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Abstract Survey (n = 161) and focus group (n = 15)
methods were used to collect data from a community
sample of New Zealand fathers about their knowledge and
experience with parenting programs, and their preferences
for program content, features, and delivery methods. The
prevalence of perceived child behavioral and emotional
difficulties, parenting risk and protective factors, fathers’
parenting confidence, and the family and personal corre-
lates of father preferences were also examined. Survey
results showed that fathers’ knowledge and experience of
available parenting programs was low. The topics rated
most highly by fathers to include in a program were
building a positive parent—child relationship, increasing
children’s confidence and social skills, and the importance
of fathers to children’s development. Fathers’ most pre-
ferred program delivery methods were father only group
programs, individually-tailored programs, and a range of
low intensity options, including seminar, television series,
and web-based. Program features most likely to influence
father attendance were demonstrated program effective-
ness, location of sessions, practitioner training, and that
content addressed personally relevant issues. Fathers’ level
of education, stress and depression, and perceptions of
child behaviour difficulty were linked to program content
and delivery preferences. New insights were gained from
focus group participants about messages to include in
program advertisements and program content to emphasise
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in order to engage fathers. Findings highlight a variety of
program and delivery options that could be offered to meet
a range of father parenting support needs, including con-
cerns about coping with specific child behaviours and
emotions, and managing personal and parenting stress.
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Introduction

Extensive evidence shows that parenting interventions
based on social learning principles are an effective treat-
ment for behavior problems in children (Dretzke et al.
2009; Eyberg et al. 2008). However, the majority of parents
who have concerns about their children’s behavior or
adjustment do not receive services, highlighting the need
for a public health approach to the provision of evidence-
based parenting intervention strategies (Sanders 2012). To
reach as many people as possible, a public health approach
has a focus on ensuring that parenting intervention strate-
gies are widely available in easily accessible formats and
delivery mechanisms (Metzler et al. 2012). This approach
contrasts with the traditional clinical treatment model of
parenting interventions based on highly intensive practi-
tioner-delivered interventions to targeted individuals.
Fathers are one group of parents who have been identified
by researchers and clinicians as experiencing barriers to
participation in parenting interventions (Fabiano 2007).
There are several key reasons why increased father
involvement in parenting interventions is needed. First, a
large body of research indicates that children with behavior
problems early in life are at risk for a range of long-term
negative outcomes (Knoster 2003). Furthermore, poor father
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child relationships have been found to precipitate delinquent
behaviors in adolescents (Atwood et al. 1989), and low levels
of father involvement have been found to affect children’s
school achievement and aggression, and heighten the like-
lihood of engagement in risky behaviors (McLanahan and
Teitler 1999). Second, behavior problems in young children
are more likely to persist in the context of difficult parent—
child relationships, highlighting the need for early parenting
interventions, especially with fathers (Cowan and Cowan
2002). Third, current research on fathers’ unique contribu-
tion to children’s behavioral development suggests the
possibility that increased father involvement in parenting
programs is likely to be highly beneficial for young children
with disruptive behavior problems (Bogels and Phares 2008;
Fabiano 2007; Tiano and McNeil 2005). Finally, a growing
body of research shows that when fathers are involved in
parenting interventions outcomes are improved for children,
mothers and fathers (Bagner and Eyberg 2003; Sanders et al.
2013; Webster-Stratton and Hammond 1997).

Despite the many potential benefits of father involve-
ment in parenting programs, fathers generally have low
participation rates and when fathers are included program
adherence is often problematic, with low attendance and
high attrition (Tiano and McNeil 2005). A variety of rea-
sons have been suggested for low father participation,
including the way programs are advertised and promoted to
families, and aspects of program content and delivery
(Addis and Mahalik 2003; Fabiano 2007). For example,
parent training that is promoted in a way that could be
interpreted as parents lacking a skill may deter fathers, as it
has been suggested that men are unlikely to seek help if
doing so means admitting there is a problem (Addis and
Mabhalik 2003; Fabiano 2007). In addition, most programs
do not differentiate between the treatment role of mothers
and fathers (Lee and Hunsley 2006) when the parenting
tasks of each parent may differ greatly, and as a result the
content of parenting programs may be viewed by fathers as
being less relevant to their needs compared to mothers
(Fabiano 2007). If fathers are not engaged or do not find the
program content relevant they are less likely to implement
the techniques, leading to decreased program effectiveness
(Fabiano 2007). Other key barriers that have been identi-
fied to fathers accessing parenting programs and family
services include a lack of information about the services
available, fear of not knowing what the program will
involve, and how fathers will be perceived by other men if
they seek help (Anderson et al. 2002; Berlyn et al. 2008;
Fabiano 2007).

To better understand why fathers are not involved in par-
enting interventions and to create programs that will better
meet the needs of both fathers and mothers, it is important to
obtain fathers’ perspectives. The use of consumer preference
data to inform program development has been widely
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practiced across multiple disciplines, most notably market-
ing, and is beginning to be used in the development of psy-
chological interventions (Kirby and Sanders 2012; Santucci
etal.2011). When program developers converse directly with
a target group it is likely to improve the quality and relevance
of the program to that specific group, and as a result increase
participation and engagement (Kirby and Sanders 2012).

A small number of consumer research studies on family
relationships and life skills services for fathers have pro-
vided insight into fathers’ reasons for accessing support.
For example, survey and interview data from Australian
men who participated in family and relationships services
found that 37 % of the sample sought help in response to a
relationship crisis, while 43 % were looking for advice or
support. Many felt it was important that the service pro-
vider had experience working with men, but gender of the
provider was not an influential factor in their participation
(O’Brien and Rich 2003). This contrasts with findings
reported in other studies of father consumers, program
facilitators, and social workers, who argued that male
facilitators are necessary to increase father engagement and
involvement (Berlyn et al. 2008; Lazar et al. 1991). Other
consumer research has offered insight into possible ways to
attract and engage fathers in programs. In focus group work
by Anderson et al. (2002), fathers who were previously or
currently involved in a family service program suggested
hosting father—child events to promote programs, and
offering incentives to get fathers involved initially
(Anderson et al. 2002). Other ideas for maximising
engagement included increasing the visibility of programs,
identifying specific needs of participants, and using the
positive and constructive feelings that fathers have about
their children to get them motivated and involved
(Anderson et al. 2002). Both the O’Brien and the Anderson
studies gathered information from men who were or had
been actively involved in programs. Attaining the per-
spectives of fathers who have recently participated in
programs is beneficial, however, community surveys are
needed to gain a broader understanding of fathering sup-
port needs and preferences for program content and
delivery and to identify barriers to participation.

Currently, there is limited father data available from
community surveys. One study that does have father
preference data comes from a UK web-based survey of 721
working parents, that investigated preferred features for a
parenting program delivered in the workplace (Sanders
et al. 2011a, b). Program features rated most important by
both fathers and mothers were demonstrated program
effectiveness, the program is conducted by trained practi-
tioners, and the content addresses personally relevant
issues (Sanders et al. 2011a, b).

These types of father surveys also need to obtain infor-
mation about father reports of child behavior problems and
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the associated paternal risk and protective factors to identify
fathers that would most benefit from participation in par-
enting interventions. To date, only a few studies provide this
type of data (Dave’ et al. 2008; Sanders et al. 2010). For
example, an epidemiological survey of 933 Australian
fathers found that 3 % rated their child’s behavior as very or
extremely difficult, and 14 % reported feeling very or
extremely stressed (Sanders et al. 2010). Fathers with more
difficult children were more likely to perceive parenting to
be demanding, stressful, and depressing, and less rewarding.
These fathers also reported high levels of personal stress and
were less likely to have completed secondary school. Only
11 % of the fathers surveyed had participated in a parenting
program in the previous 12 months. Those fathers who had
previously participated in a parenting program were more
likely to have higher income and education, and report
higher levels of stress and child behavior difficulties
(Sanders et al. 2010). These last findings are helpful for
providing some insight into variables that may influence
father participation. However, few if any studies have
examined factors that may influence fathers’ program con-
tent and delivery preferences. Socioeconomic status has
been shown to impact parents’ expectations and desires for
their children’s development and the role parents see for
themselves in achieving those outcomes (for a review see
Hoff et al. 2002). Thus it is possible that parents’ program
content choices may vary as a function of socioeconomic
status.

The goal of the present study was to obtain an under-
standing of the fathering support needs and parenting pro-
gram preferences among New Zealand fathers with a child
aged 2-9 years. A survey of an unselected community
sample of fathers was undertaken to identify: (a) fathers’
perceptions of child behavior problems; (b) the prevalence of
modifiable parenting risk (father stress, depression, parent-
ing confidence and perceptions of parenting) and protective
factors (parenting support); (c) fathers’ knowledge of and
experience with parenting programs; (d) what topics fathers
considered important to include in a program; (e) program
delivery methods that fathers would find useful; and
(f) program features that would influence fathers to partici-
pate. Links between father-reported family and personal
characteristics and fathers’ program content and delivery
preferences were also explored. The second phase of the
project involved a series of focus groups designed to elicit
qualitative information regarding program content and
delivery modality, along with ideas for recruitment and
promotion strategies to attract and engage fathers. A mixed
method approach was used given that survey methods are
useful in gaining the perspectives of a large number of
people within a target group with minimal time and resource
costs. When supplemented by qualitative methods, such as
focus groups, more in-depth insights may be obtained into

barriers to participation and ways to tailor programs spe-
cifically to the needs and preferences of specific groups
(Sanders and Kirby 2011).

Method
Participants
Survey

A community sample of 161 New Zealand fathers with at least
one child between the ages of 2-9 years (M = 57 months,
SD = 27 months, 51 % female) completed the survey por-
tion of the study. Ninety-nine percent of the respondents were
the child’s biological father and two (1 %) were step fathers.
The majority of participants were living with their child’s
other biological parent (85 %) with a smaller number of single
parent (10 %) and blended (5 %) families. The majority of
fathers had between one and three children living in their
household (M = 1.79, SD = 0.90). The fathers had a mean
age of 37.82 years (SD = 7.30), and were predominantly
New Zealand European (69 %), with smaller numbers from
Maori (7 %), Pacific Island (3 %), Asian (4 %) and European
(United Kingdom and Europe 11 %), North America (2 %),
and South Africa (2 %) origins. Participants were from a
range of socio-demographic backgrounds, although the
majority had a post-secondary qualification (trade or technical
college certificate 21 %; university qualification 36 %;
advanced University degree 25 %), were employed full time
(80 %) and received a moderately high income (19 % earning
<NZ$50 000, 43 % earning NZ$50,000-100,000, and 38 %
earning >NZ$100,000). (The median annual family income
in New Zealand in 2010 was $64,272, Statistics New Zealand
2010).

Focus Groups

Focus group participants were 15 fathers who had between
two and six children (M =291, SD = 1.22) aged
2-9 years. They were of varying occupations (three stay-
at-home fathers, six manual labourers, four professionals,
and two self-employed business owners) and ethnic groups
(European 60 %, Pacific Island 20 %, Maori 13 %, and
Filipino 7 %) and the majority (93 %) were parenting with
a partner.

Measures
The survey questions covered family background and
personal information, including family composition,

income and father education. Fathers were asked to report
their perceptions of child behavior problems, and their
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confidence in dealing with these difficulties, as well as their
parenting experience and feelings of stress and depression
over the past 6-months. Fathers were asked about their
knowledge of and participation in parenting programs and
to rate their preferences for program content, features and
delivery modes. These questions are explained in more
detail in the following sections.

Child Behavior, Parenting Experiences, and Paternal
Stress and Depression

Fathers’ perceptions of child behavior problems were
assessed using questions from the strengths and difficulties
(SDQ) impact supplement (Goodman and Gotlib 1999).
The specific questions asked ‘do you think your child has
any difficulties in the following areas, emotions, concen-
tration, behavior or being able to get along with other
people? For each of these four areas fathers were asked to
indicate whether their youngest child between the ages of
2-9 years, had no difficulty, minor difficulties, definite
difficulties or severe difficulties over the last 6 months.
Questions of parenting confidence, experience, and stress
and depression were drawn from Sanders et al. (2010).
Fathers’ parenting confidence was based on ratings of how
confident fathers felt in dealing with seven difficult child
behaviors (e.g., how confident are you that you can suc-
cessfully deal with your child if s/he constantly seeks
attention), using a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (not
at all) to 5 (extremely). Fathers were also asked to rate their
experience of parenting over the past month, specifically
whether parenting was rewarding, demanding, stressful,
fulfilling or depressing. Ratings were made on a 5-point
Likert scale ranging from 1 (not at all) to 5 (extremely).
Fathers’ mental health was assessed with two items asking
to what extent have you felt stressed/depressed over the
past month on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (not at
all) to 5 (extremely).

Knowledge and Experience of Parenting Programs

Fathers were provided with a list of eight parenting pro-
grams available in New Zealand. For each of the programs,
fathers were asked to indicate if they had heard of the
program or not, and whether they had ever attended the
program (either in the past 12 months or more than
12 months ago). Those fathers who had previously atten-
ded a parenting program were asked to rate, on a 5-point
Likert scale ranging from 1 (not at all important) to 5
(extremely important), how important various factors (e.g.,
your partner suggested you attend the program) were in
initially motivating them to attend the program, and an
open-ended question about information they would like to
have included in the program.
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Program Content, Features, and Delivery Preferences

Fathers rated the importance of including 13 specified
topics (see Table 2 for the list of topics) in a parenting
program, such as managing difficult child behavior, and
building a positive relationship, using 5-point Likert scales
from 1 (not at all) to 5 (extremely). These topics were
developed specifically for this survey. Program delivery
methods that fathers would find useful were explored using
father ratings of 16 delivery modes (see Table 3 for the
delivery options), such as delivery over the internet or in a
group format. Ten of the items were based on a question-
naire used by Morawska et al. (2011). The remaining six
items, such as father-only group and weekend intensive,
were added given their potential relevance for fathers.
Ratings were made on a 10-point Likert scale ranging from
1 (not at all useful) to 10 (extremely useful). Lastly, fathers
were asked to rate the extent to which seven specified
program features (drawn from Sanders et al. 201 1a, b), may
influence their decision to participate (such as, participants
are able to set their own goals). A further five items of
potential relevance to fathers were added; program content
is tailored specifically to fathers, a male practitioner con-
ducts the program, the program is free or low cost, the
program is held in a convenient location, and extended
family are able to attend (see Table 4 for the full list of
features). Ratings were made using 5-point Likert scales
ranging from 1(no influence) to 5 (a lot of influence).

Focus Groups

Focus group discussion topics included content that fathers
would like to have incorporated in parenting programs,
whether specific program delivery features were likely to
increase engagement (e.g., facilitator gender, being able to
share personal experiences), and ideas for recruiting and
retaining fathers in programs (e.g., the wording of adver-
tisements that might attract fathers and incentives to
maintain attendance at program sessions). The discussion
questions about program and delivery content were used to
supplement and build on the survey data.

Procedure

Ethical approval was simultaneously obtained for both the
survey and focus group from the University of Auckland
Human Participants Ethics Committee (21/6/2010). Partic-
ipants were recruited using print and online advertisements
distributed to community outlets, such as early childhood
education centres, libraries, and local newspapers.

The survey was completed anonymously either online or in
hardcopy format. Three separate focus groups were conducted
with five fathers in each; two with fathers who responded to an
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advertisement and one with fathers from a family support
centre. The focus groups were conducted as part of a study
investigating the acceptability of an existing parenting pro-
gram, however only the data on father engagement is reported
in this paper. At the end of the focus groups fathers were each
given a $20 petrol voucher to thank them for their time.

Data Analysis

Descriptive statistics are presented for father program prefer-
encesin Tables 2, 3, and 4. Between 10 and 15 % of the fathers
did not answer all of the questions, so the N for each question
varies and is shown in the tables. Spearman’s Rho correlations
were used to identify relationships between father preference
variables, family demographic factors, child behavior diffi-
culties, parenting confidence and perceptions, level of par-
enting support, and paternal stress and depression, with
missing data excluded list-wise. Due to the large number of
comparisons, a Holm-Bonferroni method was used to control
the risk of family-wise type one errors when determining the
significance of correlations. For the purpose of the correla-
tions, ratings of child difficulties across all four areas
(behavior, emotions, concentration and social) were stan-
dardized into one variable representing fathers’ level of con-
cern. The only exception was for the correlations with
parenting confidence variables, where items relating to confi-
dence handling conduct problems were examined in relation to
father ratings of child behavior difficulties and items relating to
confidence handling child emotional problems were examined
in relation to father ratings of child emotional difficulties.

Focus group discussions were transcribed and analyzed
using an inductive approach as outlined in Thomas (2006).
The transcripts were read multiple times and meaningful
statements were extracted and used to create categories (e.g.,
program delivery, engaging fathers), with similar statements
grouped together in the same category. The statements within
each category were then further defined into sub-themes (e.g.,
the use of humor, the use of father friendly messages), with
some statements being classified into more than one theme.
Clarity of the themes was established by a second coder
reading through the transcript statements in each category
and coding them into the pre-determined themes, resulting in
inter-rater reliability of 99 % agreement.

Results

Father Ratings of Child Behavior, Parenting
Confidence, Perception of Parenting Roles, Parent
Adjustment, and Parent Support

Table 1 shows that between 41 and 68 % of fathers
reported that their child had no difficulties in any of the

Table 1 Percentage of fathers who rated their child as having diffi-
culties in various areas (N = 155)

Area of No Minor Definite Severe

difficulty difficulty difficulty difficulty difficulty
(%) (%) (%) (%)

Behavior 41 54 4 1

Emotions 55 35 9 1

Concentration 63 31 3 3

Social 68 28 3 1

four areas (behavior, emotions, concentration or social). A
smaller number of fathers (between 28 and 54 %) reported
that their child had minor difficulties, with 3-9 % reporting
definite difficulties and 1-3 % reporting severe difficulties
in one or more areas.

Although many fathers (between 61 and 75 %) expressed
high levels of confidence when dealing with their child’s
behavior and emotions, between 22 and 27 % of fathers
reported only moderate levels of confidence in dealing with
behaviors such as, whining, seeking attention and emotional
problems. The areas in which fathers were least confident
included dealing with their child when s/he was unhappy
(11 % rated ‘not at all’ or ‘a little’ confident), anxious (8 %
rated ‘not at all’ or ‘a little’ confident), refusing to do as they
are told (8 % rated ‘not at all’ or ‘a little’ confident), or mis-
behaving in public (9 % rated ‘notatall’ or ‘alittle’ confident).

With regards to perceptions of positive and negative
aspects of their parenting role 82 % of fathers reported
parenting as being very or extremely rewarding and ful-
filling. Seventy-two percent rated parenting as being very
or extremely demanding, while 22 % of fathers rated par-
enting as being very or extremely stressful and depressing.
When asked about their own stress and feelings of
depression, 19 % (n = 30) of fathers reported feeling very
or extremely stressed during the past month, with a further
44 % (n = 68) experiencing moderate stress levels. A
smaller number of fathers reported feeling depressed over
the past month, with 4 % (n = 6) rating themselves as very
or extremely and 18 % (n = 28) rating themselves as
moderately depressed. The remaining fathers reported
feeling either not at all, or slightly stressed and depressed.
As stress and depression ratings were moderately corre-
lated (r = .47, p < .001) a composite rating of paternal
stress and depression was created using the average of the
two scores, which was used in subsequent analyses.

Relationships Between Father Ratings of Child
Behavior, Parenting Experiences, and Parent Stress

and Depression

Fathers who reported behavior difficulties with their child
were less confident in dealing with parenting situations
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such as whining (r = —.32, p < .001), non-compliance
(r=-.30, p<.001), and misbehavior (r= —.26,
p = .002). Fathers who reported emotional difficulties with
their child were less confident in dealing with parenting
situations, such as their child feeling sad (r = —.32,
p < .001) and worried (r = —.25, p = .002). Fathers who
reported that their child had difficulties in one or more area
(behavioral, emotional and/or social difficulties) were also
more likely to report more negative experiences of par-
enting, specifically in response to the question ‘parenting is
depressing’ (r = .23, p = .004), and were more likely to
have higher levels of stress and depression (r = .25,
p = .002). Fathers who rated themselves as having
increased stress and depression were also more likely to
report lower levels of confidence when dealing with chil-
dren’s emotions, being worried, sad, or anxious, (r =
—.23, p=.005 to r = —.24, p = .003) and behaviors,
such as whining, seeking attention, non-compliance, and
misbehaving in public (r = —.17, p = 0.037 to r = —.30,
p < .001). Fathers with higher levels of stress and
depression also had more negative perceptions of parent-
ing, (i.e. parenting is depressing (r = .41, p < .001),
stressful (r = .45, p < .001), and demanding (r = .27,
p <.001).

Knowledge and Experience of Parenting Programs

Fathers’ knowledge and experience with parenting pro-
grams was low, with only 13 % reporting that they had
heard of at least one of the available programs and only
3 % having ever attended a program. The most important
reasons given for having attended a program were: to
improve the relationship with their child, to develop a new
skill, to seek advice on a range of issues, and to effectively
manage child behavior.

Fathers’ Program Topic Preferences

Table 2 shows mean father preference ratings for specific
topics they considered important to include in a parenting
program. The topics rated as most important were; building
a positive parent—child relationship, increasing children’s
confidence and social skills, and the importance of fathers
to children’s development. Fathers with lower levels of
education were more likely to teaching children financial
skills (r = —.26, p = .002) as an important topic to
include in a parenting program.

Discussions from two of the focus groups provided
further insight into fathers’ preferences for program con-
tent. Eight out of ten fathers were in favour of focusing on
parenting tasks that fathers are typically involved in such as
bed time, bath time and discipline, and areas they felt less
confident in, such as showing physical affection to their
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Table 2 Rank ordered mean rating of topics that fathers considered
important to have in a parenting program (N = 138)

Topic M SD

How to build a positive relationship with your child 424 091

How to increase your child’s confidence 4.09 0.79
How fathers positively influence children’s 4.05 0.77
development
Increasing your child’s social skills 4.04 0.82
How to help your child do well in school 3.90 0.94
How to support your partner as a parent 372 1.00
How to manage problem behavior 3.69 0.96
How to encourage your child to be independent 3.65 1.12

How to increase child’s participation and enjoyment of 3.59 1.04
physical activities

Techniques for raising boys 344 1.26
Techniques for raising girls 341 140
How to teach your child financial skills 3.27 1.16
Teaching your child’s practical skills 3.04 1.18

children. The views expressed by one focus group were
that fathers needed more guidance than mothers about
ways to demonstrate physical affection, as illustrated by the
following quote: “I think women don’t have any trouble
with touching, hugging, kissing kids, that’s probably
something that should specifically be targeted at fathers,
with the appropriate behavior there”. All five of the fathers
in one group wanted to learn techniques for controlling
their negative emotional responses, so that they could
discipline their child in a calm and effective way. As one
father said, “Equipping the parents with their own moni-
toring systems, it’s always about the kids focus but not
about the parent actually not losing their rag”. Three out of
five fathers in another group were interested in how to
balance work and family. All fathers with partners thought
it was important to include information about how to work
together with their partner, how to model the correct
behavior as parents and the importance of consistency
between parents, such as “backing each other up and not
contradicting”.

Fathers’ Program Delivery Preferences

As shown in Table 3, delivery methods considered most
useful by fathers were seminar, father only group, televi-
sion series, web-based, and individually-tailored instruc-
tion. Out of the 14 delivery options, 14 % of fathers rated
eight or more of the options highly (7 or more out of 10),
21 % rated only one or two options highly, and 9 % rated
none of the options highly. Fathers who reported higher
levels of stress and depression were more likely to rate the
delivery options of self-directed with (r = .24, p = .004),
and without (r = .28, p < .001) telephone assistance, and
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Table 3 Rank ordered mean ratings of program delivery methods
that fathers would find useful (N = 156)

Table 4 Rank ordered mean ratings of program features that may
influence fathers’ decisions to participate (N = 146)

Delivery format M SD Factor M SD
Seminar 5.90 2.53 Program has been demonstrated effective 401 1.00
Father only group program 5.76 2.82 Program is held in a convenient location 380 1.03
Television series 5.59 2.67 Trained practitioners conduct the program 372 1.14
Web-based 5.33 2.64 Program addresses personally relevant issues 3.69 1.06
Individually tailored 5.32 3.02 Program is free or low cost 356 1.21
Couples group program 5.19 2.81 Resources professionally produced and presented 354 1.10
Group program 5.05 2.78 Program content is tailored specifically to fathers 332 1.16
Home visits 5.02 2.90 Participants encouraged to set and achieve own goals 3.24  1.13
Workplace 4.70 277 Program tailored to meet individual needs 321 117
Self-directed workbook 4.63 2.48 Different delivery formats available 3.18 1.16
Newspaper 4.46 232 A male practitioner conducts the program 227 1.26
Self-directed with telephone support 4.35 2.70 Extended family are able to attend 205 122
Weekend intensive 4.29 2.86

Radio segment 3.82 237  likely to value programs that are tailored to individual
Culture specific 3.29 270 needs (r = .29, p < .001). Both survey and focus group
Religious organisation access 2.78 2.72  fathers did not view a male facilitator as a factor that would

individually-tailored (i.e. meeting individually with a cli-
nician to tailor the program to their needs) (r = .26,
p = .002) as being useful.

In contrast to the survey responses most (14/15) of the
focus group fathers stated they would not participate in a
web-based program, as it would be similar to their work
environment, take too long, or would be less motivating
than leaving the house to attend a program. When asked
whether the fathers would prefer to attend a father-only
program or a program together with their partner, all of the
fathers who were parenting with a partner stated that they
would prefer for both parents to attend the program. Three
of these fathers were also interested in attending a father-
only group, and highlighted limitations of two parents
attending, such as finding childcare, perceptions that
mothers would control the conversation and whether par-
ents would be willing to share openly with their partner in
the room.

Program Features Influencing Father Engagement

Table 4 illustrates ratings of how much influence specific
program features would have on fathers’ decisions to par-
ticipate in a parenting program. Demonstrated program
effectiveness was the most influential program feature,
followed by program location, having a trained practitioner
run the program and having a program that addresses issues
of relevance to them. Fathers with higher levels of edu-
cation were less likely to value the option of having
extended family attend (r = —.23, p = .005). Fathers who
reported high levels of stress and depression were more

influence their attendance, however, all of the focus group
fathers agreed that if it was a father only group, a male
facilitator would be preferable. The fathers in one focus
group discussed a preference for learning the material
through practical activities, as one father said, “It has to be
interactive it can’t just be one guy talking”. Fathers across
all three groups stated that they would like the opportunity
to share personal experiences with other parents within the
group to normalise the situation (i.e., realise they are
experiencing similar issues), create a more casual envi-
ronment, and learn from others as well as pass on
knowledge.

Fathers’ Opinions About Increasing Attendance
and Involvement

Focus group fathers’ views on how a program could be
advertised so they would find it interesting and engaging
were categorised into five sub-themes; the use of humour;
the use of father friendly messages, such as, “Super-
charging the dad you are”; using the child’s mother or
large organisations to spread the message; focus on
enhancing the child, “If it was about my kid, so the hook is
there, if there is something that someone can teach me
about my kid but I am learning at the same time”; and not
implying that the fathers are doing a bad job, “They don’t
need to be made to feel like there is a problem that needs
fixing to come along, because most people shy away from
that”. Fathers in one group thought that advertisements
describing the focus of each session and what parent par-
ticipation involved would increase the likelihood of fathers
attending the program. Finally, fathers were asked about

@ Springer



944

J Child Fam Stud (2015) 24:937-947

possible incentives that would encourage them to keep
attending the sessions each week. None of the fathers felt
that a material incentive was necessary as the intrinsic
motivation of doing something for their children was
enough. A common view expressed was that a material
incentive would take the focus away from the purpose of
the program, as this quote illustrates, “If you have to entice
someone, how much effort are they putting in”. Most
fathers thought that it was essential to provide snacks and
beverages during sessions.

Discussion

This study is one of only a few community surveys of
fathers’ parenting support needs and preferences for par-
enting program features and delivery methods. The present
study has several advantages over previous research. First,
unique aspects of the survey findings include data on
program content preferences, program features and deliv-
ery methods relevant to fathers, and fathers’ levels of
confidence in dealing with specific child behaviors and
emotions. New information is also provided about the
influence of factors such as, father education, child
behavior difficulty, and father stress and depression on
fathers’ program content and delivery preferences. Finally,
new insights were gained from focus group participants
about messages to include in program advertisements and
program content to emphasise in order to engage fathers.
The percentage of fathers reporting child behavior
problems in this sample was higher than the rates reported
by Sanders et al. (2010) in which 3 % of fathers said their
child’s behavior was very or extremely difficult. This may
be partly due to differences in the number and wording of
the rating scale anchor points between the two studies. In
the present study fathers were asked to make separate
ratings about perceived child behavior and emotional
problems, whereas in the study by Sanders et al. fathers’
perceptions of child emotional or behavioral problems
were combined into one question. It was noteworthy, that
10 % of fathers in our study considered their child to have
definite or severe emotional problems. As with previous
research (Dave’ et al. 2008; Sanders et al. 2010) we found a
positive relationship between father ratings of child
behavior difficulties and father stress, as well as negative
perceptions of parenting. However, unlike Sanders et al.
(2010) we found no relation between father perceptions of
child behavior problems and father education. The reason
for this difference could be that compared to Sanders et al.
our study had a much smaller sample size and the majority
of fathers were well educated. The percentage of fathers
reporting feeling very or extremely stressed in our study
was slightly higher than that found by Sanders et al. (2010),
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which may have been due to differences in other sample
characteristics across the two studies.

Our findings for preferred program features are similar
to those obtained in the UK web-based survey of working
parents by Sanders et al. (2011a, b) who also found the
most preferred features for fathers were program effec-
tiveness, trained practitioners and content being personally
relevant. Thus, the results suggest that the desire for high
quality, content relevant programs that work is common to
fathers cross-nationally.

There are some similarities between program delivery
preferences obtained for fathers in this study (seminar,
father-only group, television series, and web-based deliv-
ery) and data collected from Australian parents from cul-
turally-diverse backgrounds (Morawska et al. 2011) and
from an ethnically-diverse sample of parents in the USA
(Metzler et al. 2012). In all three studies, television and
seminar were among the top four preferred delivery
methods. Like parents in the Metzler et al. study, fathers in
the current survey also ranked internet delivery among the
top four most preferred delivery methods. However, Mor-
awska et al. and Metzler et al. did not separate out findings
for mothers and fathers. Thus direct comparisons with
father data across the three studies were not possible.
Nevertheless, our results are consistent with other research
that indicates a preference for less intensive delivery
methods (Metzler et al. 2012; Morawska et al. 2011). Such
preferences could be due to fathers’ limited free time to
attend programs, practical considerations of organising
childcare, or the desire to keep their parenting concerns
private. The web-based preference may reflect parents’
increasing use of the internet to find solutions to various
parenting problems without the need for face-to-face
interaction. Given the variability in preferences it is
important to offer a diverse range of delivery options in
order to cater to a range of father needs and reduce barriers
to father involvement. Furthermore, based on the pattern of
preference ratings found in this study, (i.e., some fathers
rating many options highly and other fathers rating none of
the options highly) further research should investigate
other factors that may influence father program delivery
preferences.

The findings from this study have a number of impli-
cations for promoting parenting programs to fathers and for
tailoring program content to fathers’ interests. The survey
results show that only a very small number of fathers were
aware of available parenting programs and an even smaller
number had attended a program in the past, which under-
scores the need for better program promotion. Our results
suggest that possible ways to achieve this would be to give
fathers more specific information in advertisements about
what is involved in participation, to highlight program
content likely to be of interest to fathers, and to mention
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that the program is run by trained practitioners. Adver-
tisements should convey messages about optimising out-
comes for children rather than fixing child behavior and
family problems, or parental shortcomings. As many
fathers were particularly interested in whether the program
had a strong evidence base, this information could be
included in advertisements to help parents differentiate
between evidence-based techniques and other information
that is widely available.

With regards to program content, our findings suggest
that many fathers would like to learn about building posi-
tive relationships with their children, optimising their
child’s development in areas such as self-confidence and
social skills, and the contribution fathers make to their
child’s development. The importance of fathers could be
incorporated into a program by providing content based on
empirical evidence in a way that is understandable to
parents. An example of incorporating program content to
increase children social skills is provided by Frank et al.
(2014) who highlighted how fathers’ and mothers’ inter-
actions with their children provide models for interactions
with peers, and incorporated a practical example of
teaching children problem-solving skills into program
content. Finally the finding that between eight and 10 %
fathers were not confident when dealing with their chil-
dren’s unhappiness and anxiety suggests that the practi-
tioners might need to incorporate program content for
enabling some fathers to manage emotional as well as
behavioral difficulties.

Many of the topics suggested by the focus group fathers
are already covered in parenting programs based on social
learning principles (e.g., how to deal with bedtime, disci-
pline strategies, show affection, and the importance of
consistency between parents) however, they do indicate a
number of specific areas where extra content for fathers
might be helpful. For example, Frank et al. (2014) incor-
porated focus group suggestions from this study into pro-
gram content by providing a range of examples of how
fathers and mothers could demonstrate physical affection
(e.g., rough and tumble play, high fives), and various
strategies that parents could use at home or in public to
help them keep calm when disciplining their child. An
emphasis on stress management techniques when manag-
ing child behavior also seems warranted given the high
numbers of fathers in the study who reported that parenting
is demanding and stressful, and given the relationship
found between father perceptions of child behavior diffi-
culties and father reported personal stress, lower levels of
parenting confidence and negative perceptions of parent-
ing. Including information on techniques for managing
personal stress may also be important. For example, find-
ings from Sanders et al. (2011a, b) found that program
content that included helping parents cope with the

concurrent demands of work and family life was associated
with lower levels of personal distress.

Fathers who reported higher levels of stress and
depression also showed a preference for programs being
tailored to meet individual needs. Previous research has
demonstrated that paternal depression is significantly
related to more negative parenting behaviors, similar to
that seen with mothers, and an even greater decrease in
positive parenting behaviors for fathers compared to
mothers (Wilson and Durbin 2010). This research, together
with our findings that these fathers reported more negative
perceptions of parenting and less parenting confidence,
highlights the need to include fathers experiencing stress or
depression in parenting interventions that specifically
address parent mental health.

Focus group findings suggested that developers should
examine program content to ensure that it is meeting the
needs and interests of both parents, and focus on how parents
can work together to use the same strategies in various
parenting situations. Research has shown that conflict over
parenting decreases effective parenting practices and is
related to higher levels of child problem behavior, and that
parenting programs that promote a more positive co-par-
enting relationship will be more effective than those that do
not (Cowan et al. 2010; Lee and Hunsley 2006).

Our findings also suggest that lighter touch parenting
programs may be beneficial for some fathers, given the
numbers who had some minor concerns with their chil-
dren’s behavior and who reported only moderate levels of
confidence in dealing with specific child behaviors. One-
off discussion groups focusing on specific issues, such as
handling emotional problems or disobedience, may better
meet the needs of these fathers than an 8 week intensive
course (Morawska et al. 2011).

There is disagreement in previous research as to whether
having a male facilitator may increase father engagement
(Berlyn et al. 2008; O’Brien and Rich 2003). Both the
survey and focus group data presented here suggests that
facilitator gender would have little impact on fathers’ ini-
tial and continued program engagement.

One limitation of this study was that the survey was not
specifically conducted with fathers of children with
behavior difficulties, who are most often targeted for
inclusion in parenting interventions. However, if the goal is
to increase the reach of parenting interventions via a public
health approach, information is needed on the needs of
many father groups, including those with mild concerns
about child behavior and those with clinically elevated
levels of behavior problems. By adapting programs based
on father preferences and offering support with varying
levels of practitioner involvement and delivery methods,
we are more likely to increase the number of fathers who
are receiving parenting support at a level that meets their
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needs. Another limitation of the survey is the relatively
small sample size and disproportionate representation of
fathers from higher socioeconomic backgrounds.

Future research could sample a larger, more representa-
tive and diverse group of fathers, that includes different
cultural groups and other groups of fathers present in society.
The focus groups also highlighted some possible items for
inclusion in future survey work with fathers. For example,
further questions about the importance of program topics
such as, dealing with bed time, how to keep cool when dis-
ciplining your child, the co-parenting relationship, and how
fathers can show physical affection; and questions about
how to word advertisements to attract fathers.

In summary, the present study provides some baseline
data regarding fathers’ parenting support needs and pro-
gram preferences that can be used as starting point for
adapting program content and delivery to better meet the
needs of different father groups. Findings highlight pro-
gram content that could be emphasized to increase father
engagement and the range of delivery options that could be
offered to meet a variety of father parenting support needs,
including mild to moderate concerns about their child’s
behavior and how to deal with specific behaviors and
emotions, and supporting fathers who are experiencing
elevated levels of personal and parenting stress.
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