
New Pathways
for Young Fathers
November 2020



About the Authors
“For many years Leeds Trinity University and Dr Carmen 
Lau Clayton have been at the forefront of research on 
young fathers. Her involvement on ‘Following Young 
Fathers’ and ‘Young Fathers: Higher Education 
Experiences’ were important milestones in understanding 
the barriers for young fathers and it has been an honour to 
partner”. 
Han-Son Lee, DaddiLife

“It has been a privilege to work with Han-Son Lee and 
DaddiLife. DaddiLife is one of the UK’s leading platforms 
for modern day fatherhood. With a large reach and scope 
in terms of fathering issues, this has really benefited the 
research with young fathers”.
Dr Carmen Lau Clayton, Leeds Trinity University

Acknowledgements
New Pathways for Young Fathers is a collaborative 
piece of research between Leeds Trinity University 
and DaddiLife, working in partnership with Leeds City 
Council’s Support and Prevention Team and Futures.  
The study is funded by Research England. 
We would like to sincerely thank all of the young fathers 
who took part in the interviews and focus groups, for 
sharing their lives and experiences with us in such an open 
manner. We would also like to extend our gratitude to the 
expert stakeholders involved in the project, whose insights 
have been enormously helpful and supportive throughout. 
A special mention for the North East Young Dads and Lads 
Project and CATCH for their valuable assistance too.   

Contents

Testimonials

Executive Summary

Background

Methodology

Being Dad

Employment

Education

Healthcare

A Framework for Change

A Final Word

p. 5

p. 6

p. 8

p. 11

p. 15

p. 16

p. 20

p. 22

p. 24

p. 29



54

“I think I’m ten years behind. I do 
kinda say that sometimes, I feel like 

I’m a decade behind. Like my twenties, 
I did my family making and I got my 

education but I should have known 
ten years ago where it was going. I 
shouldn’t be sitting here ten years 

later wondering where it’s going...Yeah 
it worries me for the future as well. 
Because I’ve not been in work since 

finishing my education, I don’t actually 
know how employers react to parents”.

Tommy, aged 31

“I wouldn’t mind doing some sort 
of support work, you know what I 
mean, stuff like that, cause I’ve been 
there, done that, had the t-shirt. I’ve 
experienced quite a bit and at the end 
of the day, it might be nice helping 
someone else who’s dealing with the 
problems that I dealt with a long time 
ago. But obviously, it’s easier said 
than done, innit? I wouldn’t even 
have a clue where to start”.
Darren,  aged 30

Testimonials

“The round table [for New Pathways for Young Fathers] was 
fascinating. I think people who attended were so fired up with 
enthusiasm for really starting to get this work underway. 
There’s been a lot of work in the past around young fathers, 
but it’s been quite fragmented and we’ve never got it scaled up 
to a national policy level. It really felt like people really wanted 
to get together and look at the evidence from this really good 
piece of research with young fathers. To understand their lived 
experience and what the gaps and positive benefits are for 
them, and turn that into strategy and policy which will really 
make a difference to young fathers in the future”.
Alison Hadley, Director, Teenage Pregnancy Knowledge Exchange, 
University of Bedfordshire 

“It was reassuring listening to a range of experts from across 
different organisations, that we’re all facing quite similar 
issues. That in the last five years, we’ve seen a lot of funding 
around services that were supporting fathers, which have 
been cut back. And therefore, we’ve tried to respond to similar 
policy challenges. And it was good really to feel that there’s a 
commitment still there to support better policy making when it 
comes to engaging with young fathers”. 
Sean O’Sullivan, Head of Policy, Royal College of Midwives 

Young Fathers’ Testimonies

“It’s to make a difference, that’s what I’ve come in for. I’m 
hoping to make a difference”. 
Adam, aged 26  

“To make a change in any person’s life going through the same 
stuff. A hope that this research will cater to the ever growing 
issue of young parents, to make young dads look like a social 
matter...Not a trend growing out of control as most policy 
makers would say”.
Trevor, aged 21

“The study has been absolutely fantastic. I’ve met some 
great people along the way. People who have shared their 
experiences and how it has gone...I have found the study really 
positive and I hope it helps other people out there”.
Robert, aged 19
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Executive Summary

Active Fathers 
There is a growing sense that the young fathers we spoke to are more active in their day 
to day parental role, something which chimes with DaddiLife’s previous findings in The 
Dad Index, and studies such as 'Following Young Fathers’ and ‘Young Fathers: Higher 
Education Experiences’. But there are a multitude of pressures across a number of 
fronts that are more unique to this group of fathers - particularly around their need to 
provide, and the absence of clear career/education options - leaving many in vulnerable 
positions with difficult choices.

Employment
Despite well intentioned policies and programmes, including apprenticeships - the gap 
between young fathers and other pockets of the employed population seems to be 
getting wider and wider. Wage inequality and the absence of any consistent support 
when it comes to career aspirations, were highlighted as significant risks ahead for  
this group.

Education
The vast majority of young fathers had serious question marks about how much value 
the education system gave them when they were younger (prior to higher education), 
especially in informing them with the right knowledge about parenthood and basic 
life skills. Many felt let down by the education system and the adults in positions 
of authority. There were though significant positive accounts when it came to their 
experiences and ambitions connected with higher education.

Healthcare
There is a growing sense that healthcare services treat young fathers as almost absent 
or disinterested parents. The lack of services and the unclear benefits policies from 
the employment area, means a drastic proportion of the young fathers are reporting 
extreme mental health issues, which can be further inflamed where tensions between 
the young father and the child’s mother exist.

Policy provision
There are a number of issues with current policy across the three main areas of focus 
in this research (Employment, Education, and Healthcare). The changing shape of 
masculinity coupled with a lack of policy focus and direction for young fathers has 
created a large gap, where many young fathers are now struggling to gain a clear sense 
of their options and opportunities at every stage of the main areas of our research. 
These accounts provide concerted steps forwards toward the foundation of a new policy 
framework which considers employment, education and health in an integrated manner.
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Background

In recent times there has been a 
decommissioning of dedicated services 
for young parents, and the importance of 
maintaining support for these young people 
has been signalled by both Public Health 
England and the Local Government Association. 
Although studies have begun to identify 
the importance of involving and supporting 
young fathers, and recognising the valuable 
support that they can offer to the mother (and 
the crucial role that they play in the child’s 
development), there are still significant gaps in 
our knowledge about young fathers’ lives and 
their service support needs. 

Through a mutual and passionate interest 
in modern day fatherhood and the lives of 
young fathers, Leeds Trinity University and 
DaddiLife formed a new collaboration, with 
support from Leeds City Council’s 'Support and 
Prevention Team' and the 'Futures' 
organisation, to shine a light on such issues. 
‘New Pathways for Young Fathers’ was born 
with the desire to explore young fathers’ 
education, employment and training 
trajectories and the impact that such 
experiences can have on the young man and his 
health and well-being. 

We used our combined research and practice 
experience to ensure that ‘New Pathways for 
Young Fathers’ was relevant and meaningful in 
a rapidly changing policy context, whilst 
providing an authentic platform for young 
fathers’ voices.

It is our hope and ambition that this work is just 
the start rather than the end of our research on 
young fathers. To do that, we want to start the 
much needed conversation around the barriers 
and challenges affecting a new group of young 
fathers, and the pathways to new policy that 
are vital for this group of men to affect positive 
change for a new generation of children being 
born into society.

About the Research Team

Dr Carmen Lau Clayton has been investigating young fatherhood for over a decade. She co-
directed the ESRC funded ‘Following Young Fathers’ / FYF study (2012-15), which 
investigated the lived experience of young fatherhood and young fathers' service support 
needs in the UK. Nine of the fathers who participated in the current study were also involved 
in the original ‘Following Young Fathers’ research.

The mission at DaddiLife has always been to celebrate and 
shine a light on modern day fathers. As part of that mission, 
for the last 3 years DaddiLife has had the privilege of creating 
new research and insight that brings a key element of modern 
day dads to life, with a view of the change necessary to create 
modern day thriving family. 

In 2018, Dr Carmen Lau Clayton conducted ‘Young Fathers: Higher 
Education Experiences’ Study’ (HEE), which was a collaborative project 
with the Young Dads Collective/YDC (North). The study investigated 
young fathers’ HE experiences and aspirations, whilst exploring the 
role of local practitioners and universities in providing better access, 

information and support for young men who aspire to enter HE or who were in HE already. 
Building on from the HEE study, Dr Carmen Lau Clayton has led the research on 'New 
Pathways for Young Fathers', with support from Dr Sharon Pinkney.

Dr Sharon Pinkney is an experienced qualitative researcher, particularly when conducting 
sensitive studies with marginalised and vulnerable groups. Her recent research focused on 
care experienced young people and higher education. With a knowledgeable background 
in young people research, care proceedings, related practice and professional support 
frameworks, Dr Pinkney’s expertise was invaluable to the study.

In 2018, we launched The Dad Index - a pioneering 
research programme with over 1200 dads that looked 
into the day to day parenting role of dads, and how that 
affected their new consumer habits. It was a call to action 
for organisations who were up to that point only thinking 
of ‘mum’ in their audience targeting.

https://followingfathers.leeds.ac.uk
https://followingfathers.leeds.ac.uk/impact/
https://followingfathers.leeds.ac.uk/impact/
https://www.daddilife.com/dad-index/
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The Children and Young People’s Support and Prevention Service have been established 
for over 16 years, working with pregnant pupils and school age parents across Leeds and 
delivering issue-based sessions to primary and secondary pupils. Their mission is to give 
young people the knowledge and skills to empower them to make decisions about their future. 
The team has been nationally recognised for their work around supporting school aged fathers 
and have delivered presentations and workshops at national conferences. Special thanks to 
our collaborators: Saira Mumtaz-Jones (Lead for Health and Well Being Service), John May 
(Health and Well Being Officer) and Holly Dawson (Specialist Learning Mentor).

Futures works with young women and men under 25 years old who have experienced the first-
time removal of a baby under the age of 12 months. The service is holistic, family oriented 
and restorative in its approach and works across child and adult social and health agencies, 
contributing to a whole city pathway of care and support. Support offered includes psychological 
treatments alongside practical and social interventions.  They recently won gold for Creative and 
Innovative Social Work Practice at the Social Worker of the Year Award (2019). Special thanks 
to our collaborators: Emma Ross (Project Manager), Karen Kirby (Futures Team Manager), and 
Harry Smallwood (Futures Practitioner). 

1

2

3

Methodology

We needed to be mindful of the following complexities when researching young fatherhood: 

The scope/definition of a ‘young father’ in this project was any father who was under the age 
of 25 at the time of the first pregnancy or birth.  By using this definition, we could include 
young men who were in their 30’s, as well as those who were in their mid-late teens.

We needed to focus the methodology primarily on qualitative research techniques (1-to-1 
interviews, phone interviews, and focus groups). As a result, we spoke to a smaller number 
of fathers overall, but gained a real in-depth understanding of their lives in accordance with 
our 3 pillars of research - Employment, Education and Healthcare. 

There is very little existing research or reporting on young fathers, which means getting an 
initial sense of the picture for young fathers is difficult. Part of this is also the complexity of 
their status – in employment, education or training (EET), or not in employment, education 
or training (NEET).

Due to the factors above, we also concentrated our fieldwork primarily across the city of 
Leeds and areas in in the North East.

The Research Process

ST
AG

E 
1

20 Individual interviews
10 face to face

10 telephone interviews

7 young fathers

Focus Group 1: Consisting of

3 young fathers

Focus Group 2: Consisting of

Note: 9 fathers were also involved in the ‘Following Young Fathers’ research study.

In 2019, we partnered with Deloitte to produce The Millennial 
Dad at Work - a comprehensive study of over 2000 dads across 
every region of the UK to analyse the work/life balance issues 
affecting today’s generation of dads at work. As well as a PR 
reach of over 4 million, it was a call to action for businesses to 
speed up the rate of change in workplaces in order to expand 
the gender equality debate further and seriously look at the role 
of dads in the home and in the workplace.

In last year’s research, one of the startling tensions we noticed 
was just how much more acutely all the younger fathers 
experienced tensions at work. For instance, while 63% of all 
father’s surveyed had requested a form of flexible working since 
becoming a father, this figure was at 74% of those aged 24-29, 
with those younger dads also reporting much higher rates of 
mental health tension.

It was the trigger we needed to ask ourselves a question - is there an emerging gap 
developing between Young Fathers and the Millennial + group that we so often focus on.

https://www.daddilife.com/the-millennial-dad-at-work/
https://www.daddilife.com/the-millennial-dad-at-work/
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1. Alison Hadley Teenage Pregnancy  
Knowledge Exchange

2. Sean O’Sullivan

3. Owen Thomas

4. Christine Anderson

5. Kati McHugh

6. Jonathan Railings Former Head of Policy

ST
AG

E 
1

Number of children per father

Planned / unplanned P = 16  /  U = 26
Contact issues 7  +  3 (mediation currently)
Residential father 11
Receiving professional support currently 7
Received professional support in the past 9
Informal support available 17

ST
AG

E 
1 EET currently (skilled & semi-skilled roles, education) 11

Qualifications achieved within sample
No GCSEs 1

GCSEs (Level 1 or 2 - do not have all the grades 
to be able to assign each father)

3

Level 1 5
Level 2 5
Level 3 3
Level 6 2
Level 7 1
Prince’s Trust 1

NEET currently 9

ST
AG

E 
2 In March 2020, we held a roundtable meeting with expert stakeholders to discuss rel-

evant policy and the education, employment and training pathways needed for young 
fathers.

These experts included:

1 child

7
1 child + 

1 on the way

1
2 children

6
2 children + 
1 on the way

1
3 children

1
4 children

2
5+ children

1

Contributes towards 
child financially

Yes
Sometimes
Would like to

16
2
2

On welfare support 7

Age No. of participants
17 yrs 2
19 yrs 1
21 yrs 1
22 yrs 2
23 yrs 2
24 yrs 3
25 yrs 2
26 yrs 1
27 yrs 1
30 yrs 2
31 yrs 2
32 yrs 1

Study definition of young fatherhood- first pregnancy or birth before the age of 25. 
‘Older’ young fathers provided interesting retrospective and reflective accounts.

Age when they became a father No. of participants

14 yrs 1
15 yrs 5
16 yrs 4
17 yrs 1
19 yrs 2
20 yrs 1
22 yrs 3
24 yrs 2
25 yrs 1

Ages of children No. of children Ages of children No. of children
Unborn 2 7 yrs 4

Under 1 yr 7 8 yrs 2
1 yr 1 9 yrs 2

2 yrs 7 10 yrs 3
3 yrs 5 11 yrs 1
4 yrs 3 15 yrs 3
6 yrs 2
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“A dad should just be there 
regardless. I won’t say day 

and night, but a dad just needs 
to be there in the child’s life 

consistently. Cause later on in 
life obviously the child will grow 

up thinking all sorts of stuff. I 
don’t know, I can’t speak for my 

kids but I always made sure, I 
always tell my kids, like, when I’m 

not around, or if you’re ever by 
yourself and start thinking about 

stuff, just know that I always love 
you. And if you need to ask me 

anything, ask me. Don’t hesitate, 
and stuff like that. I always tell 
my kids from young, and I drill 

it in their heads constantly. And 
they don’t even have to say it 
back now because they say it 

back without me even asking”.
Tarrell, aged 30

“I think it’s just a matter of 
being there. Not everything 
revolves around money and 
stuff like that, you see. Just 
making sure that your child 
knows that you’re gonna 
be there, they’re healthy, 
and happy. And for as long 
as I’m providing that for 
my son and I can see that 
every single time we’re 
together, he does have a 
smile on his face and he’s 
enjoying the stuff that he’s 
doing, then that makes me 
happy”.
Johnny, aged 25

That active involvement is in many ways shaping a strong sense of feeling towards the need to 
be a breadwinner. Even though it was recognised that there are, and should be more changes 
in how fathers are perceived, and that dual income households are becoming more prevalent - 
the young fathers still felt the strong need to provide. These ideals were in many ways shaped 
by their own personal experience and upbringing. Whether they had positive or negative 
upbringings, they all wanted to teach their children to be good people, with a strong moral 
compass.

However, this group of fathers also keenly felt the challenges of fatherhood not just within 
the home - but also around contact issues with their children, and their lack of rights and 
knowledge about where to get help.

“I feel like there’s mostly pressure on men.  
Like there’s a massive stereotype, you know, 
the man’s the breadwinner and all this sort. 
You know, getting out there, go and do our 
day of graft and come back and obviously 
the mother stays at home and looks after 
the child and stuff like that. I mean it should 
be 50/50 from my personal perspective but 
obviously it’s each to their own really how it 
goes...I feel like it’s just society as a whole”.
Robert, aged 19

“I walked away from my friends two years ago to 
have my little girl, and obviously, I broke up with my 
little girl’s mum and it’s just left me in the position 
where I don’t have my friends anymore. But do you 
know what it is, I wouldn’t be here today if I didn’t, so 
I’m happy for that, to be fair. It’s put me in a better 
position. Obviously, I still have contact with some 
friends and what not, but I don’t do the stuff that 
I used to do anymore [criminal activities], and it’s 
good, cause I dedicate myself to my little girl”.
Tarrell, aged 30

Emp
loyment

Education He
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Being Dad - wanting 
to be a role model
Our research is focussed on 3 key areas:  
Employment, Education and Healthcare, 
but it is worth starting with a sense of 
their fatherhood identity. 

Across the study there is a common 
theme of active fatherhood that binds the 
dads that took take part in our research. 
There was a true closeness of relationship 
with their children that they had or 
wanted, and they all professed to enjoy 
fatherhood - even in its most challenging 
circumstances. This in many ways chimed 
with the results of DaddiLife’s Dad Index 
where we found 87% of those dads 
were actively involved now in day to 
day parenting and also reflected in the 
Following Young Fathers and ’Young 
Fathers: Higher Education Experiences’ 
studies.

https://www.daddilife.com/dad-index/
https://followingfathers.leeds.ac.uk/
https://followingfathers.leeds.ac.uk/
https://followingfathers.leeds.ac.uk/impact/
https://followingfathers.leeds.ac.uk/impact/
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Employment

There is a perception, fuelled by constant negative media 
coverage that the younger generation coming through are ‘lazy’ 
and are lacking in skills when it comes to the world of work. 

Our research highlighted the very opposite of this. All the 
fathers we spoke to actively wanted to work, and expressed 
enjoyment at doing so, but with a lack of a clear pathway to 
work or train - many were ‘falling into jobs’ rather than being 
able to plan a career path.

“I think it’s a typical 
thing where you find 
someone in an industry, 
‘oh, you know, how did 
you get involved?’ ‘Oh 
I just sorta fell into it 
really’”.
Dominic, aged 27

“My dad’s a supervisor 
there [plumbing company]. 
So he asked me if I wanted 
to do it, so I said yeah. By 

chance really. I enjoy it”.
Steve, aged 24

“Yeah what it was, my friend, he said, ‘I’ll have a word with my 
boss and see if you can have a job interview’. And I was like, 
‘right well, I’ll go there first’. Cause obviously I thought that is 
the quickest option, hopefully I’ll get it. If I get it then I’ve got 
a job there and then. So I had an interview within the space 
of a couple of days and I went through and I got the job. So 
I couldn’t have been more happy really, but it was my friend 
who told us about that job. If it wasn’t for my friend telling 
us, I probably would never of thought of working at [name of 
company] cause obviously I know nowt about windows and 
doors until then”.
Wesley, aged 21

“They’re fantastic, apart from if you have a family and 
you’re above the age of 17, cause your apprenticeship 
wage, you could be doing 50/60 hour weeks on your 
apprenticeship and still be getting paid £4 an hour and 
still have to provide for your house, you know, your 
kids, everything, all your bills, water, gas, electric, TV, 
phone, all that sort of things, but you have to do 60 
hour weeks just to be able to afford it. If you do any 
less than that then you can’t afford it. So depending on 
circumstances, your finances from your apprenticeship 
should be put into consideration. Cause apprenticeships 
are all good and well in getting you somewhere, but 
usually with a company as well, as soon as you finish your 
apprenticeship you’ve been cheap labour for the past two 
years for them. See you later, bye, go find your own thing. 
And during your apprenticeship, you don’t get taught 
much. Like my second year apprenticeship, I wasn’t able 
to use a Stanley knife for six months. Now, that’s half a 
year of my apprenticeship gone, not even being able to 
use a Stanley knife”.  
Adam, aged 26

In cases where the employer was supportive of young fathers’ childcare responsibilities there 
was an expression of admiration and job pride from the young men, but these insights were 
few and far between. In many cases, falling into a job meant a lack of balance between family 
life and work (e.g. working nights, long hours). This issue was exponentially increased for 
more junior roles, which were typically characterised by lower levels of pay and fewer 
benefits, alongside a more consistent pressure to perform at work. 

While Apprenticeships have been lauded as pathways for young people, our research 
indicated that there are mechanisms within the process such as the Bradford score, that 
actually hold a number of young father’s back from fully committing to such schemes, 
especially as a number of these roles offer little to no job security - which is an ever more 
important trigger with a family to provide for. In fact, the majority of fathers who had 
undertaken an apprenticeship - felt they were simply viewed as ‘cheap and replaceable 
labour.’

For a younger generation of dads, who are more likely than their older aged counterparts 
to be in and out of casual work, it is vital that we make their employment rights as clear as 
possible. This is a group of people who, without an understanding of these basic rights, can be 
left in vulnerable positions and desperate circumstances. 

This was especially true for those in NEET status, where we uncovered references to 
alternative forms of income, mainly through criminal behaviour. Not one father expressed any 
enjoyment or ambition in that field, and decisions were not made lightly. For the small 
minority of young fathers affected, it was felt that such routes were the only viable pathway 
left after all else had failed. Ultimately their main motivation was the desire and pressure to 
provide for their family, in ways that casual work or apprenticeships simply could not.

“It’s stupid cause I can’t 
find a job so I have to go 
out and do stupid stuff 
to get money. And then 
when you get caught it 
goes on your criminal 
record. And that’s more 
and more reasons, for 
people not to hire you. 
And then it’s just stupid 
cause you can’t get a 
job, then you have to do 
more stupid stuff”
Justin, aged 17
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“Even with the Job Centre, they can’t offer 
you jobs, only a certain few. They haven’t 
got jobs every week coming out like back 

in the day. In like 2015, they used to have 
lists of jobs, but now they’re just clicking 

a button and there’s not a lot of things on. 
It’s mostly warehouse and agency work 

that they’re taking on now”.
Tarrell, aged 30

“When I had [son] I worked somewhere else and I was 
basically told at the construction company that if we lost 
a certain contract, I’d be one of the first people that would 
be let go. And at that point I was thinking, ‘well I’ve got a 
young child, saving for the house, I need something that’s 
gonna be there forever’. And this job is one of the jobs that 
will be here forever. And it’s a lot less money to take but 
I’d rather know that every single month, I’m gonna get a 
pay cheque rather than a little bit of extra money and be 
worrying about it”.
Johnny, aged 25

“I just felt like there was more job security in teaching, 
because you hear it all the time, don’t you, there’s a 
shortage of teachers and there’s a desperate need for them, 
and knowing that there was a shortage of [subject] teachers 
as well, there’s that aspect of, you know, there’s more 
likelihood that you’ll be able to find a job in that area.  And 
then it’s also, like, kind of learning a skill as well, once 
you’ve got your PGC, you know, you can go into a lot more 
fields as well, even not necessarily teaching but, you know, 
the skills that you learned from doing that, it could open a 
lot more doors”.
Max, aged 32

“I remember through high school and stuff, that I must have 
had two jobs at the same time. So, I was working weekends, 
evenings, any shift I could get, you know, sometimes even 
nights. Any shift I could get just for that worry of money and 
it were money, money, money. But then obviously like, I 
started saving over time and when I got money from other 
areas as well, it wasn’t as bad. But obviously from my 
education, it was somewhat stressful during college because 
I just kept thinking about money and I’d be doing school, 
college work whenever I could really. So it’d just be like a 
stressful time really altogether”.
Robert, aged 19

“Like if they [Job Centre] refer me to good people then it 
can actually help us out. But like the actual Job Centre 
themselves, they’re so run up their own, yeah well they’re so, 
like I don’t wanna say stuck up. They’re so busy all the time, 
you know what I mean don’t you? Like I said there’s less and 
less staff, there’s more and more work basically. They ain’t 
got time to put effort into one person when you’ve gotta see 
fifty that day if you know what I mean. They only get, five, 
ten minutes to see you, if you know what I mean before they 
actually have to move on to the next person. So they don’t 
have time to put in as much effort in as they used to”.
Darren, aged 30
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Education

The young fathers had very strong and clear opinions 
about the education system during their younger 
years. Life skills, such as budgeting, understanding 
tax, personal relationships and parenting awareness 
and skills, were felt to be vital blocks missing from the 
education system at the moment. This in many ways, 
shaped what the fathers thought about the relevance of 
school overall, and of the lessons taught. 

Interestingly though, many also expressed a sense of 
regret at not staying in education for longer in order to 
obtain a range of qualifications. However, much of this 
was steered at the time by thoughts of employment 
and ways to provide for their new family, rather than 
focussing purely on their own skill sets. Indeed, many of 
the young father’s had mixed views about returning to 
education after some years of being employed or looking 
for employment. The immediate and short-term gains of 
having a wage seemed to outweigh the potential benefits 
of continuing in education and possible job prospects 
afterwards. 

However, there were young fathers in the study who 
had embarked on a higher education (HE) journey. 
Juggling fatherhood with studying, alongside part time 
employment in some cases, was described as a delicate 
balancing act. For these young men, HE establishments 
need to have a better understanding of their 
circumstances as fathers and how this differs from more 
‘traditional’ or ‘younger’ students. There were also mixed 
views about the financial support available for those who 
have child-caring responsibilities whilst studying for an 
undergraduate or postgraduate degree.

Discussion about Careers services was a core focus 
for our research. Many young fathers felt that career 
support was too short term in its scope and was on an 
unsustainable level. Nor did it offer or provide enough 
detailed vocational advice to help the young men 
comprehend the two spheres of work and family life.

“I think they just teach the 
wrong things in school.  The 
amount of things I’ve learnt 
at school that I’ve actually 

used in life is, like, ridiculously 
small. Like, I’ve never recited a 
Shakespeare poem to someone 

at work, and they don’t teach 
you about mortgages, rent, 

nothing  like that, do they? I 
don’t know if they do now, but 

they didn’t when I was at school. 
It was just pointless stuff that 

you’re never gonna use”.
Steve, aged 24 

“Nowadays it’s hard to get a job. I mean, 
people say get up and look, but it’s not that 
easy. I mean, the easiest jobs to get are the 

agencies, but the amount of agency work 
that I’ve been in and they’ve just let us 

down and stuff and done courses for them 
and they’ve promised us this and I’ve come 
out with absolutely nothing, sort of thing’”

Luke, aged 22 

“I only finished education two years ago and I 
wish that I’d have been in school until I was 18 
because I’d have done a hell of a lot better now in 
life. And sometimes you don’t realise until you get 
a certain age that you actually should prioritise 
this, even though it’s a ball ache, like you don’t 
wanna do it, it seems like it’s just rubbish, but 
when you look back on it, it’s only, like, what, 
three year ago I just finished college myself, I look 
back on it and I think I wish I’d have done a better 
job in high school. And I wish I’d have been able to 
stay longer and train longer. I think the younger 
people might not feel like that cause when you’re 
in high school you just wanna get it over and done 
with.  Like, when I was in high school, I wanted to 
get it over and done with, but as soon as you do 
get it over and done with, life hits you like a tonne 
of bricks. And you’re not prepared for it”.  
Adam, aged 26

“So yeah a few teachers 
and stuff that I had good 
relationships with did offer 
me a bit of advice and said, 
even if you do go to college, 
now the child’s still young, 
you can actually get it out 
of the way, you do have an 
opportunity to expand your 
learning here. And I was 
just  like, I can do that with 
an income. So I was already 
kinda set in my ways”.
Trevor, aged 21 
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Healthcare

The common theme when it came to healthcare was 
the negative experiences that most young fathers had 
encountered with professionals. In particular around 
the pregnancy and in some cases, young fathers were 
being denied the same level of access or respect as the 
mums-to-be. There was a strong sense that when it came 
to young fathers, there were a large number of service 
failings and biases.

This is exponentially heightened by the personal barriers that young fathers may also feel 
too in reaching out for support. From the young fathers’ accounts, men’s emotional language 
can be very different to mums, and they are not always the first to express vulnerability. This 
extends into the barriers around professional support - with many expressing pride getting 
in the way, and their embarrassment and fears around asking for help (e.g. the perception 
that their children may be taken away from them by professionals). Overall, it means that 
we do not hear a lot about young fathers, or see them represented as often when it comes to 
healthcare - and this is an urgent area that needs to change and to be made more open to this 
group of fathers.

“I’d just rather deal 
with it myself... Just 
deal with everything 
on me own, it’s the 
best way”.
James, aged 24

“Every single day when I wake up and I pass the mirror in my living room, I do tell myself I’m 
beautiful. If you are insecure and you have feelings that you don’t want anybody else to know, 
you have to tell yourself it, otherwise there’s no point in it. What’s the point in carrying on doing 
anything if you don’t feel good about yourself. So to actually do anything you have to feel right 
with yourself. So if that’s telling yourself that you’re beautiful in the mirror when you walk past 
it six times a day, then you do that. That’s not the only thing I do obviously but that’s one 
thing that I do do. I’ll tell myself things, you know what I mean, like things that I’m happy 
doing or I’m happy about what I’ve done in my life and stuff like that. I’ll sit down sometimes 
and when I’m depressed I’ll think about stuff like that, or what I’ve done has maybe helped 
people.  Something that I could be so proud of doing. So yeah that’s what I do personally 
anyway”.  
Adam, aged 26

“If I feel down or anything like that, I tend 
to get very aggressive and very angry. And 
there’s this wall in the living room. And like 

I just got really angry one day and I just 
chucked like a bunch of plates at it and stuff 

like that. And so what I did to sort of make 
myself feel better-I’ve got sticky notes, I’ve 

got Sellotape and then anything I’m good 
at, anything I’ve ever done, or any good 

memories I’ve ever done, I stick it on there. 
And then I patch up the cracks”.

Robert, aged 19

“Like my girlfriend, she gets more social 
workers referred to her just cause she’s a 
mum. And when you go through birthing 
and, do you know, they don’t tell you 
about any groups that supports dads when 
mum is giving birth. I didn’t know what to 
do. All I did was sit in a chair when she had 
her c-section. I had to research it myself. 
Nowt to prepare for it. “
Karter, aged 17

“I think it contributed to a lot of my mental health 
problems over the last sorta two or three years before 
I sorted everything out.  I think it really made me feel 

worthless cause I thought, ‘I’ve done all this hard work 
on a degree, all this hard work on my masters.  I’ve 
done all this hard work trying to find a niche within 

education for myself that I never really ended up 
finding’. And then like to get rejected by Subway or 

something after that, it just kinda felt like, ‘what on 
earth have I done wrong?’. I then felt like, ‘maybe I’m 

selling myself too short. Let’s apply for jobs where 
maybe they are gonna take your cv seriously’. Did 

that, weren’t interested and I don’t know what, but it 
does make me feel like it was just not worth putting 

the effort into finding anything. It was so hard, 
that’s why I took the meeting with the careers centre 

because I just wanted some feedback, as to what I 
was doing wrong. I didn’t particularly get any answers 

there, I didn’t particularly get any help either to 
figure out what I needed to kind of do. Yeah, just very 

difficult to know”. 
Tommy, aged 31
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Mental health was a sizable concern to  
this group of fathers. The majority of fathers 
felt feelings of anger, frustration and anxiety at varying  
levels - particularly when unable to find work or training.  
Many noted that the use of alcohol and drugs (past and present)  
and problems with addiction, can be associated with their mental  
health problems. For some, their feelings of anxiety and depression had 
been prolonged  and in a few instances, difficult experiences could lead to 
suicidal thoughts.

One core consequence of this, and the lack of professional support available, was the 
reference to personal coping strategies. As another example of the emotional maturity 
of these young men, they created a range of responses - from telling themselves  
messages of positivity, through to creating visable notes of positivity around the 
home.
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“There are imbalances in our systems 
around in law. Mums are still seen as 

the primary caregiver, you know, when 
families are breaking up and there 

is separation, as much as, what are 
they called again, Child Maintenance 

Enforcement Commission, CMEC, and 
all those guys, they have moved away 

from enforcement and are kind of really 
encouraging people to come up with 

agreements by themselves. You know, 
you need the emotional and human 

toolkits of life to be able to negotiate 
with someone you can no longer have 
a relationship with, to agree childcare 
arrangements and finances and things 

like that. You know, access to youth 
services for young men, you know, 

inequalities, they’re [young fathers] 
never really seen as the main carer, the 

child very rarely resides with them”. 
Owen Thomas, Future Men 
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PROACTIVE POLICY & PROVISION

CORE SKILLS
COMMUNITY & SUPPORT

PERSONAL RELATIONSHIPSINDEPENDENCE &

A framework for change

In speaking to a range of experts, a need for policy change has become clear and evident.

These are the following themes that emerged. These themes are the starting point of how 
we need to rethink policy - not just specifically to one area, but how each of the areas can 
be connected more effectively by reflecting the insights gained.

C

HAN

G

ING MASCULINITY

Independence and Changing Masculinity 

What does it mean to be a modern day man? This is a debate for another research project, but 
it is at the epicentre of how we need to think about policy for young fathers.

We found there was a strong drive ‘to provide’ across all demographics of the fathers 
we spoke to, but we need to consider the wider cultural context in which men’s roles are 
increasingly being redefined. With the altogether changing shape of ‘family’ in Great Britain 
and beyond - there has never been a better time to ensure policy is genuinely reflective of all 
constituent parts of the modern-day family. We need to make sure we are taking men on a 
policy journey as much as any other group of parents in the modern age.

Although ‘providing’ financially was strongly voiced by the young fathers, the young men also 
placed significant value in ‘being there’ for their children. ‘Being there’ in all aspects of their 
child’s life, in terms of emotionally, physically and with regards to moral guidance.   
The nurturer role and nurturing itself was not confined to the mother only. 

Personal Relationships 

Young fathers reported various relationship 
statuses with the mother of the child. 
Some relationships were more stable 
than others and they often had their own 
complex histories. Despite the relationship 
differences seen, the young men wanted 
to parent in partnership with the mum. 
Where this was possible, this was beneficial 
for all involved. However there were cases 
where some relationships had broken down, 
leading to some young fathers having 
reduced or no contact with their children. A 
small number of young fathers were going 
through the process of mediation at the 
time of the study and would consider going 
to court next. For those affected, this had 
a huge financial and emotional implication. 
A lack of understanding about fathers’ 
rights and the law system itself were 
seen as additional barriers when seeking 
consistent and meaningful contact with 
their children. Equipping young fathers with 
the knowledge and ability to navigate such 
circumstances is vital.
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“With me struggling with depression and 
anxiety, I would like to work with people 

that have had mental health issues, because 
I understand, or I’m more relatable to 

it, and I can understand not their issues 
but their differences and their difficulties 

getting through general life. I would like to 
be able to support people the way [name 

of practitioner] supported me.  That’s what 
I mean by [name of practitioner] having a 

massive impact on my life, I would want 
somebody to be able to think five years 

down the line that person helped me change 
my life. That would, that’d be enough, 

even if I didn’t get paid loads. If I found 
something that I was happy doing, that 

would be enough, but I’d have to be happy 
doing it and financially be able to support 

everyone as well. But, I mean, finding 
something that I would be happy doing 

would be ideal”. 
Adam, aged 26

Community & Support

Young fathers expressed their fatherhood concerns to us and their vulnerabilities which 
were far-reaching. However this was an exception and not the norm for these young men. 
For some, they could rely on parents or friends for support but this was usually practical or 
financial. When it came to personal concerns or worries, they did not reach out to others, 
preferring to keep things to themselves. This was due to perceptions that no one would 
understand, or to save their self-pride. For others, they reported few, or no one, to turn to 
in terms of informal contacts. Only a small handful of the young men knew of other young 
fathers and they felt quite isolated as a result. The lack of community for young fathers can 
have a real impact on the advice and support they receive in terms of parenting, life skills and 
EET pathways, as well as having health and well-being implications.

The opportunity for young fathers to connect with each other as dads was key for the sample, 
and chimes with the work that DaddiLife has witnessed in parts of London with the LEAP 
programme. Access to organisations and professionals who are genuinely supportive can 
be extremely beneficial for young fathers. When formal support had been received, it was 
overwhelmingly described as positive and life changing, whilst helping some to overcome 
adversity. In our research, these support systems were a critical vessel of progress for young 
dads. It is essential that whether in employment, education or healthcare, that we can create 
policy that recognises the importance of a true community for young fathers.

Core Skills

What are the core skills that we need to equip dads with? And equally important, what are the 
core skills that stakeholders need to have, to help support the key areas of a young father’s 
life?

Young fathers suggested there needs to be improvements in advice and support around 
parental rights and responsibilities, advice concerning personal relationships with others, 
improving health and well being, and guidance regarding employment and training pathways- 
all of which are integrated and overlapping.  There was merit seen in developing and 
maintaining ‘soft’ and ‘hard’ skills sets.

The media would often have us believe that young fathers belong to a ‘lost generation’, 
but actually there is a remarkable level of ambition, maturity and potential in all the young 
fathers we had the pleasure of speaking to. We need to reassess and shine a new light on how 
these young men can be supported to reach the true heights of their potential within EET and 
from practitioners.

But it isn’t enough to simply ask for empathy - we need to re-examine the supply of core skills 
into the industries that have the greatest chance of affecting real change and progress for 
young fathers’ lives, and by proxy - the lives of their children.

Proactive Policy and Provision

Young fathers’ EET and NEET (not in education, employment and training) journeys are 
complex and often fluid and multi-faceted. Young fathers would benefit from professional 
support at different stages, and for many, over a longer period of time. In other words, past 
the point of traditional definitions of young fatherhood (i.e. 25 years of age).  

Increasing the availability of professional support and improving access to services was 
consistently raised by the young fathers. This also includes active listening and understanding 
by professionals, purposeful support, challenging discriminatory views of young fathers, and 
recognising the benefits that the young men can bring to the lives of their children and the 
mother, regardless of the relationship status. 

“I think it’s getting rid of that stereotype mainly. I think that’d be, like, the first step in the working  
world and educational world. The moment that stereotype gets whitewashed then people can look at  
you with  an open mind and as a human, instead of a young dad”. 
Trevor, aged 22

“A happy child is a happy parent, happy parents are happy children, you know what I mean...I think 
it’s for them [government] to understand that for someone to thrive and to stay within employment or 
education, you know, there’s certain needs that need to be met which  aren’t necessarily the needs of the 
father, but it’s something that they need to facilitate. Child Care for a young child, for example. And do 
you know, if those needs can’t be met then obviously it’s gonna dissuade or it’s gonna put off people from 
pursuing education or employment”. 
Dominic, aged 27

Policy and practice needs to therefore acknowledge, support and encourage young fathers in a 
more proactive manner. At the same time, practical concerns and considerations in relation to 
child care costs, difficulties with the mother, and contact issues with the child, also need to be 
addressed when supporting young dads. 



It is vital that young fathers are prioritised and we need to 
rethink policy development if we are to effectively support 
young dads. At the same time, existing policy and practice 
in relation to EET and NEET pathways, inequalities 
and family life, need to consistently acknowledge the 
role of young fathers and be applied in an inclusive and 
thoughtful manner with sufficient funding.

“Under Raising The Participation Age there should 
now be no NEETS between 16 and 18 - since 2015 
there should be none coming up in the figures! Of 

course the Coalition Government never activated the 
enforcement measures in the legislation – but they 

continued to pay lip service to the policy ‘ambition’. 
Nobody has ever held their feet to the fire over that 

and said, ‘hold on a minute, you promised us there 
would be no NEETS, why aren’t there no NEETS, 16 

to 18?’  Instead the reality is that there aren’t really 
resources to support anyone but the absolutely most 

challenged, for example children and young people 
with multiple needs”. 

Jonathan Railings,  
Former Head of Policy, Barnardo’s

A Final Word

It is our hope and ambition that this work is just 
the start rather than the end of our research on 
young fathers. To do that, we want to begin the 
much needed conversation around the barriers and 
challenges affecting a new group of young fathers, 
and the pathways to new policy that are much 
needed for this group of young men to affect 
positive change for a new generation of children 
being born into society.

“I had it quite rough with 
my family life at the time. 
I‘ve never really had any 
family there for me and the 
ones that I did have, they 
passed away. I found it 
quite difficult, so obviously I 
had to make my own choices 
there and then”. 
Wesley, aged 21

“Yeah I think as a, as 
a man and as a male, 
as a guy, as a dad, if 

we had some more 
understanding that 

would be helpful”.
Adam, aged 26

“I think for anyone who’s 
a father with children, 
whether they have come 
out of education now and 
looking for work, or whether 
or not they are looking for 
further education, I think 
a lot of career support 
is needed. There are the 
financial elements to 
consider too and careers 
advice. That is the type of 
support needed”.
Tommy, aged 31 
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