4 
Inadequate parental guidance and attention and the lack of ties 
to community resources accounted for most of the remaining 
disadvantage in this research. This often happens due to a 
weakened connection between the father and child when they 
are not living together. Keeping fathers involved can help keep 
children connected to important community resources, including 
the paternal family. Last, children get part of their identity from 
the dad. If he is not involved, children may assume something is 
wrong with them – that they are not worthy of his love or time. 

 
Practice Tip: Talking with mothers about the 
importance of fathers takes practice. Take some 
time to focus on the benefits of father involvement 
that matter most for the mothers you serve and 
hone your own personal message. MFFN’s 

Infosheet 3: Positive Father Involvement is a good place to start. 
The more comfortable you are and the more authentically you 
can deliver the message, the more mothers will believe you.  
 
Let mothers know that fathers may not know how important they 
are to their child and that they can be an important messenger 
for this information. While mothers overwhelmingly (93 percent) 
feel they are irreplaceable in a child’s life,5 over 50 percent of 
fathers feel they can be replaced, either by the mother or by 
another father figure.6 If the mother doesn’t treat his role as 
important, what message does this send to the father and child? 
As indicated earlier, mothers’ beliefs about the fathering role are 
influential in determining whether or not fathers act on their own 
feelings about being an involved parent.  
 
Remind mothers that they have a role in the father’s 
involvement. Whether they live together or apart, mothers play a 
key role in facilitating or hindering the father’s involvement. Part 
of their job as a mother is to make the father’s impact the best it 
can be, just like a mother wants to optimize the child’s health 
and safety. (To illustrate the point, think of what would happen if 
the parents don’t live together and the father had custody of the 
child. Would the mom want the dad to do all that he can so she 
can have the best possible on-going relationship with the child?)  
Maternal encouragement—going beyond telling him of his 

importance but also using encouraging behavior and words—can 
help booster father involvement in the right situations. Research 
shows that a combination of a supportive coparenting 
relationship and an encouraging partner tends to lead to 
involved, competent fathering.7 

 

Establishing a good coparenting relationship between the 
mother and father is important for father involvement—it may be 
the best thing the mother can do—and can make facilitating 
father involvement easier. (If the parents agree, for example, on 
discipline procedures for the child, the mom may be less 
hesitant about how much time the child spends with the dad.)  

 
Also make your own role an active one. 
There will be some situations in which the 
father presents such a risk to the mother 
or child that the best scenario may be no 
father involvement. As professionals 
working with the mother or family, 
consider what threshold we use to 
determine when to separate a mother 
from a child. Is it the same for fathers? 
 
With mothers, you can emphasize that 
there are resources to address concerns 

about the children’s safety with the father or his parenting 
competency. Mothers can help fathers become involved in 
services, such as parenting classes, by bringing them to the 
class and/or participating in initial sessions (as allowed). This 
has been shown to increase the probability that fathers would 
participate.8 With safety concerns, mothers should promote the 
least restrictive father involvement that is in the child’s best 
interest. These situations may call for the assistance of 
additional professionals or services. 
 
Sometimes mothers restrict father involvement for reasons not 
related to safety. They may be mad at him for having a new 
girlfriend or baby, for example. These are the situations in which 
it is important to focus on the child’s best interests, and you, as 
the professional working with the mother, can help.  
 
And then, recognize that it isn’t easy. Parenting may be one of 
the hardest but most important jobs a mother has in her 
lifetime. At the same time, getting along with and facilitating the 
father’s involvement may sometimes feel just as hard, especially 
if the parents don’t live together. Encourage father involvement 
for the sake of the child – because we know the importance of 
fathers to children. Father involvement also provides broader 
benefits to fathers themselves, mothers, and the community as 
a whole. (See MFFN Infosheet 12: Key Messages for Healthy 
Fatherhood Discourse.)  
 
Sometimes we too easily assume that an uninvolved father is 
not interested in his child or is incapable of parenting. In the 
next section we provide suggested responses to common 
reasons a mother might give for limiting a father’s involvement. 
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Establishing a 
good 

coparenting 
relationship may 
be the best thing 
a mother can do 

to facilitate 
father 

involvement. 



Mom’s Concerns About Dad – And Possible 
Responses that Consider Dad’s Point of View 

 
Professionals may follow-up on these responses with proactive 
strategies and resources for the mother (to address her own 
lingering concerns) or resources that a mother may share with 
the father (for example, a parenting class for fathers). For a list 
of fatherhood resources, see the fathers’ resource directory at 
www.mnfathers.org. In addition, www.wecanparenttogether.org 
has resources for coparenting.  
 

Response: Most fathers, just like most 
mothers, are interested in being 
involved in raising their children. For 
example, research in the US with 

unmarried parents found that 99 percent of fathers 
interviewed around the birth of the child want to be 

involved in raising their child.9 Men and women are similarly 
predisposed emotionally to nurture their children in ordinary 
circumstances, but they are not similarly prepared or supported 
by society in doing so.10 There are many reasons a father may 
look disinterested, when in fact he is interested, such as 
apprehension or fear of not knowing how to care for a young 
child. Given the right support, most fathers are interested and 
want to be involved. And the desire to feel emotionally 
connected to one’s children throughout life is the same for men 
and women, though it may be expressed differently.11 

 
Response:  While 
many kids turn 
out okay being 
raised by one parent, research shows that 
children that grow up absent a father-figure are at increased 
risk for problems at school, teen pregnancy, lower academic 
achievement, and delinquency.12 On the other hand, children of 
highly involved fathers tend to have better friendships, fewer 
behavioral problems, better educational outcomes, greater 
capacity for empathy, non-traditional attitudes to earning/
childcare, higher self-esteem and life satisfaction, lower 
criminality and substance abuse problems.13 Fathers help 
children develop skills and competence in sometimes different 
ways than mothers. For example, fathers tend to provide more 
rough and tumble play and less immediate support when a 
young child gets frustrated, which promotes children’s problem-
solving abilities.14  
 

Response: No parent is 
born with all the skills 
necessary to parent a child. 
Fathers are often at a 
disadvantage when it 

comes to taking care of children because they are not 
socialized like girls to take care of younger children. Further, 
fathers typically have less time with children to practice their 
skills (particularly if the mother does more care at birth and the 
father is working), and they have fewer networks of support 
built around caring for children. But given time and support, 

most fathers do just fine. How the mother behaves towards the 
father also matters. The mother can find father-friendly help, such 
as fathers’ parenting classes.  
 
Response: Children sometimes have 
difficulty transitioning from one 
parent or caregiver to the next. This is 
influenced by a variety of factors, 
such as the child’s age and 
temperament, the circumstances of the transition (Are 
the parents hostile to each other? Is the transition during 
the child’s nap time?), and how familiar the child is with the 
parent or caregiver. In most situations, children calm down 
after the transition and enjoy themselves. We often can’t judge 
how the child did during their time with the other parent or 
caregiver simply on the basis of the transitions. It may help to 
change the parenting schedule and how the child is transitioned. If 
this is an on-going problem, more professional help may be 
needed.  
 

Response: No two people parent alike. 
It is inevitable that parents will 
disagree over minor aspects of 
parenting. But it is best if parents are 
on the same page about major 

aspects of parenting, such as discipline, bed-time 
routines, etc. And of course it is important that both parents 

provide a safe and loving environment. Sometimes a 
professional can help figure out what a mother doesn’t like about 
the father’s parenting and whether those differences will 
negatively impact the child’s well-being. Help to get on the same 
page about parenting together is another useful strategy. A 
parenting plan is one way to seek compromise and to get on the 
same page. Learn more here: www.wecanparenttogether.org. 
 

Response: 
Inconsistency like 
this can be very 
frustrating for the 
parent and 

potentially damaging to the child. Consider whether a 
change in the parenting schedule would improve the father’s 

timeliness (maybe his work schedule prohibits him from picking up 
the child at a certain time). The services of a supervised visitation 
center for exchanges may help in setting specific expectations, 
help the father understand how his behavior impacts the child, 
and may find a resolution that meets the needs of the family. See 
www.svnetwork.net. 
 

Response: Most fathers, like most mothers, want 
to be good parents. And some fathers, just like 
some mothers, are involved in activities or 
behaviors that aren’t good for themselves or their 
kids. Just like kids aren’t trying to be “bad” when 
they are uncooperative, most parents who are 

struggling with issues of chemical dependency, mental illness 
or other issues are not trying to be a “bad parent.” There are 
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Mother says: When I leave 
him with his father, he 
cries and is unhappy. 

Mother says: I don’t like 
the way he parents. 

Mother says: I let him see his kid, but he is 
always late or sometimes doesn’t show up. His 
inconsistency is too hard on me and our child.   

Mother says: 
He’s a bad 
father, a good 
for nothing. 

Mother says: He’s not 
interested in his child. 

Mother says: My kid doesn’t need him. I can 
raise him just fine by myself. 

Mother says: He doesn’t know 
what to do with his child. (Or: He 
can’t handle his child alone.) 



Contribute 
now 
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services that may help, whether it is chemical 
dependency or another problem. There are often safe 
ways to have the father involved. See 
www.wecanparenttogether.org for suggestions. 

 
Response: Although it is often 
hard to separate these issues, 
non-payment of child support 
should not be used as a reason to 
stop a parent from seeing a child 
(and it is illegal in Minnesota). 
Stopping parenting time can have 

detrimental effects on the child. Definitely, 
fathers should be financially responsible, and there 

are resources to address the non-payment of child 
support. But taking it out on the child by denying 
access to the father isn’t usually good for the child. 
And it often helps motivate a father to pay support if 
he can see his child regularly. 

 
Response: What is the reason the 
child says this? We all know that 
children say lots of things that 
they don’t really mean. (Just think 
of children that say out of anger 

that they hate their parents—they may feel that 
way at a particular moment but it isn’t usually lasting.) 
Children may say they don’t want to see a parent for 
many reasons. It could be that a child doesn’t like the 

dad’s new wife, or for reasons that are more 
concerning. Generally, children should not be given 
the responsibility of deciding whether or not they 
get to see a parent. That places too much 
responsibility on a child and is the role of the 
parents. Help the mother figure out what is 
underlying the child’s reasons and find resources 
to address it.  

 
Response: 
Sometimes 
fathers don’t 

know how important they are to their 
children, and our society doesn’t always 

treat them as important. A father may be 
motivated to be involved through resources such 
as the Dads and Daughters Togetherness Guide or 
Being a New Dad (available at 
www.TheDadMan.com). He may be motivated if he 
spends time with other fathers in a supportive 
environment. The paternal grandparents may be 
another resource in connecting him with his child.   
 
Conclusion 
 
Your work with mothers to foster father 
involvement is of great importance. See our 
website for more resources, and let us know of 
your successes and what works for you!   
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Mother says: He 
doesn’t pay me 
any child support. 
Why should he get 
to see his kid? 


