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Introduction

‘Connected Young Fatherhood' is a collaborative study
between Leeds Trinity University, DaddiLife, the County
Councils Network and Leeds City Council. Funded

by Research England, we explored young fathers’
employment experiences since the outbreak of COVID-19
in both rural and urban areas. In doing so, we drew upon
our previous study- New Pathways for Young Fathers -
which highlighted the significance of obtaining paid
employment for young fathers (alongside emotional
caregiving), and the multiple barriers that can arise.
Given that ‘New Pathways for Young Fathers’ ended

just before the first UK lockdown in March 2020, the
subsequent impact of the pandemic on the lives and
employment opportunities of young fathers warranted
further exploration, particularly within the context of the
Government'’s Levelling Up agenda.

As part of the current study, we spoke to 25 young fathers
(defined as under the age of 25 at the time of the first
pregnancy or birth), 15 professionals in the family and
fathers’ sector, alongside 6 employers, using online or
telephone interviews, to gather a range of insights on
young fatherhood and employment issues. Alongside

our full study report, we have produced a set of three
briefing papers, with our key recommendations arising
from the findings. In this first briefing paper, we focus on
young fathers’ perspectives on employment successes and
challenges and the main issues to consider for policy and
practice discussions.

Key Insights: Young Fathers' Views
on Fatherhood

The young men enjoyed being fathers and reported strong
bonds with their children.

Positive views of young fatherhood were expressed by young
fathers regardless of where they lived, how old they were, and
other socio-economic differences.

Providing financially as a parent was important, but young
fathers did not see breadwinning as their only role. ‘Being
there’ for children in a physical and emotional sense was also
highly regarded by the young fathers.

Co-parenting effectively with the child’s mother was stressed
by the majority of young fathers, regardless of the young
parents’ relationship status.

The pandemic had impacted upon the young fathers in
different ways in terms of their role as parents and the father-
child relationship.

For young fathers who were classified as ‘keyworkers’, the
lockdowns were said to have little or no impact on family life,
as they went about their life in a similar way to pre-pandemic
circumstances.

For the young fathers who were furloughed, had lost their
jobs, or were expected to work from home during the
pandemic, they were able to spend more time with their
children as a result. Many relished this once in a lifetime
opportunity to do so, despite the stresses associated with
lockdown life at the time.

In a small number of cases, non-resident young fathers could
not visit their children during the lockdowns, and this was
said to have a negative impact on the father-child relationship
in terms of levels of closeness.

There were some young fathers who could not attend
ante-natal appointments, scans, or the birth itself due to

the pandemic, which impacted upon their transition into
parenthood.



Young Fathers’ Employment
Experiences

+ Young fathers were employed in various sectors and roles,
including junior, senior, and managerial positions.

« There was a higher tendency for young fathers from urban
areas to be employed within professional services compared
to rural based young men, in part reflecting the job
opportunities available in different areas.

+ Planned employment routes were rare. Often young
fathers found jobs through circumstance and chance, with
opportunities to progress once they were working for an
organisation.

+ The young fathers felt that being employed was beneficial for
many reasons, and not just the ability to earn money for their
families. Several young fathers enjoyed their jobs and found
it rewarding, either on a personal level or by contributing to
society more generally.

+ The young fathers mentioned the mental health benefits of
working, in terms of providing routine and structure for the
young man, alongside a sense of direction in life. Some even
described the workplace as allowing ‘headspace’ from other
aspects of their life.

+  For those in industries such as finance and the civil service,
the impact of the pandemic had created new opportunities
for flexible ways of working which benefited the young
fathers, such as extra family time, being able to oversee
school drop-offs and pick-ups, attending school events during
the daytime, and having more time for relaxation and self-
care.

+ Home/work life balance was important for the young fathers,
but the extent to which this was achieved was variable.

+  Where a sense of home/work life balance existed, this had a
positive impact on the young fathers’ health and well-being
and created a better sense of harmony within the home.

* Where there was a lack of home/work life balance, and/or the
existence of unsupportive employers and managers, a toxic
work culture, unfair practices, and a lack of recognition and
pay in the workplace, this could lead to job absences, a lack
of job satisfaction, a desire to leave the setting, and negative
mental health impacts (such as work-related stress and
anxiety).

+  Negative work experiences could also damage relations
within the home, such as increased conflicts with partners
and limited family time.

+ Young fathers were highly appreciative of employers
and managers who were empathetic and flexible in their
employment policies and working arrangements, particularly
when it came to young fathers’ personal circumstances such
as childcare issues.

+ Where positive relationships existed between employers and
employees, this led to reciprocal benefits for both parties
in terms of increased job satisfaction, better morale in the
workplace, lower staff turnover, and increased levels of
creativity in the workplace.

+  Young fathers were often highly aspirational and ambitious,
but opportunities for professional development were only
evident in some sectors, and could mostly be found in the
civil service, finance and education sectors.

+  The CPD/continuing professional development offered
was mostly online as a result of the pandemic. This was
more convenient for young fathers, but it could also be less
engaging compared to face-to-face sessions.

+  Some young fathers felt that urban areas offered more job
opportunities in general and better pathways for niche roles.

Young Fathers’ Experiences of
Unemployment

+  The cause of unemployment was varied for young fathers,
such as personal and health reasons, and issues relating to
children’s well-being and child protection issues.

+ In some situations, the fathers felt that their unemployment
status had been forced upon them (e.g., job losses, the impact
of the pandemic, the mother was unable to look after the
child), which heightened their concerns around finding work
and job security issues.

+  Being out of work was not seen as an ideal situation by
the young fathers, particularly given the benefits of paid
employment for the family. However, during this time, it
allowed fathers to spend extra time with their children which
they would not have had ordinarily.

+ Having additional time with their families enabled young
fathers to support the child’s mother better in an emotional
and practical sense.

+ Whilst being unemployed, it could bring about a slower pace
of life for several of the young fathers and for some, less
mental and physical stress, especially if they had experienced
pressurised and difficult work experiences in the past.

+  Being NEET/not in education, employment or training could
be problematic, however. Young fathers faced unsupportive
comments and discriminatory attitudes from others as a
result of being unemployed, which undervalued their non-
financial contributions as a parent.

+  Being out of work could cause worry and stress in terms of
looking after the family and it could have a negative impact
on the young man'’s mental health, leading to feelings of low
self-worth, low self-esteem, low self-confidence, depression
and anxiety.

+  All the unemployed young fathers had worked in the past and
were planning on finding paid employment soon or in the
future.

+ Pathways to finding employment were varied, some were
actively searching for new roles by themselves or with
the help of Job Centres, friends and family. Others were
considering going back into education given the lack of work
available or the desire to retrain in another sector.

+  There were limited jobs that the young men could apply for
due to their lack of experience and/or qualifications. Other
challenges included a lack of jobs in the young men's field or
finding jobs with suitable hours and family friendly policies.

+Many rural young fathers felt that the local job market
offered little diversity in terms of the jobs available, and
instead, were mostly low-paid seasonal positions with limited
security (e.g., catering and leisure sectors).

+  Rural young fathers felt that better job opportunities were
often further afield in larger towns and cities, but working
away from home was problematic for many fathers, due to
limited public transport and travel expenses (particularly
given the current cost of living crisis).

+ Urban young fathers were typically serviced by a well-
connected and efficient public transportation system, which
enabled them to apply for work outside of their immediate
area.

+  Public transport links were important for urban and rural
young fathers as the majority did not drive a car. Owning and
maintaining a car was seen as too expensive.



+  There were mixed remarks about the helpfulness of Job
Centres in finding suitable work.

+ Unemployed young fathers felt that Government initiatives
regarding EET/education, employment and training should
review the age caps on certain schemes. It was also felt that
fathers’ parenting roles and family commitments should
be better considered, to enable more young fathers to take
advantage of Government EET programmes.

Young Fathers and Professional
Support

+ Many of the young men were often unaware of what support
was available to families and to fathers more specifically.

+  Accessing support could also be problematic in terms of
knowing who to speak to, when, and where.

+ Rural young fathers had the added difficulty of travelling
across longer distances to reach available services compared
to urban based young men.

+  Young fathers who had positive relationships with
professionals were highly appreciative of the support offered.

+  Young fathers who attended young father specific support
groups were extremely grateful of the help and advice
received in such settings, and it was described as life
changing’ by some of the young men.

+  Peer support that was offered through young father/father
specific provision was a useful way for young dads to share
their feelings and insights with others and problem solving.

+  Some young fathers had maintained friendships with their
peers outside of the formal support group, which could
provide additional support to the young men.

+ Where professional support was positively viewed and
experienced, the young fathers often felt empowered to
address the personal difficulties faced and any employment
issues.

+ If young fathers lacked informal networks to rely upon, the
role of professionals was even greater.

+ However not all young fathers experienced positive
relationships and encounters with professionals. This included
a lack of respect from some professionals that they came
across, being ignored, and sometimes the occurrence of
hostile meetings and communications.

+ In some cases, professionals were said to focus on the views
and needs of mothers only, at the expense of fathers.

+  Young fathers felt that professionals should be more
sensitive to the support needs of young fathers and be less
judgemental.

+  Young fathers often spoke of mental health issues in the
research study, but they felt that professionals often avoided
or brushed aside these concerns when raised.

+ Young men were more likely to engage with services if they
had a positive relationship with professionals, which was
based on trust and respect. But these types of relationships
were often hard to establish when professionals are over-
stretched and where services have little resourcing and
limited funding.

+ The pandemic has had a wide effect on the delivery of
professional services. On the one hand, more flexible ways
of working meant that fathers could speak to professionals
on the telephone or online, which was deemed as more
convenient and saved on costs.

+  On the other hand, delays and cancellation of appointments
as a result of the pandemic was frustrating for young fathers,
leading to less confidence and trust in service providers.

Policy and Practice Considerations

1. We must value the role of young fathers and the contribution
that they can make to children’s lives. If we start from such
a position, it will help all stakeholders to consider a more
holistic view of young fatherhood and how to support young
fathers better within policy and practice.

2. Fatherhood is more than just being the financial provider for
young men. By emphasising breadwinning only, it undermines
the roles of fathers more generally and the varied care that
they can provide to children. Such assumptions need to be
tackled at all levels.

3. Young fathers are aspirational, but this is rarely recognised.
Often, they are not encouraged in the same ways as other
young people/employees to progress or to aim higher. We
need to ensure that young fathers have the opportunities
to develop their ambitions in a meaningful way through
appropriate pathways, professional advice and formal support.

4. Mental health issues were raised by young fathers in relation
to employment and unemployment circumstances. Such
insights need to be seriously considered within policy and
practice.

5. The pandemic has impacted upon family lives and
employment experiences for young fathers in both positive
and negative ways and should be borne in mind when
developing strategies to engage and support young fathers’
EET journeys.

6. Focusing on inclusion and equality in the workplace is vital
for vulnerable and marginalised groups such as young fathers,
who often lack a voice.

7. Young fathers are greatly affected by inequality in the
workplace in terms of employment opportunities, pay, and
employment conditions in both urban and rural areas. Such
issues need to be urgently addressed at national and local
level.

8. The Government'’s Levelling Up agenda should be used as
an opportunity to address the needs of both urban and rural
young fathers.

Summary

The interviews have revealed the nuanced nature of employment
and unemployment experiences for young fathers in both rural
and urban areas since the pandemic. Furthermore, the young
fathers’ interviews have demonstrated the impact of effective
professional support on young men'’s lives and the importance of
facilitating action and dialogue with policy makers, if we wish to
support young fathers’ employment experiences in a meaningful
way.
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