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Executive summary 

This literature review on engaging Māori fathers in their role as parents grew out of 
discussions between Mana Ririki, Brainwave Trust Aotearoa and Great Fathers. The 
three agencies have shared interests and wanted to develop a project that would enable 
meaningful collaboration. The agencies are committed to developing programmes and 
resources for Māori whānau, so focusing on Māori fathers was a good starting point for 
collaboration. This review is intended to inform the agencies’ joint development of a 
campaign to foster better engagement between Māori men and their children. This is a 
critical focus area given the overwhelming research evidence that father involvement 
positively impacts on child development and outcomes can be sustained into adolescence 
and adult life.  

While father involvement has been well conceptualised in the international literature 
based essentially on Western experience, fathering behaviours and their impacts are 
subject to much diversity between ethnic groups. Fathers play a number of significant 
roles and the quality of their fathering is a function of their performance in these various 
roles and the relative importance of those roles in their particular cultural context. There 
is a dearth of literature concerning indigenous concepts of fatherhood and father 
involvement and related issues (including best practice interventions). What is known, 
however, is that through the devastating impacts of colonisation and the perpetuation of 
historical injustices, indigenous fathers have been marginalised and have faced major 
barriers to participation as fathers within their families.  

The ongoing impacts of colonisation among Māori are reflected in wide disparities 
according to almost all key indicators in the position of Māori men in New Zealand 
society relative to non-Māori men. This is apparent, for example, in unemployment rates, 
occupational groups, personal income levels, home ownership rates, educational 
attainment, health status and incarceration rates. Despite these huge challenges, Māori 
men continue to hold strong aspirations for father involvement and to do the best by their 
children. 

Historically, Māori parenting was embedded within a Māori worldview that provided a 
framework of beliefs and values that shaped all aspects of everyday live. Children were 
highly valued as the continuation of whakapapa and therefore the key to not only 
survival, but thriving whānau and wider collectives. Children were socialised within the 
whānau collective, with wider whānau members sharing responsibility equal to that of 
parents. 

Reports of early Europeans commented on what they considered an overly indulgent 
Māori parenting style which rarely saw children punished, and the resulting obstinate 
children. From a Māori perspective, it seems that this was a strategy to nurture the 
child’s' self-efficacy and avoid taming the spirit and therefore curbing natural bravery – 
qualities of critical importance to the survival of the collective at that time. Māori 
children were introduced early to the practices of their fathers and mothers, to prepare 
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them for their future adult roles. For this reason, fathers took their children everywhere. 
Early European observers remarked on the ‘nurturing warrior’ in reference to the role of 
the fathers as carers of children. Observers most commonly noted shared and loving co-
parenting between mothers and fathers, though it is likely that many of these ‘loving 
fathers and mothers’ were uncles, aunts and other relations. 

Despite much loss of cultural knowledge, Māori worldviews and aligned beliefs and 
value systems continue to shape Māori approaches to parenting. Research indicates that 
for Māori fathers, cultural identity and fathering are inextricably linked and that high 
value is attributed to expressions of Māori identity. Whānau remain central to parenting 
within a contemporary Māori worldview. The reality of today’s family structures and 
living arrangements mean that many Māori children are raised in extended-family 
households that include single parents. However, at the same time many Māori children 
also live in single-parent households with variable access to whānau support. 
Nevertheless, a secure cultural identity and functioning whānau are foundations of 
positive fathering and there is support for locating initiatives to strengthen fathering in 
Māori contexts.  

Contemporary Māori fathering is also shaped by a complex interplay of factors, including 
historical (i.e. colonisation), social (e.g. education), economic (e.g. deprivation), and 
political determinants, that are barriers to Māori father involvement. While these barriers 
will need to be addressed through comprehensive approaches that include structural 
initiatives, there are also promising and less complex strategies to more directly promote 
Māori father involvement. These strategies include raising community awareness about 
the role of Māori fathers, reorientation of existing services towards the needs and 
preferences of Māori fathers, programmes that support couple relationships, and tailored 
information provision. In terms of parenting programmes, research indicates that there is 
value in both culturally-adapted generic interventions and kaupapa Māori programmes. It 
is, however, kaupapa Māori programmes that best meet the expressed preferences of 
Māori fathers and Māori communities given that they are inherently strengths based, 
aligned to Māori worldviews and driven by Māori. 

Whatever strategies or initiatives are adopted, they will need to be targeted to the lived 
realities of Māori men if they are to be successfully engaged. Providing specific support 
for Māori men who are transitioning as first-time fathers and teenage fathers has been 
highlighted as important (e.g. addressing poor access to parenting information and 
antenatal classes). As is engaging with the group of Māori men aged around 21-45 who 
are the ‘workers’ in Māori contexts, to support the adoption of positive fathering values 
and develop positive role models within Māori communities. A further group that require 
specific support are incarcerated Māori men. 

The overall conclusion from this review is that while there is a pressing need to fill 
knowledge gaps, we know enough to provide much stronger and immediate support for 
Māori men to better enable them to fulfil their aspirations to be the best fathers that they 
can be. Successful Māori father involvement intervention has the potential to make a real 
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and substantial difference to the lives of Māori fathers, mothers, children, whānau and 
future generations of Māori. 
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Introduction 

This literature review emerged out of exploratory discussions between Mana Ririki, 
Brainwave Trust Aotearoa and Great Fathers. These three agencies have shared interests 
and wanted to develop a project that would enable meaningful collaboration. All three 
agencies are committed to developing programmes and resources for Māori whānau, so 
focusing on Māori fathers was a good starting point for collaboration. 

The agencies intend to develop a campaign to foster better engagement between Māori 
men and their children. It is intended that the campaign will support Māori men to see 
children as a taonga, accept responsibility for their children’s emotional and physical 
wellbeing, and be accountable for their behaviour around children. The purpose of this 
paper is to inform that work. The paper discusses research on indigenous fathers, the 
position of Māori men in New Zealand society, Māori parenting, international research 
on fathering and the impact of father involvement on child development, and evidence of 
what works in educating fathers about children and parenting. 
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Indigenous fathers 

Research on indigenous fathering 
The relatively recent (from the 1960s and 1970s) explosion of research on fatherhood, 
fathering and father involvement, has largely focussed on fathers of European heritage 
with an almost complete lack of studies on indigenous parenting (Ball, 2009).  The 
research that has been carried out has tended to be about mothers (Australian Institute of 
Health and Welfare, 2012). Where studies included a focus on indigenous fathers, their 
voices were rarely heard (Pattnaik, 2013). More recently, there has been some effort to 
research indigenous fatherhood, fathering, and father involvement particularly in Canada 
and Australia. However, the capacity of Western methodologies to understand indigenous 
fathering and deliver effective fathering interventions has been questioned (Ball, 2009). 
Research findings have suggested that indigenous cultural strengths and sources of 
resilience are invisible in research and community programs driven by Euro-western 
perspectives (Ball, 2010). 
 
Within the literature there is recognition of the huge diversity between indigenous 
peoples, and the need to avoid overgeneralising from the experiences of particular groups 
of indigenous fathers. Indeed, specific work will be required to understand fatherhood, 
fathering and father involvement among different groups of indigenous fathers. 
 

B9�H]9P.�H8�9]L<NL8L<HSPaL.�gWH8�P8.PNL89?Zh�P8[L<W<L[H[P98�9M�P8.PNL89?Z�MH[2L<Zf�L_WL<PL8JLZ�
H8.�[2L�W9SPJC�H8.�W<HJ[PJL�PTWSPJH[P98Z�9M�[2PZ�R89ASL.NL��M?<[2L<�<LZLH<J2�Z29?S.�L_WS9<L�[2L�
J98Z[P[?[P98�9M�MH[2L<P8N�H8.�WH[[L<8Z�9M�MH[2L<Zf�P8]9S]LTL8[�HJ<9ZZ�ZWLJPMPJ�J?S[?<HS�N<9?WZ�H8.�
ZL[[P8NZ�AP[2�]H<PL.�2PZ[9<PJHS�H8.�J?<<L8[�JP<J?TZ[H8JLZ�� "H[[8HPR���(&
)��W�((&��

Factors shaping indigenous father involvement 
The impacts of colonisation have been devastating for indigenous family life and 
communities. In both Canada and Australia, government policies forced separation of 
children from their parents and extended families requiring children to live in state-run 
institutions (Smolewski & Wesley-Esquimaux, 2004). For example, in Canada, by 1960 
over half the First Nations and Me´tis children were confined to Indian Residential 
Schools (Miller, 1996), and extensive foster placement and adoption in non-indigenous 
homes have continued from the 1950s onwards (Loxley et al., 2005). According to Ing 
(2000) there is wide acknowledgement that most indigenous Canadians are survivors of 
residential schools or have experienced ‘secondary trauma’, having been born to parents 
who were never exposed to parenting role models. 
 
Ball (2010) highlights the destructive impact these policies have had on indigenous 
fathers based on findings of a study involving 800 indigenous Canadian fathers. Eighty-
two percent of participants referred in some way to the disruption of intergenerational 
bonds and transmission of language and culture in their accounts of the harsh living 
conditions, psychological problems, or challenging relationships in their lives, including 
father–child relationships. According to Ball (2009), 
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49S98PHS�N9]L<8TL8[�P8[L<]L8[P98Z�.PZ<?W[L.�:8.PNL89?Z�MHTPSPLZ�H8.�J9TT?8P[PLZ�H8.��HS98N�
AP[2�98N9P8N�Z9JPHS�P8L;?P[PLZ��J<LH[L.�?8P;?L�J2HSSL8NLZ�M9<�:8.PNL89?Z�MH[2L<Z��#LT9]HS�9M�
J2PS.<L8�M<9T�MHTPSC�JH<L�H8.�9M�MHTPSPLZ�M<9T�[<H.P[P98HS��[L<<P[9<PLZ���HS98N��AP[2��2PN2��<H[LZ��9M�
P8JH<JL<H[P98�9M�:8.PNL89?Z�TL8��2H]L�W<9.?JL.�H�MPZZ?<L�P8�[2L�Z9JP9J?S[?<HS�[<H8ZTPZZP98�9M�
MH[2L<�<9SLZ�HJ<9ZZ�NL8L<H[P98Z�H8.�J<LH[L.�T98?TL8[HS�J2HSSL8NLZ��M9<��:8.PNL89?Z��MH[2L<Zf��
W9ZP[P]L��H8.�Z?Z[HP8L.�P8]9S]LTL8[�AP[2�[2LP<�J2PS.<L8�� W�(/��

Through a combination of historical displacement, intergenerational socio-economic 
deprivation and the absence of policies and programmes to encourage their active 
involvement, indigenous fathers have been marginalised and faced major barriers to 
participation within their families. This point has been well made in a series of research 
publications led by Dr Jessica Ball, the head of the Indigenous Fathers Research Cluster 
at the Father Involvement Research Alliance in Canada. 

:8.PNL89?Z�MH[2L<Z�H<L�H<N?HISC�[2L�T9Z[�Z9JPHSSC�L_JS?.L.�W9W?SH[P98�9M�MH[2L<Z�H<9?8.�[2L�
A9<S.�� 3HSS��(&&/��W�,(���

7H[2L<Z�L_W<LZZL.�[2LP<�HJ?[L�ZL8ZL�9M�Z9JPHS�L_JS?ZP98�P8�A2H[�ZLLTZ�[9�[2LT�[9�IL�H�
T9[2L<fZ�A9<S.�9M�W<L8H[HS�JH<L�H8.�L.?JH[P98��J2PS.�JH<L��WH<L8[�L.?JH[P98��2LHS[2�ZL<]PJLZ��
29TL�ZJ299S�SPHPZ98��Z9JPHS�ZL<]PJLZ�H8.�9[2L<�M9<TZ�9M�Z?WW9<[�M9<�WH<L8[P8N�� 3HSS���8L9<NL�
(&&,��W�(��

Indigenous fathers’ aspirations and practices 
Despite the huge challenges faced by indigenous fathers, they continue to hold strong 
aspirations for father involvement (Ball, 2010) and indigenous communities recognise 
their importance in raising future generations. 
 

7H[2L<Z�THC�ALSS�IL�[2L�N<LH[LZ[�?8[HWWL.�<LZ9?<JL�P8�[2L�SP]LZ�9M�2I9<PNP8HS�J2PS.<L8�[9.HC��:M�
AL�J9?S.�?8.L<Z[H8.�H8.�Z?WW9<[�[2LT�[9�NL[�P8]9S]L.�H8.�Z[HC�J988LJ[L.�AP[2�[2LP<�J2PS.<L8��
[2H[�A9?S.�IL�H�IPN�W<9[LJ[P]L�MHJ[9<�M9<�[2LZL�C9?8NZ[L<Z�HZ�[2LC�N<9A�?W���

� 6.�;928��8<H8.�42PLM�9M�3<P[PZ2�49S?TIPH�7P<Z[�!H[P98Zf�A?TTP[��2I9<PNP8HS�6H<SC�
42PS.299.�5L]LS9WTL8[��LH.L<Zf�79<?T�
 2[[W0��MP<H�JH�JTZ�.9J?TL8[Z�(&(�:8.PNL89?Z7H[2L<ZG;9?<8LCZ�"9Z[L<�W.M��

 
Father involvement is considered an important element in the recovery of Indigenous 
peoples’ ways of life and wellbeing. In Canada traditional circles of care for children are 
being re-established to mobilise extended family involvement in teaching men about 
caring and nurturing their children (Ball, 2012). 
 
There is some indication in the literature that indigenous fathers’ perspectives and 
experiences of fatherhood are different from those of non-indigenous fathers. For 
example, indigenous fathers have described the births of their children as having an 
important but gradually unfolding impact on them. In contrast, research involving non-
indigenous men has found that fatherhood can be the single greatest shaper of men’s lives 
(e.g., Palkovitz et al., 2001). 
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The position of Māori men in New Zealand society 

Population size and age structure 
At the time of the 2013 New Zealand census, the total Māori population was 598,605, 
making up 14.9% of the total New Zealand population (4,242,048). Therefore, one in 
seven people who usually live in New Zealand were Māori. Māori males comprised 
48.2% of the Māori population, and Māori females 51.8% (Statistics New Zealand, 
2013a).  
 
Figure 1 shows the age structure of the Māori population by sex. Māori are a 
proportionately youthful population, but have an ageing population structure. While the 
size of the Māori population aged under 15 years is growing, it has decreased slightly as a 
proportion of the Māori population (from 35.4% in the 2006 census to 33.8% in the 2013 
census) (Statistics New Zealand, 2013a). 
 

Figure 1 Māori ethnic group by age and sex 2013 census 

 
Source: Statistics New Zealand (http://www.stats.govt.nz/Census/2013-census.aspx) 
 
The median age of Māori males at the time of the 2013 census was 22.2 years (Statistics 
New Zealand, 2013a), compared to 36.9 years for all New Zealand males (Statistics New 
Zealand, 2013b). Of the 288,636 Māori males in New Zealand, approximately 188,500 or 
around 65% were under 35 years of age, and almost 85,000—approximately 30%—were 
between the ages of 15 and 34 years (http://www.stats.govt.nz/Census/2013-census.aspx). 
 
It is estimated that by 2016 there will be 131,100 Māori males in the 15-39 years age 
group, and that this number will increase to 154,000 by 2026 (Table 1). This 31% 
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increase is substantially higher than the 3% increase in that age group projected for 
European or other males (though it is lower than projections for Pacific (63%) and Asian 
(65%) ethnic groups). 
 

Table 1 Projected ethnic population of New Zealand males aged 15-39 years, 
2006 (base)-2026 

 European or Other 
(including New Zealander) 

Māori 

2006 509000 117900 
2011 508600 124400 
2016 508500 131100 
2021 515900 138700 
2026 524900 154000 
Source: Statistics New Zealand 
(http://www.stats.govt.nz/browse_for_stats/population/estimates_and_projections/subnational-
ethnic-population-projections.aspx) 

Location and mobility 
The percentage of Māori increased in almost every region between the 2006 and 2013 
censuses (http://www.stats.govt.nz/maori#census). Gisborne and Taranaki experienced 
the largest increases (48.9% from 47.3%, and 17.4% from 15.8% respectively). Only 
Auckland (10.7% down from 11.1%) and the Bay of Plenty (stable at 27.5%) did not 
show increases. The highest proportion of Māori was in the Gisborne and Northland 
regions (48.9% and 32.4% respectively). Canterbury was the only region with a higher 
proportion of Māori males (50.9% or 21,324 people) than females. A high proportion 
(25%), of Māori men aged from 15-34 years, are resident in the Auckland region.  
 
As shown in Table 2 the mobility of the Māori population increased between 1986-2006. 
In 1986 just under half (46.6 percent) of all Māori aged five years and over reported that 
they had lived somewhere else in New Zealand five years earlier. The proportion had 
increased to well over half (60.3 percent) by 2006 (Davies and Wereta, 2013). 
 

��1-���
-��-26��-��0�6�0�60�2����	���0�9�����-����08-�9-��������������  � 

Address five years 
ago 

1986 1991 1996 2001 2006 

Percent Māori population 

Same as usual 
address 

51.7 45.8 44.5 40.2 37.3 

Elsewhere in country 46.6 52.5 53.3 57.9 60.3 
Overseas 1.7 1.7 2.2 1.9 2.4 
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 
Source: Statistics New Zealand (Davies and Wereta, 2013, p.71). 
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Between the 2001 and 2006 censuses, 76% of 20-24 year olds, 80% of 25-29 year olds, 
and 75% of 30-34 year olds had shifted a minimum of once. Given that these are peak 
parenting years for Māori, not surprisingly children aged 5-14 years also had high 
mobility (e.g. 68% of all five- to nine-year olds) (Davies and Wereta, 2013).  

Family formation and composition of Māori households 
Marriage has become much less common among Māori over time (e.g. 62.4% of Māori 
aged 16 years and over in 1976 compared to 30.5% in 2001), accompanied by an increase 
in Māori living in de-facto relationships. Overall the percentage of Māori living with a 
partner remained stable between 1976 and 2001 (50.9% and 51.1% respectively) (Davies 
and Wereta, 2013). 
 
Māori household composition has also changed over time (Table 3). One-family 
households of Māori couples with children have become less common over the period 
1981-2006, while couples without children have steadily increased. The proportion of 
single-parent families has increased, and then stabilised (from 13% in 1981 to 24.4% in 
2006). Multi-family households have seen some variation over the period, but continue to 
make up a small proportion of total households (8.3% in 2006) (Kiro et al., 2010). 
 

Table 3 Composition of Māori households as at census years 1981 – 2006 

 

Source: Statistics New Zealand (Kiro et al., 2010, p.20) 
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Fertility and teenage parenthood 
According to the 2006 census, the fertility rate (average number of births a woman can 
expect to have in her lifetime) for Māori women was 2.8 compared to 1.9 for European 
women (Statistics New Zealand, 2011). Māori rates of teenage parenthood are higher 
than for other ethnic groups. In 2006, 9.3% of Māori teenage women were mothers 
compared to 5.4% of Pacific, 3.2% of European and 1.0% of Asian teenage women 
(Families Commission, 2011). The fathers of babies born to teen mothers are often older 
than the mother, and therefore there are fewer teen fathers than teen mothers. 
 
According to the National Ethnic population projections released in 2008, approximately 
one in four Māori births are to non-Māori mothers and Māori fathers (Statistics New 
Zealand, 2008). 

Material wellbeing 
Māori men are socio-economically marginalised in New Zealand. In 2013, their most 
common major occupational group was labourers (around one in four employed Māori 
men) (Figure 2), followed by technicians and trade workers, and machinery operators and 
drivers. 
 

Figure 2 Major occupational groups for employed Māori ethnic group aged 15 
years and over by sex 2013 census 

 
Source: Statistics New Zealand (http://www.stats.govt.nz/Census/2013-census.aspx) 
 
The average weekly income for Māori men in 2013 was $656 per week, compared to 
$924 for non-Māori men. Significant ethnic disparities in average weekly income have 
remained relatively constant between 2007 and 2013 (Table 4). 
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The median income for Māori men aged 15 years and over in 2013 was $27,200, 
compared to a median income of $36,500 for all New Zealand men. In 2013, around one 
in four Māori men had an income of $10,000 or less. Around one in 10 Māori men had a 
total personal income of more than $70,000 compared to around one in five of total New 
Zealand men (Statistics New Zealand, 2013a, 2013b). 
 

Table 4 Income for all people by Māori, Non-Māori and sex 2007-2013 

 Male Female 
Average weekly income ($) 

2007 
 

Māori 597 455 

Non-Māori 861 517 

2008 
 

Māori 648 490 

Non-Māori 869 536 

2009 
 

Māori 608 491 

Non-Māori 857 548 

2010 
 

Māori 594 504 

Non-Māori 860 561 

2011 
 

Māori 642 489 

Non-Māori 879 573 

2012 
 

Māori 668 502 

Non-Māori 890 599 

2013 
 

Māori 656 532 

Non-Māori 924 598 

Source: Statistics New Zealand (http://www.stats.govt.nz/Census/2013-census.aspx) 
 
Data from the Household Labour Force Survey show that for the five year period to 
March 2014, there was a consistent disparity in unemployment rates for Māori versus all 
ethnicities.  For the year ending March 2014, the Māori unemployment rate was 12.8% 
compared to 6.1% for all ethnic groups 
(http://www.stats.govt.nz/browse_for_stats/income-and-
work/employment_and_unemployment.asp). The Māori labour force participation rate 
over the year to March 2014 was 67.6% compared to 70.6% for European New 
Zealanders (Ministry of Business, Innovation & Employment, 2014). 
 
In 2006, almost one in four Māori (24%) lived in decile 10 areas (the most deprived 
neighbourhoods) compared to seven percent of non-Māori. Three percent of Māori lived 
in decile 1 areas (the least deprived) compared to 12% of non-Māori (Salmond et al., 
2007). The majority of Māori men (69.9%) do not live in their own home (Ministry of 
Health, 2010). 

Education 
In 2013, 7.4 percent of Māori men (compared to 12.3 percent of Māori women and 13.6 
percent of all adults) stated a bachelor’s degree or higher as their highest qualification 
(Statistics New Zealand, 2013a, 2013b). Around one in five (19.6%) Māori were engaged 
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in study in 2013, of which 41.0% were men, and 59.0% were women (Statistics New 
Zealand, 2013a). In 2013, over one third of Māori men aged 15 years and over (36.8%) 
had no formal qualifications (Statistics New Zealand, 2013a). 

Health 
There are enduring ethnic inequalities between the health of Māori and non-Māori in 
New Zealand. This is reflected in recently released (20 June 2014) analysis of the New 
Zealand Health Survey (NZHS). A summary of Survey data for Māori is shown in  
Table 5 (Ministry of Health, 2014). The rate ratios in the final column show the extent of 
ethnic disparities between Māori and non-Māori. 
 
Table 5 Extract of summaries of key indicators from pooled 2011/12 and 2012/13 

NZHS data for Māori adults aged 15 years and over 
Indicator for Māori adults Percent Estimated 

number 
Time trends 
since 2006/07 

Māori vs non-Māori 
(significant adjusted 

rate ratios only)1 

Excellent, very good or good self-rated health 84 375,000 ! Decrease 0.9 

High blood pressure (medicated) 13 60,000 " Increase 1.4 

High cholesterol (medicated) 9 38,000 " Increase 1.2 

Ischaemic heart disease (diagnosed) 5 22,000 ≈ No change 1.8 

Stroke (diagnosed) 2 8000 ≈ No change – 

Diagnosed common mental disorder (depression, bipolar 
disorder and/or anxiety disorder) 

16 71,000 " Increase – 

Psychological (mental) distress 9 38,000 ! Decrease 1.7 

Diabetes (diagnosed) 7 33,000 " Increase 2.0 

Asthma (medicated) 16 73,000 ≈ No change 1.6 

Arthritis (diagnosed) 12 54,000 ≈ No change 1.2 

Chronic pain 18 83,000 ≈ No change 1.3 

Experienced unmet need for primary health care (any of 
the following) in the past 12 months: 

37 155,000 na 1.4 

• unable to get appointment at usual medical centre 
within 24 hours 

20 75,000 ! Decrease 1.3 

• unmet need for GP services due to cost 22 93,000 na 1.6 

• unmet need for after-hours services due to cost 12 50,000 na 1.9 

• unmet need for GP services due to lack of transport 8 34,000 na 2.8 

• unmet need for after-hours services due to lack of 
transport 

4 16,000 na 3.0 

Unfilled prescription due to cost in the past 12 months 15 64,000 na 2.7 

Source: Ministry of Health (2014, pp.3-4) 
 
Key findings from the NZHS included that relative to non-Māori, Māori experience: a 
higher level of unmet need for health care, particularly due to cost; a higher burden from 
long-term health conditions; higher rates of psychological distress; and, higher smoking 
and obesity rates. 
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Māori men have poor health status compared to non-Māori men. Many of the diseases 
that Māori men suffer from are preventable and/or manageable. Māori under-utilise 
primary medical care and related services given their high health needs, and this is 
reflected in findings of the 2012/13 NZHS. Māori adults reported a greater degree of 
unmet need for primary care (including GP services) (39%) than non-Māori. Māori were 
1.5 times more likely than non-Māori to have an unmet need for primary care (after 
adjusting for age and sex differences). This indicates that disproportionately high rates of 
preventable and/or manageable diseases among Māori men are partly due to the failure of 
health services to facilitate the reduction of risk factors and the management of chronic 
disease through the provision of accessible primary health care. 
 
Māori men have a lower life expectancy than non-Māori men.  For the 2010-2012 period 
male life expectancy at birth was 76.8 years for Māori, compared to 80.2 years for non-
Māori.  At that time, the life expectancy at birth for Māori women was 76.3 years. 
(http://www.stats.govt.nz/browse_for_stats/health/life_expectancy/NZLifeTables_MR10-
12.aspx). 
 
Leading causes of death for Māori men are cardiovascular disease, cancer, diabetes, 
suicide and respiratory disease. The most common cause of cancer is lung cancer, 
followed by prostate cancer, colorectal, stomach and liver cancer. Māori men have more 
than three times as many hospital admissions for chronic obstructive pulmonary disease 
and are nearly twice as likely to suffer from asthma as non-Māori men. While the self-
report prevalence of diabetes is similar for Māori and non-Maori men, there are wide 
disparities in terms of complications. Renal failure with diabetes was 9.96 times higher in 
Māori men than non-Māori men. Lower limb amputation with diabetes was 4.28 times 
higher among Māori men than non-Māori men (Ministry of Health, 2010). 
 
Māori men are 1.5 times more likely to be current smokers than men in the total 
population, and 41.9% of Māori males between 15-64 years of age smoke. In terms of 
alcohol and drug use, 88.7% of Māori males have consumed alcohol in the past 12 
months (15-64 years) and 32.6% of Māori males have used cannabis in the past 12 
months (15-64 years) (Ministry of Health, 2010). Māori male patterns of alcohol 
consumption are different from those of non-Māori men. While the frequency of alcohol 
consumption is higher for non-Māori (days per year), the volume drunk on a typical 
drinking occasion was consistently about 40% less than for Māori. Therefore, while 
Māori men drink less often than non-Māori men, they drink more on a usual drinking 
occasion (Bramley, Broad et al., 2003) 
 
Self-reported health status (as measured in the 2012/2013 NZHS) of Māori was positive, 
with 84.2% rating their health status as excellent, very good, or good (compared to the 
total population figure of 89.6%). 
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Cultural identity 
Of the total Māori population, 535,941 identified with an iwi. The 10 largest iwi 
identified in the 2013 census were Ngāpuhi, Ngāti Porou, Ngāi Tahu, Waikato, Ngāti 
Tūwharetoa, Ngāti Maniapoto, Tūhoe, Ngāti Kahungunu ki Te Wairoa, Te Arawa, and 
Ngāti Kahungunu (region unspecified) (http://www.stats.govt.nz/Census/2013-
census.aspx). 
 
A survey of 825 Māori aged 30-79 years (Gee et al., 2003) found that satisfaction with 
level of fluency in te reo Māori was positively associated with life satisfaction and 
psychological wellbeing and with aspects of cultural involvement, such as marae 
participation. A 2013 Statistics New Zealand survey of Māori well-being found that 55% 
of Māori adults had some ability to speak Māori, and 11% indicated that they would 
speak Māori well or very well (Statistics New Zealand, 2013c). Generally, what little data 
is available regarding Māori cultural identity has not been analysed separately for Māori 
men. 
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Māori parenting 

Māori parenting prior to colonisation 
Customary Māori society was built on whakapapa or descent lines that dictated 
membership within a kinship-based hierarchy.  The whānau was the basic unit of this 
social structure and the collective within which everyday life was lived in kāinga 
(villages with around 40 people). Whānau comprised three or four generations linked by 
a common ancestor (Walker, 1990). Life centred on the survival of the collective, and 
within this context Māori approaches to parenting were necessarily pragmatic.  
 
Māori parenting was embedded within a Māori worldview that provided a framework of 
beliefs and values that shaped all aspects of everyday life. Creation narratives relating to 
the primordial whānau (Ranginui and Papatūānuku and their tamariki) and other spiritual 
beings modelled Māori concepts of whānau and parenting. Among Māori values of 
particular relevance to parenting were whakapapa (literally genealogy but more broadly 
relationships between physical and social environments and material and non-material 
realms), whanaungatanga (nurturing kinship relationships, whānau cohesion and 
reinforcement of obligations and commitments), tapu (restricted access), mana (power 
and authority), and aroha (love and deep caring) (Te Awekotuku, 1991; Ratima, et al., 
1996; Durie 1998a; Powick 2002; Hudson et al., 2010; Kennedy & Cram, 2010; Tupara, 
2011). 
 
Children were highly valued as the continuation of whakapapa and therefore the key to 
not only survival, but thriving whānau and the larger social structures formed by 
collectives of whānau (hapū and iwi). Jenkins & Harte (2011) reviewed Māori 
approaches to parenting prior to 1642, and drew on the writings of observers at the time 
(the remainder of this section draws largely on their review). 
 
Working collectively and helping one another was a fundamental expression and 
responsibility of whakapapa relationships. Parenting was a shared responsibility amongst 
adult whānau members (e.g. grandparents, aunts, uncles), with older cousins and siblings 
as minders. Responsibilities and obligations of raising children were shared on a day-to-
day basis, including monitoring, personal care and discipline. Children were socialised 
through a tuakana/teina (elder/younger) model within the whānau collective. This 
parenting approach naturally flowed from a worldview that positioned children as 
belonging to whānau (and beyond that to hapū and iwi), rather than being the sole 
responsibility of biological parents (Mikaere, 2002). In this model, relatives have 
responsibility for children that is equal to that of fathers (Polack, 1840, cited in Jenkins & 
Harte, 2011). Having many adults responsible for children helped to moderate their 
behaviour in the sense that they were constantly monitored by a large group of minders. 
This approach to parenting was pragmatic in that it best ensured the safety and wellbeing 
of individual children. 
 
According to Jenkins and Harte (2011), in customary Māori society children were tapu 
and therefore subject to special rules and protections and were recognised as having their 
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own mana (power) that was to be respected through aroha (loving care). Punitive 
discipline was not accepted as a means of socialising children. As a general rule all 
children were cherished and indulged, and punishment of children saw the perpetrator 
subject themselves to retribution from the wider whanau. This may have taken the form 
of seizing of the offender’s property (Shortland, 1882, cited in Jenkins & Harte, 2011). 
Children after all belonged to whānau collectively, and it was unacceptable for 
individuals to transgress collective parenting norms in that way. Shared parenting among 
whānau provided a safeguard for the protection of children from violence (Taonui, 2010). 
 
The ways in which individual children were treated differed according to their status 
within a whakapapa-based hierarchy (e.g. highborn, commoners, slaves). For example, 
for high-born children, ceremonial birth rites, other rites of passage, and the composition 
of oriori reinforced their cherished status. Oriori are ‘lullabies’ or chants for infants that 
generally linked them to their whakapapa and shared whānau aspirations for their 
development – which were essentially for children to be bold, brave, independent 
thinkers within whānau and hapū. Oriori served an inspirational and educational purpose.  
 
Child prisoners were valued highly and lived with whānau, but remained slaves. The 
children of slaves were not treated harshly and joined with children of commoners and 
high rank in day-to-day life. While children of slaves commonly had no prospects of 
power or prestige within society, there were exceptions based on skill.  
 
Reports of early Europeans commented on what they considered an overly-indulgent 
Māori parenting style which rarely saw children punished, particularly among ranking 
families, and the resulting obstinate children. Physical, verbal and emotional punishment 
was not a norm in socialising children. This approach was likely enabled because of the 
collective nature of parenting such that children could be easily passed on to one of a 
team of relatives who provided care to distract them when overly demanding. 
 
From a Māori perspective, it seems that this parenting style was a strategy to nurture the 
child’s' self-efficacy and avoid taming the spirit and therefore curbing natural bravery – 
qualities of critical importance to the survival of the collective at that time. Māori 
children were described as robust and lively, and were introduced early to the games and 
practices of their fathers and mothers, to prepare them for their future roles in whānau 
and hapū as, for example, food producers, warriors, marital partners and parents. 
Everything that was done was to prepare them for those roles. For this reason, fathers 
took their children everywhere, including to hui and even military expeditions (Nicholas, 
1817, cited in Jenkins & Harte, 2011).   
 
Early European observers remarked on the ‘nurturing warrior’ in reference to the role of 
fathers as carers of children alongside the mother and other whānau members. 
Commentators noted the high level of skill fathers displayed in caring for young children, 
including taking over day-to-day care once children were weaned so that mothers could 
focus on new babies (Polack, 1840, cited in Taonui, 2010). 
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Observers most commonly noted shared and loving co-parenting between mothers and 
fathers, though Polack (1840, cited in Taonui, 2010) commented that boys were brought 
up entirely by males. However, as observers did not know clearly the relationships 
between children and their adult carers, it is likely that many of the ‘loving fathers and 
mothers’ described were uncles, aunts and other relations. 
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Māori parenting in contemporary times 

Determinants of Māori parenting 

The vitality of Māori civilisation and the capacity to adapt to change is testified to by the 
very survival of Māori in the face of the adversity of colonisation, which brought with it 
introduced infectious disease, systematic land alienation, and political oppression (Durie 
1998b).  However, these challenges to their integrity have been costly and despite the 
signing of the Treaty of Waitangi in 1840, which set ground rules for the relationship 
between Māori and the Crown and provided a framework through which Māori could 
assert their unique rights as tangata whenua, historical injustices have continued to be 
perpetuated. As a result, Māori are marginalised within contemporary New Zealand 
society.  The extent of marginalisation and ethnic inequalities is reflected in the social, 
economic, cultural, and political status of Māori in New Zealand (Reid & Robson, 2007).  
 
As expressed poignantly by Tūhoe leader Tamati Kruger, 
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Pihama (2012) further states that, 
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Kelly et al (2014) also comment on the impacts of colonisation. 
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Cram (2012) describes a number of determinants (e.g. poverty, mental illness, abuse and 
racism) that impact on the ability of Māori to parent. According to Wesley-Esquimaux 
and Snowball (2010, cited in Cram 2012), these determinants are “More reflective of 
larger society than a microcosm of isolated dysfunction” (p.12). 
 
With the eroding of traditional Māori values and whānau dysfunction, parenting shifted 
from a whānau-controlled model, whereby the collective sanctioned parenting 
approaches, to one of increased individual control by parents (Ritchie & Ritchie, 1993, 
cited in Cooper & Wharewera-Mika, 2009).  
 
Despite much loss of cultural knowledge, Māori worldviews and aligned beliefs and 
value systems continue to mould the lives of many Māori, including their approaches to 
parenting. At its core however, contemporary Māori parenting generally and fathering in 
particular, are shaped by a complex interplay of factors including historical (i.e. 
colonisation), social (e.g. education and lack of social support), economic (such as 
unemployment and poverty), political and cultural determinants. What does this mean for 
Māori fathers? Māori fathering is not solely determined by the characteristics of 
individual fathers, but primarily by wider systemic factors that shape the lives of Māori 
men and the genuine opportunities they have to be involved fathers. It will therefore be 
important to not only address individual factors, but also relationship, family, whānau, 
community and societal factors that impact on father involvement. The implication here 
is that while parenting programmes have much potential value, they are just one 
contribution to the comprehensive strategy that is required to address the structural 
drivers of Māori fathering.  

Whānau and parenting 
Whānau continue to be central to parenting within a contemporary Māori worldview. A 
major theme identified in the literature is that parenting is the responsibility of whānau, 
and is not solely the responsibility of parents and immediate families (Cram, 2012; 
Pihama 2012; Irwin et al., 2013; Social Policy Evaluation and Research Unit, 2014). 
Expressed another way, parenting is a function of whānau (Irwin et al., 2013). 
 
Pitama et al (2002, cited in Cram, 2012) identify four principles for caring for Māori 
children – the importance of whakapapa; children belong to whānau, hapū and iwi; 
shared rights and responsibilities for raising children; and children’s rights and 
responsibilities to their whānau. According to Pihama (2012), “Both whakapapa and 
whānau are grounded within notions of relationship, responsibilities, and obligations 
which enable all adults to take a ‘parenting’ role for Māori children.” (p.4) 
 
A Families Commission research report on what works for Māori (Irwin et al., 2013) 
discussed findings from five wānanga held with Māori about how to strengthen whānau, 
including with regard to parenting education. Participants emphasised that parenting can 
draw on traditional concepts in a way that is empowering. According to the report, 
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Within functioning whānau, rights and responsibilities are shared between parents and the 
wider group. In practice this means that other whānau members also parent – providing 
physical care, love and discipline across the range of settings and whether or not the 
actual parents are present (Mikaere, 2002). This does not mean that other whānau 
members replace parents, but rather that there is a collective approach to parenting as is 
common across most non-Western societies. Therefore, Māori children who are part of 
functioning whānau experience a breadth of relationships with their relations of all ages 
(Pere, 1982, cited in Mikaere, 2002) and are subject to a rich parenting experience. 
 
Shared responsibility within a whānau model provides a strong system of support that is 
particularly important for young parents, in that they enter a parenting system that 
enables them to continue to develop their own potentials (Pere, 1982, cited in Mikaere, 
2002). The reality of today’s family structures and living arrangements mean that many 
Māori children are raised in extended family households that include single parents. 
However, at the same time many Māori children also live in single parent households 
(Herbert, 2011, cited in McIntosh & Mulholland, 2011) with variable access to whānau 
support.  

Māori parenting 
Herbert (2001) ran separate focus groups with kaumātua, Māori parents and caregivers 
(almost all of whom were women), and three kaupapa Māori health and social service 
providers about their experiences and views on childrearing practices. The research 
identified whakapapa (genealogy), whanaungatanga (family connections) and 
awhinatanga (support) as key concepts related to effective individual and family 
functioning, and relevant to childrearing. The theme of sharing of activities and 
responsibilities was also identified across groups as an important aspect of family 
functioning. 
 
Parents in focus groups were asked about how Māori values might be expressed in a 
family. According to participants, they would expect to see – children staying in different 
households, that aunties and uncles are very important, that older children are protective 
of younger children, that instead of being offered a cup of tea you would be given a meal, 
and that everyone holds the baby. 

Māori fathering 
Māori fathers experience wide ethnic inequalities in many aspects of daily living in New 
Zealand that challenge their capacity to engage positively in parenting their children. 
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Despite these challenges, like other New Zealand fathers, Māori fathers are highly 
motivated to do their best by their children. 
 
A telephone survey of 1721 New Zealander fathers, of whom 14% were Māori, was 
carried out to investigate fathers’ roles, access to support, and what helps and hinders 
them as fathers (Luketina et al., 2009). On average, participants in the survey spent 40 
waking hours weekly with their children. This figure was slightly higher for Māori 
fathers (40.8 hours). A higher percentage of Māori fathers (69%) reported that they were 
totally or very involved in family chores than Pākehā fathers (61%). The top three 
descriptors of fathering style identified by Māori fathers, in this order, were income 
earner and provider (56%), friend/playmate (51%) and coach 48%). 
 
Māori fathers were less likely to say they were ‘more involved’ and ‘more hands-on’ than 
Pākehā fathers. They were also less likely to say that they were trying to be the same as 
their own father. Māori fathers were more likely than Pākehā fathers to say that their own 
fathers were absent when they were young. 
 
There were large differences in the percentage of Māori and Pākehā men who reported 
that they had read something about parenting, 37% and 50% respectively. Māori fathers 
were also less likely to have attended antenatal classes than Pākehā fathers, 14% and 23% 
respectively. 
 
Fathers were asked if in their view there was sufficient information available about how 
to be a good father. Only 36% of Māori fathers thought there was sufficient information, 
compared to 46% of Pākehā fathers. Nearly one-third of Māori fathers said that there was 
not sufficient information on fathering available to them. Thirty-four percent were not 
sure (34%). The researchers noted that a response of ‘not sure’ may indicate that they had 
not previously looked for information. 
 
When asked about other support needs, family and friends were more commonly 
mentioned by Māori fathers than other ethnicities.  
 
A focus group with Māori fathers was run as part of a project that involved scoping 
fathering in Waitākere City, West Auckland (Pudney, 2005/2006). Feedback from 
participants indicated that cultural identity and fathering are inextricably linked and that 
strengthening fathering should be done within a Māori cultural context. A secure cultural 
identity and functioning whānau were considered to be foundations for positive fathering. 
But, even where whānau were sharing parenting responsibilities, parents remained 
important in child-rearing. 
 
Focus group participants attributed high value to expressions of Māori identity, such as 
tikanga and valuing collectivity. Whakapapa was identified as a construct that is central 
to positive fathering for Māori. Concepts of whakapapa, whanaungatanga and 
collectivism, and the notion that children belong to their whānau, hapū and iwi, were 
identified through interviews  with service providers as informing kaupapa Māori views 
of what it means to be a father. 
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After cultural factors, ‘good parenting’ and literacy were identified by participants as 
important in enabling positive Māori fathering. Participants understood the importance of 
good fathering, and stated that fathering should be a leading priority for whānau, and that 
whānau have a role in challenging men to fulfil their responsibilities to parent their 
children. According to participants, men are important role models for Māori boys. 
 
A young father shared his struggles with expectations that he would provide financially 
for his family, when he wanted to focus on nurturing his child and being a husband. He 
expressed the view that being a good husband is central to being a good father. 
 
Focus group participants made suggestions about strategies for engaging Māori fathers 
about parenting issues. First-time fatherhood was identified as a major transition point by 
Māori fathers that presents an opportunity to work with them to support their father 
involvement. They stressed the importance of engaging Māori men who are aged from 
around 21-45 years and are workers in Māori contexts (e.g. put down the hangi at marae), 
and who would benefit from intervention to support the adoption of positive fathering 
values and support to strengthen their intergenerational relationships. Participants saw 
that there was much potential for these men to be positive role models within Māori 
communities. 
 
Focus group members suggested that Māori men could be encouraged to talk about their 
own fathers and their personal experiences of fathering as a child. Further, that they 
would likely benefit from activities to heal their wairua (spirit). 
 
Māori have higher rates of teenage fatherhood than non-Maori. There is little information 
available for teenage fathers about fathering, as most information targets mothers. 
Teenage fathers have raised concerns that they are marginalised by service providers 
(Families Commission, 2011). A Families Commision research report (2011) on teenage 
pregnancy and parenting noted that often teenage fathers are not engaged well in their 
parenting role, and stressed the importance of providing culturally appropriate support for 
teenage parents, and involving young Māori and their whānau in the development and 
delivery of support services. As well, the report referred to the need for work to 
strengthen whānau and community networks of support. Specific mention was made in 
interviews with former teenage parents of the need for specific support for teenage 
fathers given that currently the focus tends to be on mothers. 
 
The massive over-representation of Māori within the prison population (Māori comprise 
50% of prisoners) is reflective of the systemic disadvantage of Māori within New 
Zealand society. A substantial proportion of Māori children will have a father in prison. 
Incarceration greatly reduces father involvement both during incarceration and after 
release from prison (Pattnaik, 2013). Intervention to support father involvement among 
prisoners and those who have been released will be important for Māori. 
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Fatherhood and father involvement 

Fatherhood 
It was only in the 1960s and 1970s that research about parenting moved beyond mothers 
and mother-child relationships, with a rapid expansion of research about fathers 
(Pattnaik, 2013). There is now a burgeoning literature on fatherhood, fathering and father 
involvement and for that reason this and the following section rely largely on identified 
reviews. 
 
While fatherhood has for many years been understood as multidimensional, the central 
constructs have changed over time. In the past 100 years early conceptualisations viewed 
fatherhood in terms of status within family structures—from one of moral guidance to 
breadwinning (economic provisioning). From the 1970s the role began to be understood 
by virtue of the relationship with children—sex-role modelling, to psychosocial and 
emotional support of mothers (and therefore better enabling them to care for children) 
and to nurturance  (Lamb, 2000, 2013). Within public discourse, the nurturance role of 
fathers has tended to be viewed as less important than the nurturing or mothering role of 
mothers (Lamb, 2000), however, all of these identified constructs inform modern 
conceptualisations of fatherhood. 

Father involvement 
 
Prior to the mid-1980s, the paternal factor most commonly studied was the presence of 
fathers in the child’s household (Pleck, 2010). Father involvement at that time was 
narrowly understood as a number of dichotomies – involved/uninvolved, absent/present, 
visiting/not visiting children, responsible/not responsible, providing/not providing 
financially. This approach did not reflect the realities of non-residential fathers whose 
level and quality of involvement varied (Pattnaik, 2013). While there was some 
investigation of paternal behaviour and father-child relationships, it was limited in scope 
and did not address how much fathers do as parents (Pleck, 2010). 
 
The concept of father involvement was expanded in the mid-1980s to include three 
dimensions – engagement, accessibility and responsibility (Lamb et al., 1985; Pleck et 
al., 1985). Engagement—time fathers spend in direct one-on-one interaction with their 
child—such as in providing personal care, or playing. Accessibility—being available to 
the child, such as cooking while the child is playing in the next room. Responsibility—
ensuring that the child is taken care of and that required resources are arranged. 
 
Father involvement research tended to focus on the engagement dimension (direct 
interaction with child), such that the terms became almost synonymous (Lamb, 2000), 
and was measured through time use (total interaction time with child or time spent in 
highly interactive defined activities with child). The dimensions of warmth-
responsiveness and parental control (e.g. paternal monitoring and involvement in 
decision-making) were also added to research assessments of father involvement. Indirect 
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care (activities carried out for the child but not involving interaction with them) and 
process responsibility (taking initiative and monitoring what is required) were 
investigated in a much more limited way (Lamb, 2010). As well, accessibility received a 
little attention (see Bianchi et al., 2006, Yeung et al., 2001 as cited in Pleck 2010).  Based 
on the evolution of father involvement research, Pleck (2010) proposed a re-
conceptualisation of the construct. That is, father involvement conceptualised as 
incorporating three primary elements—positive engagement activities, warmth and 
responsiveness, and control; as well as two auxiliary domains—indirect care and process 
responsibility. 
 
Contemporary understandings of fatherhood and father involvement draw on a range of 
constructs (moral guidance, breadwinning, maternal support, nurturance etc.) (Lamb, 
2000). As noted by Lamb (2013): 
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Emerging issues in father involvement research 

The ‘essential father’ versus the ‘important father’ 
 
There are a number of discourses about fathering that are not substantiated by empirical 
evidence. While there is consensus that fathers impact substantially on the well-being of 
their children (Lamb, 2010, 2013) since at least the 1940s (Pleck, 1981) it has been 
widely assumed that fathers make unique and essential contributions to child 
development based on being male and their masculinity. Pleck (2010) has labelled these 
views as the ‘essential father’ hypothesis and identified three linked ideas on which it is 
based.  
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In a review of the evidence, Lamb (2010) concluded that paternal non-residence 
(previously called ‘father absence’) may be detrimental to child development not because 
of the absence of a sex role model, but rather because many of the paternal roles are not 
sufficiently filled (e.g. economic, social and emotional roles). Further, that the absence of 
a male sex role model is not of high significance in terms of the impacts of fatherhood or 
father absence. Also based on a review of the evidence, Pleck (2010) states that while 
good fathering is important as one factor promoting positive outcomes for children, it is 
not essential or unique and is not necessarily connected to fathers’ masculinity. This does 
not change the value that should be attributed to good fathering, but rather brings the 
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understanding of the impact of good fathering on child development in line with research 
evidence. He labels this perspective the ‘Important father’ hypothesis.  
 
Overwhelmingly consistent themes in the research are that the nature of the relationships 
with both mothers and fathers matters, and that the ways in which they influence child 
development are similar rather than different (Lamb, 2010).  
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Research evidence also indicates that new mothers and fathers are equally competent in 
parenting (Braungart-Rieker et al., 1998, Parke & O’Leary, 1976, Parke & Sawin, 1980 
as cited in Lamb, 2012). Parenting skills are largely acquired through doing, and because 
mothers spend more time parenting than fathers they become more adept. 

Low income fathers 
Within the academic discourse is the view that a good father successfully combines 
economic provisioning for his family and a nurturing parenting style (Hoffman, 2011). 
These ideas are exclusive of the realities of many fathers (Long, 2008). They are also 
linked to notions that low income fathers care less about their children and are 
uninvolved (Tamis-LeMonda & McFadden, 2010). However, research demonstrates that 
despite daily challenges the majority of low-income fathers, regardless of whether or not 
they are resident, are highly involved with their children in a wide variety of ways 
(Phares 1996, Mincy & Sorensen 1998, Cabrera, Ryan et al., 2004, as cited in Tamis-
LeMonda & McFadden, 2010). 
 
Tamis-LeMonda and McFadden (2010) caution against assuming what the motivations 
might be for low income fathers who are “...seemingly absent from their children’s 
lives...”, and note that these fathers may lack skills necessary to take the steps needed to 
be there for their children (e.g. negotiating legal co-parenting arrangements). Hoffman 
(2011), in reviewing the literature, notes that research indicates that marginalised sub-
populations of fathers, including young fathers, indigenous fathers, and those involved 
with child welfare, care more for their children than what public discourse would have us 
believe (Ball, 2010, Devault et al., 2008, Pratt et al., 2008, Strega et al., 2009, as cited in 
Hoffman, 2011). 

Gay fathers 
Public discourse on children from gay father families promotes the notion that these 
children are likely to be maladjusted, have issues in terms of gender identity, be 
homosexual and/or effeminate. While there is relatively little literature about gay-father 
families (particularly around family environment versus genetic factors in influencing 
sexual orientation) and there are limitations in much of the work that has been done, these 
views are at odds with the evidence (Golombok & Tasker, 2010).  
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Research indicates that the sexual orientation of homosexual fathers does not increase the 
chances of their children being homosexual, effeminate or maladjusted (Turner et al., 
1990; Golombok et al., 2014). A study by Farr et al (2010) found no differences in sex-
typed behaviour by family type, though Goldberg et al (2012) found less sex-typed 
behaviour among children with same-sex parents. Specifically, findings indicated less 
feminine play among girls with gay fathers.  
 
A recent study (Golombok & Mellish et al., 2014) of adoptive gay father families 
indicated more positive parenting in gay father families relative to heterosexual parent 
families, and greater child externalising problems among children in heterosexual parent 
families. Gay fathers included in the study showed greater warmth and amounts of 
interaction, lesser disciplinary aggression and higher levels of responsiveness. These 
findings are consistent with earlier research reporting quality parenting and children’s 
psychological wellbeing in adoptive gay father families (Averett et al., 2009, Erichet et  
al., 2009, Erich et al., 2005, Leung et al., 2005, Ryan, 2007, as cited in Golombok et al., 
2014). An analysis of published accounts of the experiences of young people with gay or 
lesbian parents in the New Zealand, the United Kingdom and the United States indicated 
that problems they encountered almost always arose from the negative views of others 
(Fairtlough, 2008, as cited in Golombok & Tasker, 2010). 

Father incarceration 
Father incarceration complicates father involvement. Incarceration impacts on father-
child relationships, relationships between parents and the capacity of fathers to contribute 
economically to their families. During incarceration contact with children is difficult and 
limited (Nurse, 2004), the majority of romantic relationships end (Western, et al., 2004, 
as cited in Roettger & Swisher, 2013), and the capacity of fathers to contribute 
economically to families is compromised (Edin et al., 2004, Griswold & Pearson, 2003, 
Hairston, 1998, Pager, 2003, 2007, as cited in Roettger & Swisher, 2013). These are all 
factors that impact negatively on child outcomes. The exception is where incarceration 
results from extreme criminality or domestic violence, and father imprisonment may 
improve child outcomes (Nurse, 2002; Braman, 2004). 

Cultural diversity 
There is now recognition that fathering behaviours and their impacts are subject to much 
diversity among different ethnic and other groups (Lamb, 2013; Pattnaik, 2013). Fathers 
play a number of significant roles and the quality of their fathering is a function of their 
performance in these various roles and the relative importance of those roles in their 
particular cultural context (Lamb, 2010). While fatherhood and paternal involvement 
have begun to be investigated in much broader ways, there remains a relative dearth of 
literature relating to cultural variations in concepts of fatherhood (Lamb, 2000). 
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The role of fathers in child development 

The impact of father involvement 
The evidence overwhelmingly demonstrates that father involvement positively impacts 
on child development (Amato & Gilbreth, 1999, Belsky, 1996, Furstenberg & Harris, 
1993, Lamb, 1997, Parke, 1996, 2002, Yeung et al., 2000, as cited in Tamis-LeMonda & 
Cabrera, 2002; Tamis-LeMonda & McFadden, 2010). 
 
Fathers influence their children’s development both directly (e.g. through their 
behaviours and attitudes) and indirectly. Indirect influences include the level of emotional 
and other support they provide to mothers and their economic support of the family and 
therefore the socio-economic circumstances within which children grow and develop 
(Lamb, 2010). There is now a common understanding that indirect influences are of huge 
importance (Lamb, 2010). 
 
It has been well demonstrated that there are many positive benefits of high levels of 
father involvement in child care when this is the preference of both parents (Pleck, 1997; 
Pruett, 1983, 1985, Radin, 1982,1994, as cited in Lamb, 2010). There is, however, 
evidence that when fathers have been forced to become more involved (e.g. because they 
were laid off work) there were instead adverse affects on children (Lamb, 2010). 

Mechanisms through which father involvement impacts 
Adjustment is a broad term that encapsulates personal characteristics that enable people 
to function well in their daily lives. The term also includes the absense  of behavioural 
problems and psychological or psychiatric symptoms. After reviewing hundreds of 
studies, Lamb (2012) concluded that psychological adjusment in children is substantially 
affected by three factors. First, the quality of parenting and parent-child relationships. 
Second, the quality of relationships between the parents. Third, the socio-economic 
resources available to the family. These factors explain child adjustment regardless of 
family structure (e.g. single-parent families, stepparent families etc) once process 
variables have been controlled for. Put another way, it is these factors rather than family 
structure per se that affect psychological adjustment (Amato, 2005, Crawford et al., 2011, 
Goodman & Greaves, 2010, Kiernan & Mensah, 2010, Lansford, et al., 2001, as cited in 
Lamb, 2012). This is supported by research using data from the Christchurch Health and 
Development Study that shows that the social and economic functioning of families is 
what is important, rather than the single-parent family structure (Fergusson, 2007, as 
cited in Luketina et al., 2009). Further, father or male parent absence is not in itself a 
cause of increased levels of maladjustment among children living in one parent families. 
Rather, it is the quality of the parent-child relationships, the quality of the relationship 
between the parents and the greater likelihood of inadequate family resources in one 
parent families (Lamb, 2012). 
 
The associations between parental warmth and the extent of adjustment have been well 
established (e.g. Collins et al., 2002, Steinberg & Silk, 2002, as cited in Lamb, 2012). 
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Different types of parental socialisation have been shown to impact the social skills of 
children among peers and with adults. The “authoritative” parenting style characterised 
by warmth, moderate control, respect for child autonomy and self control was 
demonstrated by Baumrind to promote social competence among children (Baumrind, 
1971, 1975, as cited in Lamb, 2012). The high value of authoritative parenting has been 
demonstrated in subsequent studies for young and older children, and for adolescents 
(Barber, 2001, Collins et al., 2002, as cited in Lamb, 2012).  
 
The quality of the relationships of parents (i.e. harmonious or conflicting) impacts 
positively or negatively on child wellbeing including child and adolescent adjustment 
(Cummings, Merrilees et al., 2010). 
  
Lamb (2012) identifies a huge literature on the risks to children raised in poverty, and 
socio-eonomic status is recognised as a key determinant of child development (e.g. 
Cawson et al., 2000, Radford et al., 2011, Sedlak et al., 2010, Arrighi & Maume, 2007, 
Brooks-Gunn et al., 2000, Hansen et al., 2010, as cited in Lamb, 2012). 

Child development outcomes 

Mental, emotional and social wellbeing 
A meta-analysis of 52 studies of nonresident father involvement and child wellbeing 
found that positive father involvement was linked to child wellbeing, in particular social 
wellbeing, emotional wellbeing, academic achievement and behavioural adjustment 
(Adamsons & Johnson, 2013). 
 
In an extensive review of the literature, Allen and Daly (2007) demonstrated that father 
involvement was associated with positive impacts on children’s; cognitive development, 
school performance and retention, problem solving abilities, emotional development, 
appropriate management of emotions, self-acceptance and reduced depression, social 
development, positive peer relations, higher tolerance and less agression, empathetic 
concern, and physical health. 
 
Many aspects of psychological adjustment and emotional development and wellbeing for 
children from infancy through to adulthood, were positively associated with father 
involvement (Hoffman, 1971, Parke & Swain, 1975, Kotelchuck, 1976, Lamb, 1987, 
Mischel et al., 1988, Biller, 1993, Furstenberg & Harris, 1993, Radin, 1994, Field, et al., 
1995, Mosley & Thompson, 1995, Zimmerman et al., 1995, Pruett, 1997, Harris et al., 
1998, Williams & Radin, 1999, Ross & Broh, 2000, Veneziano, 2000, Dubowitz et al., 
2001, King, 2006, Formoso et al., 2007, cited in Allen & Daly, 2007). For example, five-
year-old children whose fathers are sensitive to their emotional states, show higher social 
competence three years later (Gottman et al., 1997, cited in Lamb, 2013). Links have 
been shown between father involvement at five years and the feelings of children when 
they are in their early 30s (Koestner et al., 1990). The self-worth of teenagers is 
associated with the quality of their play with their fathers 13 years previously 
(Grossmann et al., 2002). Further, children of warm and affectionate fathers have a 
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higher likelihood of being well adjusted at age 41 in terms of mental health, coping and 
psychosocial maturity (Franz et al., 1994, cited in Lamb & Lewis, 2013). 
 
Father involvement is linked to children’s social competence, social initiative, social 
maturity, and their abilities to relate to others (Amato, 1987, Forehand & Nousiainen, 
1993, Gottfried et al., 1988, Krampe & Fairweather, 1993, Mischel et al., 1988, Parke, 
1996, Snarey, 1993, Stolz et al., 2005, cited in Allen & Daly, 2007). Fathers’ acceptance 
and assistance when their five year old children are upset (sad or angry) is associated 
with their social competence three years later (Gottman et al., 1997, cited in Cabrera & 
Tamis-LeMonda, 2013). There is less negativity among girls, and less aggression among 
boys. Adolescents who are securely attached to their fathers report less conflict in their 
interactions with peers (Ducharme et al., 2002). Similarly for adolescents, levels of father 
involvement are positively linked to friendships and peer experiences (Updegraff et al., 
2001, cited in Allen & Daly, 2007). In contrast, negative paternal affect such as high 
hostility, negatively influenced adolescent social behaviour including their levels of 
hostility and ego resilience (Paley, 2000, cited in Allen & Daly, 2007; Allen et al., 2002, 
cited in Cabrera & Tamis-LeMonda, 2013). In reviewing the literature, Leidy et al (2013) 
conclude that,  
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In a review of 10 research projects using Millennium Cohort Study data it was concluded 
that father involvement positively influences child mental health. There was particularly 
strong evidence in the studies for the relationship between father accessibility and child 
mental wellbeing (Dex & Ward, 2007, Emerson et al., 2010, Essex & Pickett, 2008, 
George, Hansen, & Schoon, 2007, Kiernan & Mensah, 2009, Kiernan & Pickett, 2006, 
Mensah & Kiernan, 2009, 2010, Sullivan et al., 2010, cited in Twamley, et al., 2013). 
 
Father involvement is protective against many behavioural problems (Amato & Rivera, 
1999, Howard et al., 2006, cited in Allen & Daly, 2007) and risky behaviours including 
conduct disorder and hyperactivity (Flouri, 2005, cited in Allen & Daly, 2007), 
delinquency (Barnes, 1984, Harris et al., 1998b, Zimmerman et al., 1995a, cited in Allen 
& Daly, 2007) and substance abuse among adolescents (Coombs & Landsverk, 1988). It 
is also linked to decreased externalising and internalising symptoms including disruptive 
and antisocial behaviour, sadness and depression, and lying (Flouri & Buchanan, 2002, 
King & Sobolewski, 2006, Mosley & Thompson, 1995, Peterson & Zill, 1986, cited in 
Allen & Daly, 2007). Father involvement is linked to reduced bullying behaviour, and 
was protective against extreme victimisation from bullying (Flouri, 2005, cited in Allen 
& Daly, 2007).  
 
A systematic review of longitudinal studies (Sarkadi et al., 2008) found that father 
engagement reduces the frequency of behavioural problems among boys, and 
psychological problems among young women. Among low socioeconomic families, the 
review found that father engagement improved cognitive development while concurrently 
decreasing delinquency and economic disadvantage .  
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Strong identification with fathers among adolescents was protective against incarceration 
(80% less likely) and becoming unwed parents (75% less likely) (Furstenberg & Harris, 
1993, cited in Allen & Daly, 2007). Father involvement among 7-year-old children 
protected against socio-economic disadvantage at age 33, and children were less likely to 
have been homeless, received state benefits or lived in subsidised housing (Flouri, 2005, 
cited in Allen & Daly, 2007). 
 
Lack of father involvement due to incarceration is associated with family instability, 
chronic poverty, and other factors that lead to poor development outcomes among young 
people (Foster & Hagan, 2007, Giordano, 2010, Hagan & Palloni, 1990, Wilson, 2003, 
cited in Pattnaik, 2013). For example, father incarceration during the first 10 years of a 
boy’s life led to more internalising problems as men (Murray & Farrington, 2008). 

Cognitive development 
Sarkadi et al (2008) carried out a systematic review of 24 longitudinal studies involving 
22,300 children. Twenty-one of the studies showed positive effects of father involvement 
on child cognitive and personality development.  
 
For preschool age children, having supportive fathers is linked to positive language and 
cognitive development (Cabrera et al., 2007, cited in Lamb & Lewis, 2013). At school 
age the children of involved fathers show higher academic performance across a range of 
measures (Astone & McLanahan, 1991, Blanchard & Biller, 1971, Cooksey & Fondell, 
1996, Feldman & Wentzel, 1990, Gadsden & Ray, 2003, Goldstein, 1982, Gottfried, et 
al., 1988, Howard et al., 2006, McBride et al., 2005, Shinn, 1978, Snarey, 1993, Wentzel 
& Feldman, 1993, cited in Allen & Daly, 2007).   
 
Following a review of the evidence, Cabrera et al (2013) concluded that the the quality of 
fathers’ interactions (e.g. levels of sensitivity and support) and particular features of their 
language can predict children’s language and cognition. Children benefit from interacting 
with fathers who are sensitively attuned to their cues, who frequently engage in activities 
such as book reading, who use relatively large vocabularies, and who use language to 
express a range of communicative functions (Tamis-LeMonda et al., 2013). 
 
Warmth and parental control by both mothers and fathers in children’s life and education 
has been associated with increased persistence, effort and performance as well as fewer 
behavioural problems at school (Amato & Fowler, 2002, Collins et al., 2000, Lamb & 
Lewis, 2011, Nord & Zill, 1996, J. Pleck, 2010, Simons, 1996, cited in Lamb, 2012).  
 
Among adolescent boys, the academic support of fathers was associated with academic 
motivation, and the valuing of grades and education (Alfaro et al., 2006, cited in Allen & 
Daly, 2007). Children of adolescent mothers showed better socioemotional and academic 
functioning with father contact (Howard et al., 2006, cited in Allen & Daly, 2007). 
Research has also shown that children of involved fathers were more likely to enjoy 
school and have positive attitudes regarding school (Flouri, 2005, Flouri et al., 2002,  
cited in Allen & Daly, 2007). 
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Paternal involvement is also linked to higher child IQs (Gottfried et al., 1988, Honzik, 
1967, Radin, 1972, Shinn, 1978, cited in Allen & Daly, 2007). An association between 
early father involvement and IQ at 11 years was reported by Nettle (2008) and Lamb & 
Lewis (2013). 
 
Positive outcomes were sustained into adolescence and adulthood. Children with 
involved fathers show a greater likelihood of high educational expectations, higher 
economic and educational achievement and outcomes, career success, occupational 
competency and psychological wellbeing (Amato, 1994, Barber & Thomas, 1986, Barnett 
etc., 1992a, Bell, 1969, Flouri, 2005, Furstenberg & Harris, 1993, Harris et al., 1998, 
Lozoff, 1974, Snarey, 1993, cited in Allen & Daly, 2007). 



31 
 

What works? – engaging fathers in parenting 
Key factors have been identified in the literature that influence the way in which men 
undertake  their fathering roles and responsibilities and build father-child relationships 
(Hoffman, 2011). This section briefly highlights these types of factors, alongside 
evidence about what works in engaging fathers in parenting and educating them about 
children and parenting. Because there is only a very small literature base specifically 
around what works for fathers, this section also draws upon evaluations and reports on 
parenting programmes generally. 
 
The purpose of parenting programmes has been described as: 
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United States research (Child Welfare Information Gateway, 2013) has identified the 
following key characteristics as predictors of programme effectiveness  – strengths-based 
focus; family-centred practice (this includes use of culturally-appropriate strategies); a 
combination of individual and group approaches; well-qualified staff (including cultural 
competence); targetting of programmes; and clear programme goals and ongoing 
evaluation. As well, the following evidence-based strategies to reinforce protective 
factors were identified – encouragment of peer support, promotion of positive family 
interaction, use of interactive training techniques, provision of opportunities to practice 
new skills, and the involvement of fathers. On that last point, There is evidence 
(Lundahlet al., 2007, cited in Kelly, 2014) that involving fathers in parenting programmes 
improves outcomes and family cooperation and cohesion. Programmes that exclude 
fathers are less likely to be successful. 

Socio-economic resources  
A research review by Doherty et al (1998) indicated that fathering is contextually 
sensitive, that is, that external factors have a greater influence on fathers than mothers in 
terms of their level of engagement and  investment in their role as parents. According to 
Hoffman (2011):  
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Doherty et al (1998) opined that initiatives focusing only on fathers (e.g. parenting skills, 
understandings of child development etc.) will inequitably benefit those men whose 
social and economic environments are already supportive. Those whose social and 
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economic environments are difficult (e.g. non-resident fathers, fathers living in poverty, 
fathers living with mental illness, incarcerated fathers) will not enjoy equal benefits. It 
may be unrealistic to expect men to be involved fathers if they are struggling to meet the 
challenges of day-to-day living. In these types of circumstances, policies, programmes 
and practices are required that address the social and economic barriers to father 
involvement. 
 
Among the conclusions of a review of Canadian fathers’ programmes (Hoffman, 2011), 
was that vulnerable fathers (e.g. indigenous and young fathers) require intensive 
interventions that provide support at multiple levels (i.e. employment, education, partner 
relationships etc.) in addition to efforts to increase their understanding of children and 
enable positive parenting. The report also highlighted that promoting positive parenting 
among vulnerable fathers would be more effective when combined with services that 
support them to deal with their life challenges. 

Raising community and societal awareness  
The ProsPere project was carried out over 10 years and involved development, 
implementation and evaluation of projects for low income fathers in Quebec. The initial 
strategies used in the two selected communities were raising awareness in order to move 
along community thinking about fathers as a start point, to mobilising the communities 
and fathers towards positive father involvement. 
 
The research found that promoting the role of fathers (i.e. through a media campaign and 
children’s art project) increased community leader support, created increased openness to 
working with fathers among practitioners and increased the participation of fathers in the 
programmes and social activities (Dubeau et al., 2009, cited in Hoffman, 2011). 
 

Reorientation of services  
Based on a review of key evidence-based documents about programming for fathers, 
Hoffman (2011) identified best practices for organisations that included the following:  

• Recognise that it takes time and effort for organisations to learn how to work with 
fathers 

• Raise community and societal awareness about the importance of fathers 
• Assess your organisation’s ‘father friendliness’ 
• Include fathers meaningfully in planning and delivery of services 
• Adapt your organisation’s strategies and services to the realities of fathers 
• Work from fathers’ strengths 
• Build partnerships with other service providers  

Adopting these practices will facilitate reorientation of services such that they are better 
able to engage with fathers and strengthen father involvement. 
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Transition to parenthood 
The transition to parenthood has been identified as a critical period for intervention to 
support father involvement, and is also a time when fathers have high needs for support 
(Luketina et al., 2009; Bryanton et al., 2013; Mitchell & Chapman, 2006). Although there 
is no consensus in the literature around the benefits of transition to parenthood 
programmes for parents and newborns (Bryanton et al., 2013), fathers have reported 
feeling uninformed and ill-prepared for their new role (Luketina et al., 2009; Mitchell & 
Chapman, 2006).  
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Studies suggest that younger, first-time parents are more likely to benefit from parenting 
programmes (Social Policy Evaluation and Research Unit, 2014). 

Fathers’ attitudes  
Personal attitudes and traits (e.g. openness, sociability and extroversion) influence father 
involvement (Tourcotte et al., 2001, cited in Hoffman, 2011). Home-visiting and 
parenting education and support programmes have been shown to have small to moderate 
positive effects on children’s health and development, and on parents’ behaviours, 
attitudes and beliefs (Social Policy Evaluation and Research Unit, 2014). 

Quality of relationships between parents  
Good relationships between parents and supportive co-parenting contribute to increased 
father involvement and good parenting practices among fathers (Cowan & Cowan, 2009). 
The Supporting Father Involvement Programme was developed out of a 30-year research 
project that demonstrated that an intervention focussed on the couple relationship reduces 
marital stress, increases father involvement, improves parenting and is linked with 
cognitive and social gains for children (Cowan & Cowan, 2009). The intervention 
focuses almost exclusively on the parents’ relationship and runs over 16 weeks. 
 
A 2011 Canadian survey of programmes for fathers found that recruitment of fathers into 
interventions  was difficult, but that the most successful strategy was providing 
information to mothers to pass on to their partners (Hoffman, 2011). 

Fathers support for mothers  
One of the indirect pathways through which father involvement affects child 
development is through the support they provide to mothers. The benefits of that support 
are well documented in the literature (Pedersen, 1975; Feldman et al., 1997; Lamb, 
2010). Prenatal and new-parent education and resources should provide information 
about how fathers can support new mothers (e.g. in caring for infants, breastfeeding 
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success, to seek help for postnatal depression) and the importance of that support 
(Hoffman, 2011). 

Parent-child relationships and quality of parenting 
Most infants form attachments to their fathers, and just less than two-thirds of 
attachments are secure (e.g. Ahnert, 2006, cited in Lamb & Lewis 2013). The security of 
infant-father attachment (Van IJzendoorn & De Wolff, 1977, cited in Lamb & Lewis, 
2013) is a function of father sensitivity (i.e. responsiveness and affection). Differences in 
father sensitivity may be related to personal characteristics, perceptions of early 
experiences and the adverse impacts of stress (Lamb &Lewis, 2013).  
 
Parents should understand the importance of father-child attachment. Based on reviews of 
the literature it has been recommended that father-child relationships be included in 
prenatal and early parenting education curriculum and resources (Hoffman, 2011). A 
meta-analysis of sensitivity and attachment intervention in early childhood found that 
attachment interventions to improve positive parenting were more effective when fathers 
were included (Bakermans-Kraneburg et al., 2003). A review of research assessing the 
effectiveness of 12 interventions for fathers and their babies and toddlers, identified those 
programmes that involve fathers’ active participation with their children as most 
promising (Magill-Evans et al., 2006).  

Indigenous fathers 
First Nations’ fathers in Canada have identified the need for community-based services 
for fathers and political bodies to support healing programmes, undertake work to reduce 
negative stereotypes of indigenous fathers and families, and outreach to support fathers in 
learning about fatherhood (Ball & George, 2006). 
 
The Strong Fathers Strong Families (SFSF) programme is a flagship Australian 
intervention for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander fathers. Strong Fathers Strong 
Families promotes the role of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander fathers, partners, 
grandfathers and uncles, and encourages them to actively participate in their children’s 
and families’ lives, particularly in the antenatal period and early childhood development 
years  (Government of Australia, 2013). 
 
According to stakeholders, participation in the programme delivered a number of positive 
outcomes for men, including:  

• increased self-esteem 
• improved health outcomes and increased health literacy  
• improved access to services 
• education, training and employment opportunities 
• increased connection to community and willingness to share issues and concerns 
• strengthened connection to culture. 

 
At a community-level, stakeholders reported that the programme improved networks and 
partnerships among key community stakeholders. Knowledge and skills gained by men 
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through participation in the programme also reportedly had a flow-on effect in the home, 
improving family and community relations. 
 
This research identified key success factors associated with an effective SFSF 
programme including:  
 

• a respected and well-connected SFSF Coordinator 
• an implementing organisation that can adequately support the SFSF Coordinator 

and is committed to delivering the programme in a culturally-appropriate way. 
• strong partnerships with other community organisations and key community 

members, including elders 
• a focus on holistic support for men 
• a structured programme that is consistent and meets the needs of the local 

community 
• an incremental approach to discussing and dealing with sensitive issues  
• practical, hands-on activities (e.g. fitness, cooking). 

Teenage fathers   
New Zealand research shows teen fathers feel isolated from support and advice about 
being a father, and they have been neglected by services (Ministry of Social 
Development, 2010). The Ministry of Social Development (2010) identified evidence 
from local and overseas studies of ways to effectively work with teen fathers: 
 

• having positive attitude toward them as young men and fathers is one of the most 
critical principles (King et al., 2005); 

• delivering services in ways that are appropriate to teen fathers, their culture and 
their age (Bronte-Tinkew et al., 2008); 

• focusing on the significance and value of fathers’ relationships with their children 
is also important (Bronte-Tinkew et al., 2008); 

• ensuring the service is responsive to the needs and preferences of young men, 
such as through male-focused approaches (King et al., 2005); 

• addressing the broader needs as well, even when programmes are intended to deal 
with a specific issue, as they are then likely to be more effective (Barwick, 2004). 
 

One of the few services offered to teen fathers in New Zealand is the Ministry of Social 
Development-sponsored Christchurch Teen Dads Programme administered by the 
Waipuna Youth and Community Trust and Father & Child Trust. These trusts advocate 
for optimal benefits for children, mothers and fathers working together cooperatively. 
(http://fatherandchild.org.nz/projects/teen-dads/teen-dads-chch/). 
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Māori Fathers  
Qualitative research indicates that Māori parents have difficulty accessing information 
they need about parenting (Strickett, 2012). Echoing Māori community concerns, Māori 
academics have also emphasised the need for parenting programmes for Māori whānau to 
be consistent with principles, values and beliefs aligned to Māori worldviews (Herbert, 
2011, Cram, 2012, Cargo, 2008, Pihama, 2012, cited in Social Policy Evaluation and 
Research Unit, 2014). They have also expressed concerns about the acceptability and 
effectiveness of programmes based within Western worldviews for Māori (Altena & 
Herewini, 2009, Cargo, 2008, Durie 2004, 2006, cited in Sturrock & Gray, 2013). 
 
In response to these concerns both culturally-adapted and kaupapa Māori parenting 
programmes have been developed. Kelly (2014) identified the main ways in which 
programmes located within a Western worldview have been adapted for Māori – the 
application of tikanga Māori (Māori process) within programmes, delivery on marae, 
incorporation of Māori language, and delivery by Māori facilitators. Herbert, in 
comparing the effectiveness of a standard parent-training programme versus two 
culturally-adapted programmes concluded that parenting outcomes improved in both 
types of programmes. She did, however, find that participants found the adapted 
programmes more enjoyable and they were better attended and had better retention rates 
(Herbert, 2001). 
 
Herbert (2011) reviewed literature about the most effective ways to engage, motivate, and 
maintain parenting changes among Māori. She identified the following themes – the 
value of including parenting programmes within broader health and social service 
contracts (Herbert, 2001; Gifford & Pirikahu, 2008), household and whānau approaches 
as opposed to parents and individual approaches, the potential of programmes that 
integrate parenting skills and Māori cultural values, and the value of role models. 
 
There is very little rigorous research assessing the effectiveness of culturally-adapted or 
kaupapa Māori parenting programmes. Most studies evaluate pilot programmes or 
programme implementation. Greater priority needs to be accorded to building an 
evidence base through evaluation of new and existing programmes, in order to inform 
future programme development and delivery. The following two sections summarise 
existing research on the effectiveness of parenting programmes for Māori. The extent of 
father involvement in these programmes was generally not identified. 
 
Research on parenting programmes observed that the engagement and retention of 
parents in programmes is more likely when programmes take account of their culture. 
Some programmes have been developed specifically for Māori, using Māori conceptual 
frameworks (e.g. Whānau Toko i te Ora and Te Atawhaingia te Pā Harakeke), and some 
international programmes have been adapted for different cultural groups. Relatively 
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little research has considered the effectiveness of parenting programmes specifically 
designed for Māori fathers. Further programme development, research and evaluation is 
required, particularly given the over-representation of Māori in the vulnerable children 
population and some evidence that Māori fathers consider that they had insufficient 
information about fathering (Luketina et al., 2009). 

Parenting programmes adapted for Māori 

Parents as First Teachers (PAFT) 
The PAFT programme is an adaption of a United States programme based on research 
from Harvard University. The low-intensity home-visitation parent-education and family 
support programme is delivered to at-risk families with children aged up to three years. 
The programme aims to support families to participate more actively in their children’s 
early development and learning (Social Policy Evaluation and Research Unit, 2014). A 
Ministry of Social Development rapid review of PAFT (Praat et al., 2010) found that 
higher-income nuclear families and European mothers were better engaged with the 
programme. Analysis did, however, suggest that there may have been vision and conduct 
benefits for families with Māori mothers. 

The Incredible Years Parenting Programme 
The Incredible Years Parenting Programme is an evidence-based initiative developed in 
the United States and adapted for delivery among Māori. The programme focuses on 
parent training, teacher training, child social skills, and emotion and problem solving 
training (Sturrock & Gray, 2013). A finding of an evaluation of the programme (Cargo, 
2008) was that Māori were concerned that culturally-adapted programmes are 
philosophically underpinned by beliefs and values of other cultural groups and may be at 
times at odds with Māori values. Further, Māori expressed preferences for programme 
delivery by Māori. Research findings also indicated that cultural responsiveness of the 
programme is heavily reliant on the skills of facilitators (Webster-Stratton, 2007, 
Berryman et al., 2009 cited in Kelly, 2014). 
 
Both Māori participants and facilitators found engagement with the programme difficult 
at times, and resources used by the programme were not adequately adapted to the New 
Zealand context (Berryman, Woller et al., 2009). Māori facilitators raised concerns about 
having no options in terms of what is delivered, a lack of acknowledgment of their 
indigenous status, and that uniquely Māori practices are not taken into account. 
 
At a series of annual hui for the programme’s Māori Group Leaders (e.g. Werry Centre 
2008, 2010, cited in Sturrock & Gray, 2013), participants have consistently advocated for 
measures to embed their delivery strategies for Māori in the programme to ensure the best 
results for whānau. In 2012 the Werry Centre (2012 cited in Sturrock & Gray, 2013) 
published resources for Māori Group Leaders, developed in collaboration with 
experienced Māori Group Leaders and kaumātua. Principles of engagement are also 
provided to non-Māori facilitators to guide their work with whānau.  
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A 2013 programme review report (Sturrock & Gray, 2013) included findings from an 
independent kaupapa Māori evaluation. The Māori programme evaluators (Berryman et 
al., 2012, cited in Sturrock & Gray, 2013) noted that many of the Māori facilitators 
delivering the programme had high levels of Māori knowledge, and indicated that in 
delivering the programme they themselves adapted it to Māori preferences in order to 
better engage whānau. Evaluation findings indicated the importance of sufficient time 
and resources to enable culturally-skilled facilitators to connect with whānau and adapt 
programme delivery. The report concluded that while the Incredible Years Programme 
was potentially effective for Māori, further work is required to increase the 
responsiveness of the intervention to better ensure its optimal effectiveness for Māori 
families. This is consistent with international evidence of the importance of cultural 
competency. For example, a recent systematic review of appraisals of interventions to 
improve cultural competency in healthcare found evidence of improvements in patient 
outcomes (Truong  et al., 2014). 

Hoki ki te Rito 
Hoki ki te Rito (Mellow Parenting Programme) is an intensive parenting course to 
support families experiencing relationship problems with their infants and young children 
(Social Policy Evaluation and Research Unit, 2014). The programme is delivered to 
mothers for one full day per week over a 14 week period. The programme was adapted to 
align with the following Māori principles - ‘aroha ki te tangata’ (to express kindness 
towards people); ‘kanohi ki te kanohi’ (face-to-face); titiro, whakarongo, kōrero (look, 
listen, speak); manaaki ki te tangata (to care for and look after people); and, kaua e takahi 
i te mana o ngā tangata (don’t trample the feelings of others). Evaluation findings 
indicated improvements in maternal mental health and reduced stress levels when 
parenting (Penehira & Doherty, 2013, cited in Social Policy Evaluation and Research 
Unit, 2014). Participants attributed changes made to being respected, listened to and 
learning anger management. 

Kaupapa Māori parenting programmes 
The engagement and retention of parents in parenting programmes is more likely to be 
achieved when programmes take account of potential participants’ culture. Kaupapa 
Māori parenting programmes are explicitly located within a Māori worldview, and are 
therefore inherently consistent with Māori beliefs and values. There are few programmes 
specifically designed for Māori fathers and there is a dearth of rigorous programme 
evaluation. Further programme development, research and evaluation are required. 

Tikanga Whakatipu Ririki  
Mana Ririki is a national Māori child advocacy body that seeks to eliminate child abuse 
within two generations. The organisation’s parenting model Tikanga Whakatipu Ririki is 
a framework for violence-free parenting for whānau that is founded on pūrākau (cultural 
stories that express Māori worldviews and carry cultural values). Pūrākau provide 
signposts to enable participants to navigate relationships as they establish cultural norms 
based on Māori principles (Kelly, 2014).  
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A train-the-trainer approach is taken, whereby Mana Ririki provides training in Tikanga 
Whakatipu Ririki to providers who then use it as a training tool in their work with 
whānau. There are three training modules. The parenting programme based on the model 
is being evaluated in stages using a kaupapa Māori methodology. An initial report by 
Kelly et al., (2014) evaluates module two which involves six two-hour workshops for 
groups. The evaluators concluded that programme participation led to improvements in 
parenting behaviour, and strengthened cultural awareness and connection. Parents 
indicated that they had participated in the programme because it offered a Māori 
parenting perspective and took a strengths-based approach. Initial whānau engagement 
was facilitated through the provision of transport and incentives, but ongoing engagement 
was attributed by whānau to the content and parenting empowerment as Māori. 
 
The model used kaupapa Māori principles (e.g. tino rangatiratanga/self-determination, 
taonga tuku iho/cultural aspiration, ako Māori/culturally preferred pedagogy) to enable 
whānau enlightenment. Essentially this is a strengths-based approach that locates the 
programme within a Māori worldview that resonates with participants. It also enables 
whānau to understand Māori worldviews and their application to contemporary 
circumstances and to parenting. 
 
The evaluation identified a number of domains within which whānau were empowered 
through their participation in the programme; that in the main related to their identity as 
Māori, as parents, and as Māori parents.  Further, involvement normalised their parenting 
anxieties and supported them to learn and take on a new belief system. Whanaungatanga 
with programme staff and other participants was identified as important, and those taking 
part requested further parenting support from Mana Ririki. 

Whānau Toko i te Ora 
The Whānau Toko i te Ora national parenting programme is an initiative of the Māori 
Women’s Welfare League that involves intensive home-based parenting support for 
families with young children (Livingston, 2002, cited in Social Policy Evaluation and 
Research Unit, 2014). Participants reported to evaluators that programme impacts 
included: improved relationships between parents and children; improved parenting 
skills; increased access to health services, housing and transport; greater Māori language 
use; and improved Māori community connections, including with marae.  
 
Features of the programme identified as underpinning its success were – it is broadly 
based and goals are negotiated with individual whānau; it is delivered over an extended 
period, allowing time for whānau change; targeting of whānau with high needs; 
flexibility, including with regard to timing of visits and the way resources are used; and, 
strong commitment by kaiāwhina who are highly regarded by participants (Livingston 
2002, cited in Social Policy Evaluation and Research Unit, 2014).  
 
Additional strengths of the programme have been identified as: the incorporation of 
cultural knowledge and practices, the strengths-based approach, and the use of Māori 
facilitators to enhance cultural responsiveness, create cultural links and to validate 
knowledge (Kelly, 2014). 
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Te Atawahingia te Pā Harakeke 
A strand of Te Atawahingia te Pā Harakeke was run at the Rimutaka and New Plymouth 
men’s prisons and evaluated in 1999 (Young et al., 1999, cited in Social Policy 
Evaluation and Research Unit, 2014). According to the Māori evaluation team, 
introducing a tikanga Māori programme within the prison system was challenging. 
Evaluator’s recommended further work to strengthen Māori identity and links to whānau, 
hapū and iwi for participants. Evaluation findings concluded that the programme had 
potential as an intervention to reduce family violence, including its intergenerational 
transmission. 
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Concluding comments 
There are fundamental gaps in the literature about Māori father involvement, including 
Māori fathering in the context of whānau. We have little understanding of how Māori 
conceptualise fatherhood and father involvement, and what the issues are for Māori men 
from their own perspectives. Further, there is little research about what constitutes best 
practice in terms of effective parenting programmes for Māori fathers. 
 
What we do know is that Māori fathers face substantial barriers to fully engaging in their 
role as fathers. While many of these barriers are systemic and will need to be addressed 
through multifactorial structural interventions, there are also promising and less complex 
strategies to more directly promote Māori father involvement. These strategies include 
raising community awareness about the role of Māori fathers, reorientation of existing 
services towards the needs and preferences of Māori fathers, programmes that support 
couple relationships, and tailored information provision. In terms of parenting 
programmes, research indicates that there is value in both culturally-adapted generic 
interventions and kaupapa Māori programmes. It is, however, kaupapa Māori 
programmes that best meet the expressed preferences of Māori fathers and Māori 
communities given that they are inherently strengths based, aligned to Māori worldviews 
and driven by Māori. 

Whatever strategies or initiatives are adopted, they will need to be targeted to the lived 
realities of Māori men if they are to be successfully engaged. Specific support for Māori 
men who are transitioning as first time fathers and teenage fathers have been highlighted 
as important (e.g. to address poor access to parenting information and antenatal classes). 
As well there is a need to engage with the group of Māori men aged around 21-45 who 
are ‘workers’ in Māori contexts, to support the adoption of positive fathering values and 
develop positive role models within Māori communities. A further group that require 
specific support are incarcerated Māori men. 

The overall conclusion from this review is that while there is a pressing need to fill 
knowledge gaps, we know enough to provide much stronger and immediate support for 
Māori men to better enable them to fulfil their aspirations to be the best fathers that they 
can be. Successful Māori father involvement intervention has the potential to make a real 
and substantial difference to the lives of Māori fathers, mothers, children, whānau and 
future generations of Māori. 
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