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Evidence suggests that the presence of a father figure critically 
influences a child’s health, growth, and development1,2. Engaging fathers 
during pregnancy helps begin bonding before birth. Father involvement 
during the early years supports healthy attachment3. Fathers can have 
an influence that is positive or negative depending on the nature of the 
father’s involvement with the family. 

Fathers who are positively involved in the family unit can contribute in 
many ways: 

•	 Providing direct or indirect care – e.g. feeding, bathing, arranging 
childcare 

•	 Contributing economically to the family 
•	 Supporting improved maternal-child attachment
•	 Promoting mother’s academic achievement
•	 Reducing adverse child outcomes, including mental illness  

Professional Resource

The Benefits of Engaging Fathers in Home Visits

Fathers play a critical role in promoting their child’s health and development. Home 
visitation programs often focus on providing strategies to promote parental attachment 
and engagement with their children. However, home visitation programs have typically 
been designed for pregnant individuals and caregivers who identify as women and 
mothers. Engaging individuals who identify as or assume a role as a father in home 
visiting has benefits for children, mothers, and fathers themselves. Understanding 
the types of engagement fathers display may assist public health nurses in more fully 
assessing and then responding to a family’s needs. This practice guidance focuses on 
the benefits of engaging fathers in home visits and outlines how engagement benefits all 
family members. 

Although this guidance 
focuses on strategies 
and the evidence related 
to engaging fathers (he/
him) in home visiting, 
it is important to 
acknowledge that there 
are many different types 
of family structures. 
Infants and children may 
be raised by one or two 
parents, grandparents or 
other caregivers. There 
are also children who 
are raised by parents/
caregivers of the same 
gender or by parents 
who may use pronouns 
other than she/her and 
he/him.
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Benefits of engaging fathers in home visitation programs2,3

Positive fathering behaviours Negative fathering behaviours

•	 Warmth and responsiveness
•	 Positive and sensitive approach
•	 Encouragement
•	 Ability to read and interpret child’s cues

•	 Harsh parenting
•	 Rejection
•	 Neglect or other forms of maltreatment
•	 Antisocial or violent behaviours

Fathers could also be negatively involved with their family. Public health nurses play a critical role in 
thoughtfully engaging fathers, which will allow for more fully assessing the family’s needs and intervening if 
risks are identified.

Father

Increased confidence in parenting

Learn new parenting skills

Greater knowledge of positive parenting 
and child development

More connections to employment, 
education, and other community services

Improved anger management and less 
physical discipline

Child
Increased potential for well-being 

through enhanced fathers’ parenting, 
caregiving, communication, and stress 

management skills

Family

Stronger communication between  
parenting partners 

Increased engagement and retention 
in home visitation 

Improved overall family outcomes
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Four unique patterns of how fathers engage in home visiting:

In a process evaluation exploring how the Nurse-Family Partnership home visitation program was implemented 
and delivered across five health authorities in British Columbia, Canada, public health nurses spoke about the 
different ways and patterns in which the fathers of infants enrolled in the program engage and participate in 
home visits.6 Recognizing that there are different patterns of father (or partner) engagement can assist nurses 
in tailoring their care and interventions to meet a family’s unique and specific needs.

Physically present Physically not present

Engaged

•	 Asks the nurse questions

•	 Knows baby’s routine and actively 
participates in it

•	 Can speak to developmental milestones

•	 Interested in understanding their role 
and motivated to be a ‘better’ father 

•	 Mother is comfortable that father is 
present

•	 Working or at school

•	 Shows interest by leaving questions for 
mom to ask the nurse

•	 May ask for information that the nurse 
can leave for him

•	 May connect with nurse on his own (e.g., 
via text)

•	 Evident that mother and father discuss 
information between visits

Not 
engaged

•	 In room or nearby, engaged in other 
activities (e.g., watching TV, playing video 
games) and may be ‘watching’ the visit

•	 Not actively engaged in visit or 
conversation; minimal attempts to 
increase knowledge re: parenting, child 
development etc.

•	 Surveillance or ‘controlling gatekeeper’

•	 Mother may phone or video call father in 
to ‘watch’ visit

•	 Nurse might consider this as a “red flag” 
for the presence of intimate partner 
violence or coercive control in the 
relationship 

•	 Nurse may consider initiating an 
indicator-based assessment for intimate 
partner violence (in a safe and private 
setting

•	 Mother does not have a current partner

•	 Mother not in contact with father of baby

•	 Encourage involvement, based on 
mother’s input and permission, of a friend 
or family member in the visit 
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Principles to promote father engagement 

These four principles can be applied broadly across all home visiting programs and when there are not safety 
concerns for the mother or the child(ren).

Engage fathers early

Continuously seek to engage fathers

Foster a culture of father engagement

Provide organizational supports for staff

High level summary of the benefits of engaging fathers

•	 Fathers play a critical and unique role in the lives of their children

•	 All family members benefit when fathers are safely engaged in home visiting programs

•	 Fathers could develop improved parenting skills from being engaged in home visitation programs

•	 When fathers have increased participation in home visiting programs, there are better reported outcomes of 
mother and child well-being5

•	 Fathers engage in home visiting in different ways. Public health nurses should complete further assessments and 
use their judgment regarding client safety
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