
WELCOME TO TODAY’S WEBINAR! 

Sponsored by the Florida Maternal Infant and Early Childhood Home Visiting Initiative 

Engaging Fathers in Home Visiting Services: A Coparenting Framework 

June 24, 10 AM to 12 PM 

 

 

Today’s audio will be coming through your computer. Please make sure 

your computer’s microphone is muted and that your volume is turned up. 



Healthy Families Florida 

 HFF serves the entire family and has always focused on 

engaging fathers and other male caregivers 

 Track father participation in our data system 

 Father Engagement Quality Improvement Group 

 Identifying father involvement strategies 

 Identifying barriers to father/male caregiver engagement 

 “Father inclusivity” on forms and tools 

 Self Assessment: Engaging Fathers & Male Caregivers 

 Future plans: 

 Development of a father-specific training 

 Focus groups 

 

 



Nurse-Family Partnership 

 Implementing partners and nurse home visitors are encouraged 

to support father engagement and involvement 

 24+ Home visit Facilitators designed specifically for use with 

Dads across each program phase. Sample topics include: 

 Pregnancy:  Feelings about My Partner’s Pregnancy, My Baby & Me (for Dad), 

When Will I Feel Like a Mom/Dad, Things to Do Before Baby is Born 

 Infancy:  Family Meetings, Healthy Male Role Models (for Dad), Helping the 

Men in My Life Support Me, Spending Time with Baby (for Dad) 

 Toddlerhood: A Letter to Daddy, Family Strengths, My Family Culture 

 ETO data system measurement & tracking of father involvement   

 Indicator:  Frequency in which the baby’s biological father spent time taking 

care of and/or playing with the baby during the past 3 months 

 

 



Parents As Teachers 

 Parents as Teachers intentionally uses inclusive language in all parent materials & 
handouts specifically designed to include fathers and other significant caregivers 
and relatives. 

 

 The PAT curriculum specifically emphasizes importance of fathers and unique roles 
they play in the life of their child. 

 

 PAT training emphasizes involving the whole family in home visiting.  Training videos 
and live home visit demonstrations during training include fathers whenever possible. 

 

 PAT offers technical assistance to PAT affiliate programs interested in specific 
strategies to engage fathers. 

 

 At the national level, PAT regularly participates in fatherhood initiatives; PAT has a 
free toolkit available on its public website: 
http://www.parentsasteachers.org/resources/promoting-responsible-
fatherhood/fatherhood-toolkit  
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About the Trainer 

 James McHale is Director of the Family Study Center and Founding 

Chair of the Psychology Department at USF St. Petersburg. For the 

past 20 years, his studies of coparenting have been providing an 

inclusive new model for understanding infants and young children 

and the adults principally responsible for their care and upbringing 

– whomever those adults may be. His most recent work has 

introduced a promising new prenatal intervention to promote 

coparenting by unmarried and non-co-residential African American 

mothers and fathers expecting their first child together.  
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The USFSP Family Study Center www.usfsp.edu/fsc 

 

• The Family Study Center at USF St. Petersburg is home of both basic 
and applied research studies concerned with understanding, supporting, 
and advocating for families with young children.  

• We are unique on the national scene; all of the Center’s activities 
address the relationship adults share as coparents to infants and young 
children, and the impact of coparental functioning on the social and 
emotional adjustment of very young children.  

• Funders of Center projects have included local and state agencies, the 
Brady Education Foundation and the National Institutes of Health, all 
sponsors of investigations examining effects of coparenting in diverse, 
family systems.  

 

 

 

http://www.usfsp.edu/fsc


Our priority at the Family Study Center and 

one thrust of today’s webinar is on support 

for children and families during pregnancy 

and the earliest months and years of life 



Today’s Webinar Objectives 

• Explain what a coparenting framework is and 
how truly assuming such a framework alters 
everything about how we think about, approach, 
and work with families 

• Review what we know about promising means of 
engaging fathers in home visiting – and why 
promising approaches have failed to change the 
landscape 

• Offer solutions, for both direct service personnel 
and for agency heads and supervisors, for truly 
supporting fathers and mothers as coparents 









Six Protective Factors 

 
 

 

 

• Nurturing and Attachment 

• Knowledge of Parenting and Child Development 

• Parental Resilience 

• Social Connections 

• Concrete Supports for Parents 

• Social-Emotional Competence 



Prevention Gameplan 



Maternal Infant and Early Childhood 

Home Visiting Initiative 



Where are the dads in the plans?  



We have lots of work to 

do today… 

LET’S GET 

STARTED 



Objective 1: What is 

coparenting,  

and how does assuming such a 

framework alter how we think 

about, approach,  

and work with families? 



Professionals who work with infants and 

toddlers have historically based their efforts on 

a dyadic, mother-child model as they try to 

promote the healthy development of babies 

  

 



 

Efforts have been made to expand the 

mother-infant lens through initiatives to: 

• Promote Responsible Fatherhood 

 

• Encourage Healthy Marriages 

 

• Create Social Supports for Mothers 

 



Such efforts are limited in that they 

do not explicitly address: 
 

 Coparental, 

triadic, 

 and  

inter-caregiver 

dynamics 



In the U.S., most babies and toddlers are cared for by 

many individuals: mothers, fathers, extended family 

members, child care providers, and sometimes others 

 



25 years ago, I began a research program that 

moved beyond mother-child dyads to test out a 

premise central to family therapy, but absent at 

that time from the child development literature: 

• The emotional health of young children is promoted when 
adults share their joint knowledge about the child and 
collaborate effectively as parents and caregivers.  

• Conversely, in families where these adults…  

• …see children, or their roles with children, very differently 

• …do not endeavor to get “on the same page”; and 

• …parent in a non-supportive or incompatible manner 

• children would be at great risk for a wide range of social, 
emotional and behavioral adjustment difficulties.  



This premise gave wings to a concept now 

known throughout the child development field as 

“Coparenting” 



Coparenting refers to the mutual, joint 

efforts of adults raising children for whom 

they share responsibility 

 
 



When functioning effectively, coparenting alliances 

catalyze healthy emotional growth of infants and 

toddlers. For this to happen, the involved adults 

must collaborate to create a context of:  

 Support and solidarity between parenting figures 

 Consistency and predictability in the approaches 

the different caregivers take in the child’s life  

 Security and integrity of the family’s home base 

(regardless of whether that home base is a single 

domicile or spans multiple residences) 

 Accurate empathy and attunement to the child’s 

needs.  





Families through Time: A study of the 

transition to first-time coparenthood:  

 
• Initially assessed during the third trimester of 

the couple’s first pregnancy 

• Later seen at 3 months post-partum (home 
visits) 

• 12 months post-partum 

• 30 months post-partum 

• 54 months post-partum (home visits) 

 

  During each post-partum assessment 
phase, comprehensive evaluations of 
coparenting were completed 

http://www.shutterstock.com/pic-3174732-african-american-man-and-woman-standing-holding-up-infant-girl-by-her-hands-against-white.html
http://www.shutterstock.com/pic-3546390-fetus-d-render-illustration-of-an-embryo.html


Coparenting is a triangular concept 



Coparenting dynamics were revealed 

by how adults parented together  

when assessed with children. 
 
 



Core coparenting dynamics  

reliably distinguished among families  

with infants and young children 
 

• Degree of disparity in levels of engagement  
by the child’s parents 

  
• Rhythmic patterning of the family interaction 

(Child- or adult-driven) 
 

• Degree of inter-adult cohesion and harmony 
 

• Presence of inter-adult interference/antagonism 
 
 

 



Parents disagree on what they believe 

is best for the baby 

Play video 1 

 



Babies know this, and they are 

affected by the dissonance 



Our study, and literally dozens since then, 

established unequivocally that coparenting 

dynamics are associated with infant and 

toddler social and emotional development 

\ 
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http://www.google.com/imgres?imgurl=http://www.croydonearlylearning.com.au/images/toddler_activity.jpg&imgrefurl=http://www.croydonearlylearning.com.au/toddlers.html&usg=___52XaLjfqqjPsHImSLPAg5Mr-cg=&h=300&w=400&sz=20&hl=en&start=10&itbs=1&tbnid=BUqG_j1Om3UkjM:&tbnh=93&tbnw=124&prev=/images?q=images++of+toddlers&hl=en&tbs=isch:1
http://www.google.com/imgres?imgurl=http://www.ohdeedoh.com/uimages/ohdeedoh/amuse-toddlers.jpg&imgrefurl=http://www.ohdeedoh.com/ohdeedoh/how-to/how-to-amuse-toddlers-065077&usg=__QxQMnmUsgNDNNGmmAv9XYK-4Jb4=&h=450&w=450&sz=30&hl=en&start=30&itbs=1&tbnid=XGS1cvUB42T-cM:&tbnh=127&tbnw=127&prev=/images?q=images++of+toddlers&start=20&hl=en&sa=N&ndsp=20&tbs=isch:1


This is so from the very earliest 

months of life… 

James P. McHale, USF St. Petersburg.                  
 All Rights Reserved. (2014)  



…and by 30 months post-partum, coparenting 
problems have pervasive, across-the-board 

impacts. Toddlers in low coparenting solidarity 
families at age 2 ½… 

are rated by parents as showing more total behavior 
problems on the CBCL 1 ½-5 
are rated by teachers as showing poorer pre-
academic skills on the CABI 
exhibit a less mature understanding of different 
emotions on standard developmental assessments 
display less self- and more other-regulation when 
frustrated (in delay-of-gratification challenges) 
McHale, J. (2007), Charting the Bumpy Road of Coparenthood. Washington: Zero to Three Press 



Collaborative coparenting in nuclear families is 

central to healthy infant socioemotional 

development. What about coparenting in 

unmarried, “fragile family” systems? 



What is a Fragile Family? 

Princeton Fragile Families Study 

http://www.fragilefamilies.princeton.edu/


Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study 

• Following a cohort of nearly 5,000 children born mostly 

to unmarried parents.  

• Study designed to primarily address four questions:  

(1)What are the conditions and capabilities of unmarried 

parents, especially fathers?  

(2)What is the nature of the relationships between 

unmarried parents? 

(3)How do children born into these families fare? 

(4)How do policies and environmental conditions affect 

families and children? 





Unmarried fathers are often villified 



The terminology is disturbing 



Are unmarried fathers coparents? 







Unmarried parents are a diverse group 

• Relationships among unmarried parents are 

diverse in important ways 

– One group resembles divorced parents 

– A second group never had a close, enduring 

relationship 

– A third group is still romantically involved 

• Their coparenting experiences also differ 



Prior to the new baby’s arrival, 

unmarried parents struggle 

Play video 2 



Yet FFWB data indicate that coparenting 

alliances can and do form in unmarried 

families, and frequently also endure 

through the infant and toddler years 

-- even in families where there is  

no committed romantic involvement –  

so long as the unmarried coparents 

maintain rapport and remain on 

reasonably good terms 
(Carlson & McLanahan, 2007; Fagan & Palkovitz, 2007;  

Mincy et al., 2004; Waller, 2007) 

 



Intervening with fragile families to promote 

coparenting should be a national priority… 



…but it will become so only if we 

believe fathers matter to children 



…and to children, dads do matter 

Play video 3 



Yet remarkably, no one besides 

children seem to fully grasp this 

– including dads themselves 
 

• Michael Hayes, 

Deputy for Family 

Initiatives, Child 

Support Division, 

Texas Office of the 

Attorney General 



How many  

U.S. dads & 

stepdads 

say: 

B) 50% 

A) 25 % 

C) 66% 

D) 75% 

My relationship 

with my daughter 

is either good or 

excellent. 

2004 Dads & Daughters® Roper Poll 



How many  

U.S. dads & 

stepdads 

say: 

B) 50% 

A) 25 % 

C) 66% 

D) 75% 

2004 Dads & Daughters® Roper Poll 

My active 

involvement in her 

life is NOT key to her 

health and well-being. 



How many  

U.S. dads think 

they are 

replaceable by 

other men: 

B) 29% 

A) 7% 

D) 73% 

C) 57% 

Pop’s Culture Survey, National Fatherhood Initiative 2006  

A teacher or a family 

friend could substitute 

for me in my 

daughter’s life.  



How many  

U.S. dads think 

they are 

replaceable by 

the mother: 

C) 69% 

A) 37% 

D) 83% 

B) 53% 

Pop’s Culture Survey, National Fatherhood Initiative 2006  

My daughters are going 

to be fine without me; as 

long as their mom is 

around. 

 



How many  

U.S. moms think 

they are 

replaceable: 

B) 29% 

C) 57% 

D) 73% 

A) 7% 

Motherhood Study, 2005 

Flickr photo by Ozone_Ferd, some rights reserved, attribution required, no derivative works, 2005. 

My contribution isn’t that 

unique for my sons. 

Other caring adults 

could replace me.  



Dads aren’t the only ones unsure they have 

something to offer. Moms aren’t always so 

sure either. And frankly…neither are we 



Father involvement is crucial for  

infant health and mental health 

• When fathers are involved during the pregnancy, 

babies have fewer complications at birth (Alio, A.P., 

Mbah, A.K., Kornosky, J.L., Marty, P.J. & Salihu, H.M.  (2010). 

The Impact of Paternal Involvement on Feto-Infant Morbidity 

among Whites, Blacks, and Hispanics. Maternal and Child Health 

Journal 2010; 14(5): 735-41). 

• High-quality interaction by any type of father 

predicts better infant health. Carr, D. & Springer, K. W. 

(2010). Advances in families and health research in the 21st 

century. Journal of Marriage and Family, 72, 743-761. 



Father involvement is crucial 

• Premature infants who have increased visits from 

fathers during hospitalization have improved 

weight gain and score higher on developmental 

tests (Coleman WL and the Committee on Psychosocial 

Aspects of Child and Family Health (2004). Fathers and 

Pediatricians: Enhancing Men’s Roles in the Care and 

Development of their Children. American Academy of Pediatrics 

Policy Statement, Pediatrics, May, 2004). 

• Babies with father’s name on the birth certificate 

are 4 times more likely to live past 1 year of age 
(Alio, A.P., et al. (2010). "The Impact of Paternal Involvement on 

Feto-Infant Morbidity among Whites, Blacks, and Hispanics". 

Maternal and Child Health Journal 14(5): 735-41). 

 



Responsible fatherhood programs have 

fathers meet with other men – but not 

with their babies mothers 



But is promoting father engagement the  

same as promoting coparenting? 





For mothers and fathers in fragile 

families to coparent, many obstacles 

must be overcome 



Grandmaternal gatekeeping,  

children from other partners,  

child support enforcement… 



But remember – 

coparenting alliances can and do emerge  

in unmarried families,  

and are hence possible to seed and nurture during 
the pregnancy, infant and toddler years --  

even when the parents maintain no sustained 
romantic involvement –  

so long as the mother and father commit to the 
baby and remain on reasonably good terms 

 
(Carlson & McLanahan, 2007; Fagan & Palkovitz, 2007;  

Mincy et al., 2004; Waller, 2007). 

 





Steps in FCC 

1. Heightening consciousness, awareness, and 

motivation to coparent 

2. Skill-building – helping couples acquire skills 

needed to problem-solve and communicate 

effectively about coparenting  

3. Guided enactments 

• Most FCC interventions end with co-creating 

of a parenting plan – a set of goals that the 

child’s mother and father mutually determine 

and agree to agree upon 



We set out to establish whether we could intervene 

prenatally to build coparenting alliances 

 



Our view of fragile families is that they, too, 

are an evolving coparenting and triangular 

family system; that they must be understood 

as a threesome and not a “2+1”; and that their 

babies play an important contributory role 







Relationship building, rapport  

were important to success 







Show Your Love 





When a coparent is expressing concern about 

safety in the other parent's home: 

• (a) OK to use this as a “teachable moment” - 

since the other parent is there… 

(b) …we’d say "if that's a concern, how might 

you be able to let dad know about your concern 

in a way that he can hear that?" 











Demographic Mothers Fathers 

Age Average 22 y/o 26 y/o 

Range 14-35 y/o 14-53 y/o 

Race Black 17 19 

White 1 - 

Bi-Racial 2 1 

Income *Below 

Poverty 

100% 100% 

Other 

Children 

From 1+ 

Previous 

Relationships 

35% 18% 

Length of 

Relationship 
Average 3.7 years 

Range 0.7– 15.0 years 

Living 

Situation 

Co-Resident 

Living Apart 
53% 

47% 

Who are the FIOC Families? 



At 3 Months Post-partum, 

the standard LTP was administered  

to all FIOC families 











In families where infants showed more 

advanced triangular capacity, coparenting was 

less disengaged and marginally more 

cooperative 



What’s more – babies were 

drawing fathers in 

Play video 4 



The babies – at 3 months postpartum – 

made bids for their fathers’ attention – and 

their fathers responded 



Babies’ looks to father  

amplified ongoing engaged behavior.  

Play video 5 



Babies’ gaze also succeeded in coaxing 

responsiveness among most less involved dads 

Play video 6 



Preliminary conclusions 

• Following Focused Coparenting Consultation, 

mothers and fathers in “fragile families” join 

together for LTP interactions with no 

trepidation or concerns about one another  

• About half of FCC-involved African American 

infants show beginning evidence of triangular 

capacities between 3 and 4 months of age 

• Infants show signs of interest in fathers and 

their signals catalyze father responsivity 

• Foundations of triangular systems are clear 

 



Our earlier coparents revisited after 

FIOC (3-months post-partum) 

Play video 7 



Objective 2: Assessing what we 

know about promising means of 

engaging fathers in home 

visiting – and why what we 

know about these promising 

approaches has failed to 

change the home visiting 

landscape 

 



What we know, and why what we 

know isn’t enough 

• The Office of Planning, 

Research, and Evaluation 

(OPRE) contracted with 

Mathematica to review 

research on programs 

and services that 

supported fathers. Only a 

handful of the programs 

identified offered home 

visiting as a method of 

service delivery  

 

 



 
Most programs grew out of  

Early-Childhood Home Visiting 

• Common program strategies:  

• –Maintain home visits as the primary service but 

also include fathers  

• –Add or adapt other services for fathers, such as 

father-child socialization activities or group 

sessions  

• Programs that did not grow out of early-

childhood home visiting sometimes offered case 

management during home visits  

 



Services were offered  

for only a few months 

• Father-focused components often lasted no more 

than 12 weeks  

• For programs offering longer-term home visits to 

mothers and children, it was not always clear 

whether fathers would be encouraged to continue 

participating  

• Avellar and Mathematica only identified one 

program that clearly tried to change approach to 

become more inclusive of fathers  

 



What obstacles were identified? 

• Fathers feeling the program wasn’t for men  

• Staff stereotyping fathers, e.g., as primarily 

interested in employment or in sports  

• Some women who felt the program 

benefited them being reluctant to share the 

services with the father  

 



What obstacles were identified? 

• Mothers’ reluctance to share information, 

fearing loss of public assistance or child- 

support enforcement  

• Challenging relationship issues between 

mothers and fathers  

• High rates of incarceration, especially 

among young African American fathers  

 



If you want to including fathers just 

inviting them to home visits isn’t enough 

• Plan home visits around father’s schedule  

• Consider engaging him in specific tasks, 

directing his attention to the child, pointing 

out the child’s positive reactions to him 

• Get to know dad as an individual, understand 

his goals, provide support for those goals  

• Believe in the importance of fathers and 

recognize your personal biases  

 





Case Study: Massachusetts 

 

• Haji Shearer 

Director of the 

Fatherhood 

Initiative, 

Massachusetts 

Children’s Trust 

Fund  



In Massachusetts, 

• The Children’s Trust Fund funds HFM, a 

15 year old, statewide, home visiting 

program for first time parents under 21  

• Approx 3000 families served by 250 staff 

on a weekly, biweekly or monthly schedule 

•  In 2009, CTF ran a 3-6 month Intensive 

Support model (FITS) with some of its 

programs to increase father participation  

 

 



What happened? 

• Within a few months, the first three 

programs we worked with tripled their 

percentage of fathers on home visits from 

single digits to high 20s/low 30s  

• However, rates reached a plateau and 

started dropping after the intensive 

support ended  

 

 



So, benchmarks were established 

• In 2010, for the first time, CTF created a 

benchmark for father engagement  

• 45% of participants are required to have a 

visit with father present  

• From 2nd Quarter FY11 to the same time 

FY12, the program average rate for 

fathers on one HV went from 25% to 45%  

 



In another high-profile project… 

• In 7 communities, the Texas Health 

and Human Services Commission is 

implementing and evaluating four 

program models – PAT, Nurse Family 

Partnership, the Early Head Start 

Home-Based Model, and the Home 

Instruction for Parents of Preschool 

Youngsters program. PI Cynthia 

Osborne is evaluating fathers’ reasons 

for participating in the programs and 

whether programs can do more to 

encourage father involvement. 









Objective 3: Provide some 
solutions, for both direct service 
personnel and for agency heads 
and supervisors, that can help to 
truly support fathers and 
mothers as coparents 



MIECHV is poised to do a lot of good. 



MIECHV Benchmarks 

• Benchmark 1 focuses on improved maternal and newborn health and 

measures impact based on engagement with mothers. 

• Measures include: 

– Prenatal care 

– Maternal used of alcohol, tobacco, or illicit drugs 

– Pre-conception care 

– Inter-birth intervals 

– Screening for maternal depressive symptoms 

– Breastfeeding 

– Maternal and child health insurance status 

 



Florida Needs Assessment 

• Poverty 

• Crime 

• Domestic violence 

• High rates of high school dropouts 

• Substance abuse 

• Unemployment 

• Child maltreatment 





Coparenting refers to the 

mutual, joint efforts of adults 

raising children for whom they 

share responsibility 

 
 

http://www.reflexstock.com/index.cfm?/imageDetails_en&imgid=825901&extIntCode=0
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Barriers to working with coparents (rather 

than mothers, or fathers, individually) 

• Deep-seated doubts about whether it is wise 

to engage fathers at all 

• Training bias: Home visitors do a lot of 

teaching, have a propensity to educate rather 

than facilitating conversation between parents 

• Lack of “couples” skills -- fear of not knowing 

what to do if conflict were to arise 

• Fear of being called upon to arbitrate and not 

knowing the “right” solution 



Step 1: To help moms and dads believe 

dads are important, you must believe they 

are important 

• Address invisible 

biases that fathers 

do not matter to 

children 

• Few people 

acknowledge such 

biases but they 

remain rampant and 

they affect all we do 



Address own biases and skill sets 

• What do you truly believe about the importance of 

father engagement? 

• What do you feel about the wisdom of bringing 

fathers into the equation? 

• What might stop you, consciously or 

unconsciously? 

• Develop basic skills to help fathers engage with 

their babies, to help mothers let them, to teach 

and coach communication skills, and to quell 

squabbles as they evolve 



Take to heart the facts about fathers -- 

Children with involved dads: 

• More successful in school 

• More ambitious 

• More self confident with their identity 

• Self-protective and self-reliant 

• Less likely to drop out 

• Less susceptible to peer pressure 

• Less likely to get in trouble with the law 

 



Moms can be tough sells – you must stand 

ready to help them understand what is at 

stake if father is not a part of the child’s life 

– and you must believe this yourself 



You must be prepared to deal with  

the common concern of mothers  

that they can’t trust fathers 



You must also be familiar with the propensity 

of mothers to position as experts 





Fathers need to develop their 

own ways with their children 



Not sure what to do with a dad? 

If in doubt just remember--- 

•Cuddle 

•Talk 

•Read 



Not sure what to do with a dad? 

Coach dad (and mom) to 

• Build security by 

holding the child 

close. Babies love to 

be held and rocked 

 

• Say “I love you” many 

times a day, every 

day. Let baby know 

why. Never stop. 

 

 



Talk, sing, laugh, clown around 

• Talk to the baby, and 
say the names of things 
you see, even if she 
cannot 

• Sing songs, especially 
songs with motions and 
finger-play. Babies never 
tire of familiar songs 

• Use lots of facial 
expressions, and let the 
child touch your face 

 



Read, even to newborns 

• Read, every day, even 

before baby learns 

how to read along. 

She’ll be listening and 

will come to expect 

and love it 

• You can read to her 

from the first day of 

life. Cuddle her in your 

lap. Point to pictures. 

 



Floor time and activities 

• Encourage tummy 

and later floor time 

• Explain how physical 

contact promotes 

bonding! 

• Lift babies, hold them 

gently but safely 

• Go for walks and talk 

while you’re walking 

 



As you work with dads, help keep 

moms from interfering with their efforts   



Once mothers and fathers are engaged, 

help them discuss their gameplan…a way 

that both mother and father can maintain a 

focus on supportive coparenting 



You can teach Coparenting 101 



Every child can be given two priceless 
gifts by his or her family: 

• The liberty to enjoy close 
and loving relationships 
with each individual adult 
who takes on responsibility 
to help parent her. 

• A sense of family-level 
security (Byng-Hall, 2005; 
McHale, 2007).  



Infants can -- and do – 

form multiple attachments 



The attachments children form to 

adults can be supported, or 

undermined, by coparenting 



Help both parents understand: Infants thrive 

when they have multiple secure attachments 

• The strength of an infant or toddler’s attachment to 
each coparent will be a function of the quantity and 
quality of transactions they have with that person 

• A lower quantity of high quality care by a parent or 
caregiver is more important for secure attachment 
than is a higher quantity of poor-quality care 



The main mission… 

• Work with parents to do 

whatever it takes to promote 

the child’s bonds with each 

coparenting adult so as to 

create for the child a sense of 

family-level security 



Coparenting is not for 100% of families 



 Circumstances in which to consider the 

father’s inclusion in child-focused case 

assessment and treatment planning:  

1. The child still lives with the perpetrator 

2.  The child has contact with the perpetrator 

3.  The perpetrator expresses a wish to participate, 

supported by the child’s mother 

When might there be cause to work 

with a father with violence history?  
Stover & Morgos (2013) Professional Psychology Research and Practice 

 



If ongoing IPV is present,  

mother-father dyadic coparenting work 

in HV is contraindicated 



A perpetrator will not be appropriate for 

inclusion in treatment when there is…  

 
• 1) History of severe physical violence (e.g. choking, causing 

hospitalization) or when the risk of violent recidivism is high  

• 2) An active NO CONTACT protective order  

• 3) The child indicates fear of the perpetrator and does not 

want sessions with that person under ANY circumstances.  

• 4) Is substance dependent and NOT in treatment 

• 5) Manifests significant untreated psychosis, suicidality 

• 6)  Denies past violence despite arrest history/CP record; 

• 7) Refuses to take any responsibility for previous actions 

(e.g. completely blames his partner for violence); 

• 8) Refuses to sign release of info for DCF or prior treatment 

 



What if there is not IPV? 

• If IPV is not in the parents’ 

relationship history, a 

coparenting framework and 

coparenting interventions 

may be of help to parents.  

• Immaturity, conflict, “anger 

issues” – while unpleasant -

- are not the same as DV 

and are important to 

address with parents 

 



How do you decide? 

1. Nature/severity of abuse 

2. Does the perpetrator 

recognize that what they 

did was wrong and take 

some responsibility for 

their actions? 

3. Does the child want the 

perpetrator involved? 

4. Does the child still have 

significant contact or will 

have contact with the 

perpetrator in the future? 

 

5. The status and mental 

health of the perpetrator 

6. What is motivating the 

offending parent to want 

to participate? 

7. Is the perpetrator 

engaged in their own 

treatment? 

8. Does the child want the 

perpetrator involved? 

9. The goals of treatment 



When concerned, always consult with a 

supervisor. But always remember too… 

• The overwhelming 

majority of all men 

and fathers in all 

socio-demographic 

groups are not 

dangerous and are 

assets and buffers for 

children – without 

them, children’s life 

chances will suffer 



Summary and Recommendations  

to begin supporting coparenting in HV 



It is not only possible but it is vital for 

children that their parents create a lasting and 

strong mother-father coparenting alliance – 

one that reads and meets the child’s needs  



Coparents need not be married –  

or even living together –  

for a strong coparenting alliance to form 



You are most likely to engage dads if you 

take pains and go out of your way to 

seek their presence right from the start 



Some moms will be ready to welcome dad’s 

involvement. Others won’t, and will need you 

to help explain why coparenting matters 



Once ready  -- meaning once you yourself truly 

believe that fathers matter greatly to children – 

always aim to talk to both mothers and fathers 

together from the start of your work: 

“We know that how the two of you 

work together to care for him 

these first two years will help 

determine how well he adjusts as 

he gets older” 



Think triangles, triangles, triangles – 

Remember: every child has two parents 



Non-residential fathers are most likely to stay 

engaged with children if an infant-father  

attachment bond develops 



Dads differ. Some non-residential dads will be 

ready to coparent immediately; other dads will 

need some support from you learning how to 

be sensitive and responsive to baby 



Once you have both parents’ on board, 

spend time heightening their awareness 

about the specific effects of coparenting -- 

and strengthening their resolve to coparent 



Provide parents with insights about why 

children need coparents to work together…  



As for your skill set – always pose questions to 

and seek answers from both mom and dad ; if 

dad defers to mom, ask “how do you see it?” 



`Spend some time learning a few basic 

communication techniques, for those times 

when parents have different views 



The “magic” secret to building lasting 

coparenting alliances is simple:  

Fathers will care for their children  

if they know and love their children 
 

 



For coparents to get to where kids need them 

to go, we will need to jettison these images 



And embrace 

these instead 



Questions? 



For more on coparenting and child 

development… 

• Visit http://www.usfsp.edu/fsc/ 

• Free download about coparenting to use with families: 

http://edis.ifas.ufl.edu/pdffiles/FY/FY100000.pdf 

• Excellent reading resource for new parents living 

together: McHale, J. (2007) Charting the Bumpy Road 

of Coparenthood: Understanding the Challenges of 

Family Life (read more here ) 

• For professionals: McHale, J. & Lindahl, K. (2011), 

Coparenting: A Conceptual and Clinical Examination 

of Family Systems (read more here ) 

 

http://www.usfsp.edu/fsc/
http://edis.ifas.ufl.edu/pdffiles/FY/FY100000.pdf
https://secure2.convio.net/zttcfn/site/Ecommerce/136397381?VIEW_PRODUCT=true&product_id=2761&store_id=1121
http://www.apa.org/pubs/books/4317273.aspx

