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Abstract
There is a long-standing and ongoing problem of practice with at-risk families in child 
welfare work focusing primarily on mothers and failing to properly engage fathers. 
The article describes a child welfare innovation from the UK designed to tackle this 
issue—the ISAFE (Improving Safeguarding through Audited Father-Engagement) 
intervention, developed by The Fatherhood Institute and The Children’s Social Care 
Research and Development Centre (CASCADE) at Cardiff University and based on 
two previous separate interventions which had positive initial evaluations. ISAFE 
combines in-service social work practitioner training with other elements of organisa-
tional development to improve the engagement of fathers. Activities targeting organi-
sational culture are case file audits, identification and training of team champions, and 
a webinar for service leaders. The practitioner training involves both awareness raising 
about the importance of engaging men and skills development via an introduction to 
motivational interviewing. ISAFE’s theory of change is summarised in the form of a 
logic model. Limitations of the intervention and its evaluation are discussed.

Keywords Children’s social care · Child welfare · Gender · Men · Professional 
development · Skills development

Background

The tendency for child protection practice to focus on the scrutiny of mother-
ing was first noted in the UK by Parton and Parton (1988). A few years later, 
Milner (1993) was disarmingly honest in acknowledging that despite espousing a 
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feminist approach, she found herself, on returning to child protection social work 
practice, working almost exclusively with women and failing to engage men in 
families. Various studies in several countries, mostly qualitative, have continued 
to document this tendency since then (see reviews by Gordon et al., 2012; Max-
well et al. 2012a; Zanoni et al., 2013). The perception of the first author of our 
paper is that there has been little or no change since he did his ethnographic PhD 
research on the topic in the late 1990s (Scourfield, 2003). Recent research shows 
that many of the same issues still pertain in everyday practice (Davies, 2021; 
Philip et al., 2019).

The reasons for relatively little involvement of fathers in the child protection 
process are complex. (Note that we use the term ‘fathers’ inclusively in our arti-
cle, to mean any men in a fathering role, whether or not biologically related to 
the children.) These reasons include the attitudes and behaviour of fathers them-
selves, gatekeeping by mothers, and the role of professionals (Gordon et al., 2012; 
Maxwell et  al., 2012a), as well as organisational processes (Perez-Vaisvidovsky 
et al., 2023) and community and policy influences (Gordon et al., 2012). Because 
of the complexity of the issue, any attempt at positive change needs to target sev-
eral different levels, including practice, policy, and organisational processes.

A few previous attempts to improve the engagement of fathers in child protec-
tion have been documented in academic journals. English et al. (2009) reported 
on a pilot project in North West USA which included training of child welfare 
social workers and measures to assess change over time: pre-post self-assess-
ment by administrators and case reviews. The developmental evaluation found 
some concrete changes in policy over the period of implementation, including 
increased funding for work with fathers. A social worker survey found some mod-
est attitudinal changes, but positive views of father engagement had already been 
expressed before the pilot project. The impact of the project on actual work with 
fathers was not clear.

Scourfield et  al. (2012)’s UK intervention was limited to training of child pro-
tection social workers, using a combination of awareness raising (day one) and 
skills development (day two) via an introduction to motivational interviewing. They 
found increases over time in all practitioner self-efficacy items, as well as practi-
tioner-reported engagement of men who were not putting children at risk—both 
those living with children and not, though no change was found in practitioner-
reported engagement of risky men. Osborne (2014) and Scourfield et al. (2015) have 
described a more complex approach in UK child protection which involved case 
audits, action plans, and work with senior leaders of multiple agencies, as well as 
one day of practitioner training (plus e-learning) and action learning sets. All practi-
tioner self-efficacy items improved, though the number responding to the post-inter-
vention survey was small (n = 20) and some ratings of self-efficacy were high before 
the intervention so not all changes were significant. Some respondents gave exam-
ples of specific changes made to their practice. In focus groups and interviews, prac-
titioners highlighted the importance of sharing ideas and creative solutions through 
the training, action learning sets, or in subsequent team meetings. Senior leaders 
spoke positively about the intervention but could not point to concrete changes made 
as a result.
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In addition, moving away a little from the child protection context, Burn et  al. 
(2019) studied the effectiveness of a short training course, both face to face and 
online, to improve the engagement of fathers in parenting programmes in Australia 
(see also Jiang et al., 2018). Sawrikar et al. (2023) then evaluated the online version 
for a range of staff working with families in the UK and Canada, mostly psycholo-
gists. Both studies found improvements in self-reported confidence and competence 
for engaging fathers after participation in the training, but effectiveness of the online 
training tailed off over time, compared with the face-to-face version.

These previous initiatives have had promising results but there has been no point 
of comparison, with all being single-arm evaluations. In an important advance in 
the evidence base, a new UK initiative which builds on previous ones is currently 
undergoing a cluster-randomised controlled trial (Bierman et  al., 2022). I-SAFE 
(Improving Safeguarding through Audited Father-Engagement) was developed by 
UK charity The Fatherhood Institute and The Children’s Social Care Research and 
Development Centre (CASCADE) at Cardiff University and funded by Foundations, 
the English national What Works Centre for children and families. In the following 
section we outline the initiative and its theory of change.

A Logic Model for ISAFE (Improving Safeguarding Through Audited 
Father‑Engagement)

A full account of ISAFE is presented in the intervention protocol published by Foun-
dations (Davies et al., 2023), but a summary can be seen in the logic model (Fig. 1). 
A logic model is a tool that summarises the logical linkages between intervention 
resources, activities, outputs, and outcomes, in both the shorter and longer terms 
(McLaughlin & Jordan, 1999). This one was developed by the intervention team in 
discussion with the evaluation team. The acronym ‘WWCSC’ refers to What Works 
for Children’s Social Care which was the name of the funder before its merger with 
the Early Intervention Foundation to form Foundations. The acronym ‘LAs’ is for 
local authorities which have responsibility for delivering child welfare services. 
Another UK context reference is to Ofsted who are the English service inspectorate.

Fundamental to the theory of change is the assumption that practitioner train-
ing alone is not enough to ensure organisational change. The intervention activities 
therefore include the following:

– Case file audits done by local authority quality assurance staff, after being trained in this
– A father engagement ‘champion’ in each team, trained in this role
– A webinar for senior leaders
– Two days of online training for social work practitioners, consisting of aware-

ness raising about the important of better father engagement (SW1) and skills 
development, using role play and an introduction to some aspects of motivational 
interviewing applied to father scenarios (SW2).

The mix of elements follows from the two earlier separate interventions of the Father-
hood Institute (Scourfield et al., 2015) and Cardiff University (Scourfield et al., 2012). The 
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earlier Fatherhood Institute intervention included all of the above activities, so these have 
been followed through to ISAFE, with the approach to training being based on Scourfield 
et al. (2012), namely a two-day programme that combines awareness raising about the 
importance of engaging fathers with skills training, which uses motivational interviewing 
for work with children and families, following the work of CASCADE academics (For-
rester et al., 2021). There is therefore some empirical support for ISAFE, insofar as it is 
based on a combination of two previous training and organisational development initia-
tives that have had some initially favourable evaluation, but the specific combination of 
elements in the form of ISAFE has not been previously implemented. ISAFE was thought 
by the funders to be trial ready because of previous evaluation evidence.

These elements of ISAFE in combination are hypothesised to lead to improve-
ments in awareness and knowledge; skills and confidence; and attitudes and prac-
tice; all of these bolstered by more supportive team culture and partner agencies. 
The hypothesised ultimate impacts are better risk assessments and identification of 
father-related resources, leading to improved risk identification, protection of chil-
dren, and support for children’s relationships with fathers, as well as more kinship 
care placements with paternal family members.

The effectiveness of ISAFE will be measured for the cluster-randomised trial 
against a control group of social work teams who have not taken part in ISAFE. 
Sixty-three teams/clusters of social workers (n = 530) are taking part in the trial 
across eight local authorities, between April, 2023, and April, 2024, with the 
trial reporting in autumn, 2024. Half of the teams/clusters are allocated to the 

For social workers 

Enabling factors:
• Ability to show good practi ce in response to National Safeguar ding Panel Report 

• Acknowledged need to reduce looked-after-children rates

• Low baseline of father engagement so good potential for progre ss

• Good practice to show Ofsted 

• Avoidance of negative publicity around lack of attention to fa thers in isolated cases of child death

Inhibiting factors:
• Traditional assumptions about gender in practitioner culture

• Fear of aggressive men and lack of services to refer to

• Very high percentage of domestic abuse on caseloads
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Regular father-inclusion 

audits conducted

Increased knowledge 

about the lack of father 

inclusion in record 

keeping 

Improved processes for 

father-inclusive record 

keeping and more 

systematic data 

collection embedded

Awareness / knowledge Skills and confidence Attitudes and practice

Increased motivation 

to obtain information 

about both parents

Increased ability to 

embed processes for 

father-inclusive record 

keeping 

Increased knowledge 

of system-level levers 

for father inclusion  

Enhanced ability to 

advocate within and 

beyond the 

organisation 

Commitment to 

improvement within 

organisation

Develop/ extend father-

inclusive approaches 

and ongoing workforce 

development

Support change in 

partner agencies 

Support setting up and conducting 1st QA 

audit using chosen model

Support to set strategy for future audits

Strategy for regular 

father-inclusion audits 

embedded

Increased knowledge 

about embedding 

father inclusion in 

practice 

Improved skills to 

support culture 

change in the team 

e.g. mentoring

Ongoing focus on father-

inclusion advocacy 

Enhanced adoption of/ 

support for intervention

Online library of  resources as part of 

ongoing, self-led learning and 

development

Increased knowledge 

routes to successful 

engagement of fathers 

Improved competence 

/ skills to engage and 

interact with fathers

Increased knowledge 

about risk assessment 

and ways of working 

with fathers to support 

outcomes for children

More engagement with 

fathers e.g. listening, 

negotiating, managing 

parenting/childcare

Number of resources

accessed/downloaded

nIInppuuttss

Practice impacts Family impacts

Train the trainers on 

motivational interviewing

LAs choose most sui table audit model:

1. Father-inclusion dashboard

2. Father-inclusion data snapshot

Chosen audit model set up

Training of 

trainers

Recruiting 

trainers

Engaging and 

recruiting local 

authorities

90min webinar across all LAs covering:

1. Progress and challenges of ISAFE

2. Impact on teams receiving ISAFE

3. Ways to embed, sustain, and build 

on learning

3hr training with Champions covering:

1. Ways to identify, monitor and 

address non-inclusive practice

2. Approaches to support father 

engagement through supervision 

Data sharing 

arrangements

RCT secondary outcome

More data on fathers 

collected / analysed 

e.g. contact details, 

attendance at case 

conferences

Better support for 

father-child 

relationships 

Fig. 1  Logic model for ISAFE (Improving Safeguarding through Audited Father-Engagement). Repro-
duced from Bierman et al. (2022) and Davies et al. (2023). Note that the logic model was initiated by 
the Fatherhood Institute and CASCADE and then revised by evaluators Ipsos UK following co-design 
workshops
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intervention arm and half to the control arm. The trial’s primary outcome (see Bier-
man et  al., 2022) is practitioner-reported father engagement practices, using Jiang 
et al.’s (2018) measure, with sub-scales for confidence in working with fathers, com-
petence in using engagement strategies, perceived effectiveness of engagement strat-
egies, frequency of strategy use, and organizational practices for father engagement. 
The impacts of the intervention on families will not be measured—the trial funding 
was not sufficient to cover the costs of such an expensive follow-up study. The trial 
does not consider the impact of the webinar for leaders, as that was offered across 
whole local authorities, therefore to teams randomised to the control group as well 
as those in the intervention group.

There are assumed to be some enabling factors such as perceived need, due to policy 
expectations, to respond to the National Safeguarding Panel Report (Davies, 2021), hav-
ing good practice to bring to the attention of inspectors, and the avoidance of negative 
publicity about failure to engage fathers if there were to be a high-profile child death. 
Constraining factors are assumed to include traditional gendered assumptions among 
staff, fear of aggressive men and a dearth of relevant services for them, very high preva-
lence of domestic violence, and very high staff turnover and lack of training time.

Discussion

Changing practice to improve father engagement and reduce the scrutiny of mother-
ing is very challenging territory, as Maxwell et al. (2012b) documented in their qual-
itative research. ISAFE attempts to influence more than one level of the ecology of 
influences on father engagement, by targeting organisational culture and processes 
as well as practitioner awareness and skills. The current RCT is a step forward in the 
evidence base by introducing a control condition. Despite these positive develop-
ments, it should be acknowledged that there are limitations to the intervention.

Firstly, the focus, as with other previous interventions in the child welfare field 
(English et  al., 2009; Scourfield et  al., 2012; Scourfield et  al., 2015), is on social 
work services and not on other sectors such as the health service or education. 
Although reference is made in the logic model to partner agencies, in fact, it can-
not really be expected that ISAFE will have a direct impact on other sectors. Pro-
fessionals other than social workers are very important to setting expectations for 
father engagement—for example, midwives and health visitors who meet parents 
very early in a child’s life—and ISAFE does not directly work with these groups. A 
future need is to adapt the intervention for other sectors.

Secondly, the training, by popular request from children’s services managers, has 
run as an online course rather than face to face. Burn et al. (2019) found face-to-
face training to be more effective than the same course online. Skills training in par-
ticular, involving interactive elements such as role play, may well be more effective 
in person. That said, learning and practice itself have developed since the enforced 
working from home during Covid lockdowns, so it is perhaps best to keep an open 
mind about format. The more recent online training evaluated by Sawrikar et  al. 
(2023) had positive results.
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Thirdly, social worker capacity presents a challenge to delivery, since high 
vacancy rates and caseloads, especially among more senior social workers, limit 
participants’ availability to attend training. In a 2022 English Local Government 
Association survey, 83% of authorities who responded said they were experienc-
ing difficulties recruiting children’s social workers, with 72% saying retention 
was a problem. In June of that year, one in five (19%) children’s social worker 
roles lay vacant—up from 14.6% the year before (Community Care, 2023). In the 
Children’s Services Omnibus, 94% of local authorities said they found it diffi-
cult (42%) or very difficult (52%) to fill vacancies for experienced social workers 
(Department for Education, 2022).

In addition to intervention limitations, the evaluation is also limited in some 
respects. In particular, its outcomes are confidence reported by practitioners. One 
risk of this is that the Dunning-Kruger effect might be found (Dunning et  al., 
2003) wherein self-perceived ability can be inversely related to actual accom-
plishment. Ideally, future studies will consider the impact of training and organ-
isational development on objectively observed practice change and, ultimately, 
families’ experiences and outcomes for children and adults. Researching these 
within reasonable budgetary limits is challenging. Administrative data systems 
tend not to routinely record work with fathers and there are multiple practical and 
ethical challenges to observation and family member questionnaire data collec-
tion in child protection practice with vulnerable families. Another limitation of 
the evaluation is the point noted above that it will not consider the impact of the 
webinar for leaders.

Conclusion

There is an ongoing problem in child welfare of gendered practice, that often 
works against the interests of mothers, fathers, and children. ISAFE is a recent 
attempt to tackle this within children’s social services, targeting both organisa-
tional development and individual practitioners. The RCT of the approach is wel-
come in advancing the evidence base. Its results will be studied with interest.
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