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BRIEF BACKGROUND 

The parents’ role in child development:

• From the time John Bowlby (1969) first published his theory of early emotional 
development almost 50 year ago, researchers have conducted numerous 

studies that have analysed different components of the family in relation to 
child development.

• Early attachment theory, social learning theory, and cognitive 
developmental theory principally posit that a child’s relationship to the 

mother is fundamental for normal development to occur (Ainsworth & Wittig, 1969; Bandura, 
1989; Bowlby, 1969; Lamb, 2004; De Wolff & van IJzendoorn, 1997). 

• Vast majority of studies explored the role mothers play in the lives of their 
children, with the assumption that a child’s development is facilitated or 

impended according to how well that child was mothered (Ford, Nalbone, Wetchler, & 
Sutton, 2008). 



• Each of these theories seemed to assume that when childcare or parenting 
are analysed, the mother is and should be the primary focus, whereas the 

father remains in the background, if present at all. 

• Therefore, it comes as no surprise, more often than not when referring to 
“parenting” it has previously been associated with “mothering” in both 

research and practice (Stolz et al., 2005). 

• Unintentionally keeping fathers out of the family picture  

“When we talk about parents, we tend to mean mums, and cut dads out of the 
picture.” (Clapton, 2013) 

BRIEF BACKGROUND 



CAN A CHILD HAVE MORE 
THAN ONE ATTACHMENT FIGURE?

• There is decades of research and literature exploring mother-child 
attachment and the impact this can have on child development.

• One of Bowlby’s most controversial proposals about infant attachment was 
frequently misunderstood, perhaps because of the misleading name, 

‘‘monotropy principle’’ (1969).

• He actually recognised and suggested a hierarchy of attachment figures in 
children’s lives (with the primary caregiver at the top); he clearly believed 

that children were at least capable of forming attachments to non-maternal 
figures (Bowlby, 1988).



This has been seen in early literature, studies have reported 
children do form attachments with their fathers, and that 

father–child attachment relationships are also important for 
children’s development 

(van Ijzendoorn & De Wolff, 1997; Lamb, 2002).

CAN A CHILD HAVE MORE 
THAN ONE ATTACHMENT FIGURE?



BENEFITS OF NURTURING A POSITIVE 
FATHER-CHILD RELATIONSHIP 

These include but not limited to:

9 Language development (Magill-Evans and Harrison, 1999; 2001; Benzies, 2008) 

9 Educational attainment (Anderson et al. 2014; McBride et al. 2005)

9 Cognitive outcomes (Ramchandani et al., 2013; Shannon et al., 2002; Dubowitz et al., 2001)

9 Behavioural outcomes (Brown et al., 2011)

9 Interpersonal skills (McDowell et al., 2003; Carr, 2006)

9 Mental health outcomes (Flouri and Buchanan, 2003; Bayley et al., 2009) 

9 Physical health outcomes (Beets and Foley, 2008)



A positive father-child relationship has been identified as a 
protective factor in child development that encourages 
resilience in the face of adversity (Carr, 2006), including 

maternal depression (Cowan et al., 2009).

BENEFITS OF NURTURING A POSITIVE 
FATHER-CHILD RELATIONSHIP 



HOW CAN WE FACILITATE FATHER-
CHILD ATTACHMENT?

• Father involvement:

• Fathering research has been dominated by the construct of “father 
involvement”

• There are a number of domains which are related to involvement of fathers 
during childhood. Therefore, researchers have found this difficult one to 

define (Cowan et al., 2009).

• However one of the most influential frameworks of father involvement comes 
from Lamb, Pleck, Charnov, and Levine, (1985)



• They proposed a three-part model of paternal involvement that incorporates 
the various forms of participation that fathers may take in their children’s 

lives. 

1. Interaction (or engagement)—interacting directly with the child

2. Accessibility— being physically and/or psychologically available to the 
child

3. Responsibility— assuming responsibility for the child’s welfare and care.

HOW CAN WE FACILITATE FATHER-
CHILD ATTACHMENT?



QUALITY OVER QUANTITY 

• Fathers who were observed engaging in positive interactions (sensitivity, 
positive affect, animation, reciprocal play, parent activity level, amount of 

vocalization and appropriate encouragement of achievement) with 
infants were associated with greater father infant attachment security in 

the Strange Situation (Cox et al.,1992).

• Among preschool-aged children fathers who reported greater 
engagement in child caretaking tasks also described their infants as more 

secure using the Attachment Q-Set (Caldera, 2004).

• Brown et al., (2007) highlighted the importance of interaction quality, in 
that to achieve a secure attachment it is not the quantity of time and 

involvement that matters but rather the quality of the interaction and time 
spent with the infant which predicts the father-infant security. 



PARENTING INTERVENTIONS

• Parenting programmes have been identified as one form of intervention 
which can increase parents’ competency and support the parent-child 

relationship (Stahlschmidt et al., 2013). 

• They hold great promise for the promotion of healthy children, healthy 
families and healthy societies (Panter-Brick et al. 2014)

• In a recent meta-analysis of the impact of parenting programmes, Barlow 
and colleagues (2014) identified that only 4 papers of 48 analysed 

separated outcomes for mothers and fathers, making it difficult to ascertain 
the outcomes of programmes for fathers specifically. 



Providers have typically struggled to engage fathers in 
parenting programmes and yet research shows that when 
fathers are involved in parenting programmes, there are a 
number of benefits for father and child (Bayley et al., 2009).

PARENTING INTERVENTIONS



A CULTURAL SHIFT 

• The role of the father is changing in society and this is reflected in both policy 
and research, with consequences for families and available support. 

• An increase in employment opportunities for women, alongside recognition 
of the importance of the role of the father, has seen an increase in the 

involvement of fathers in their children’s lives. 

• Changes in the average family make-up have also seen the number of lone-
parent fathers tripling in the UK between the 1970s and 2010s (Houghton et al., 2015).

• Recognising this, the Scottish Government has identified fathers in their 
National Parenting Strategy (2012) as a group requiring support, noting 

that “encouraging and supporting fathers to play an active role in 
their child’s upbringing is key...”



• Fathers report experiencing conflicting pressure with the norm remaining that fathers 
should provide resources for their families (Shreffler et al., 2011; Stahlschmidt et al., 

2013) 

• Researchers have also noted that challenging the expectation that mothers alone 
are responsible for raising children must compete with the father’s own confidence 
in his abilities, traditional cultural understandings of the roles of mothers and fathers 

and workplace policies (Wall and Arnold 2007; Cosson and Graham 2012).

• Intervention providers, such as parenting support, have been relatively slow in 
recognising this change in the parenting relationship and adapting accordingly 

(Gervais et al., 2015).

‘Gender stereotypes can make it hard for fathers to ask. You should know what you’re 
doing - you’re the man. You should be the strong character that can deal with 

everything.’ 
(Dads’ Group attendee 2012)

A CULTURAL SHIFT 



• The contribution of rigorous psychological investigation has revealed the 
pivotal role a father can play within the early years of his childs life that can 

both directly and indirectly facilitate healthy psychological development 
and social engagement (Martin & Redshaw 2010). 

• However even though there is this increasing knowledge and recognition of 
a fathers role and as a society we are becoming more proactive in 

engaging with fathers there is still a divergence between:

¾Research

¾Social Policy 

¾Practice 

Our challenge is to bridge this gap!

A CULTURAL SHIFT 



ENGAGING WITH FATHER 

• Although willing to acknowledge that dads are important, services 
frequently fail to engage with them.

• Fathers have very low participation in family learning programmes not 
targeted at men (Goldman, 2005).

• Research has shown when staff are trained in specially supporting fathers 
engagement and participation levels can increase from 5% to 23% (McBride 

et al, 2000).

“When she (Health visitor) comes round, I feel I am just there to make the tea 
and open the door; she is only here to see my Mrs, and she’s no (not) 

interested in talking to me. I just go into the other room” 
(Mellow Dads’ Group attendee 2014)



• Listening to the latest research we now know the important role fathers play 
in their child’s development and wellbeing.

• Recognising the shift in culture where fathers are wanting to take  more 
responsibility and have greater involvement in the upbringing of their child.   

• We also know supporting fathers explore their own life choices and 
experiences can benefit not only the father-child relationship but also 

improve his own mental health, wellbeing and confidence which can help 
reduce social isolation and future risky behaviours.

ENGAGING WITH FATHER 



WHAT IS MELLOW PARENTING 

¾Charity incorporated in 2006 based in Glasgow, Scotland (UK).

¾Research, develop, evaluate & implement attachment based early 
interventions.

¾Training organisation with a suit of early intervention parenting 
programmes. 

¾Work alongside:
• Practitioners, Services and local authorities
• Academics and Researchers 
• Policy makers 



UNDERPINNED BY THEORY & 
BORN OUT OF RESEARCH  

Behaviour Based Intervention 

Webster-Stratton (1998) identified that 
Research evidence for behaviourally 
based interventions was strong, but the 
very families who need it most were the 
least likely to engage

Support for Parents 
There was also research to 
evidencing support to troubled 
families existed. However while 
parents felt better, relationship with 
the child may show little change.
(Cox, 1993; Cox et al., 1991;Oakley et 
al., 1995)

So the idea emerged to combine 
support for parents with direct 

intervention for parenting

Attachment Theory  

Social Learning Theory  

Cognitive-Behavioural Techniques

Video Feedback





The 
Mellow 

Approach

Cognitive-
Behavioural 
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Attachment 
/Social 
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Nurturing 
and 

Containing 
Strength 

based video 
feedback 

Working 
sustainably 

within 
communities



Parenting 
Workshop (pm)

Lunchtime

Personal Group 
(am)

• Use of video
• Peer support
• Child development 

• Modelling strategies
• Socialising
• Observing

• Reflecting on past 
• Containment and 

support

14 full say sessions normally 1 session per week

MELLOW DADS INTERVENTION 



PROGRAMME OBJECTIVES

9 Improved parent-child relationship

9 Improved parental mental health and wellbeing

9 Improved confidence in ability as a parent

9 Make more social connections – friends!

9 Continued to work with services

9 Positive child outcomes – reduction in challenging behaviours and 
increase pro social behaviour



MELLOW DADS OUTCOMES
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QUALITATIVE FEEDBACK 

What changes have happened 
for your child as a result of you 

doing this group?

What changes have happened for 
you as a result of doing this group?

“Better bond with my son.”
“Better understanding of play 
and each of each other.”
“Felt closer to my daughter –
more like a real parent.”
“Crèche helped my son use 
his language more so he was 
understood”.

“Made new friends”

“Made me a better Dad –
Calmer”

“Enjoyed doing new activities 
with son” 



QUALITATIVE FEEDBACK 

“looking back at it now there is things that I’ve 
changed it’s paid off so I did enjoy it and I would 
recommend it to anyone else who’s been on any 
situations to at least come.”

“see my wee girl, she’s a bit of a handful 
and what I learned is basically is get 
down to her level, speak to her and 
instead of giving her own way all the 
time, I’ve made like structures for her.”

“What I enjoyed most was meeting guys 
who were from a similar situation to myself.”

“The workers open up too 
and that makes us equal.”

“I would recommend mellow dads to others 
based on the community spirit and mutual 
learning experience within the group”



MELLOW DADS IN PRISON

• Current prison population in UK is around 86,000 people – 81,000 are men, 
estimates suggest around 32% have a dependent child under 18

Number of children that are affected is not officially recorded but it is estimated that:

• On any one day in Scotland ~7,600 children are separated from their 
parent in Scotland due to imprisonment (Loucks, 2012), only 1,850 of those 

affected due to mothers in prison

• Around 200,000 children are affected by parental imprisonment each year 
in England and Wales (MOJ, 2012)

• 45% of father lose touch with their families whilst in prison (Prison Reform Trust, 2010)
• But prisoners who remain connected to their families are up to 39% less likely 

to reoffend



• It has been recognised that it is not in the best interests of the child to deny 
family visits based on prisoner behaviour 

• However, father’s in prison still have family visits linked to the Incentives and 
Earned privileges Scheme (Sharrat, 2014; Children of Prisoners Europe, 2014)

“They need to punish the father, not the children” (Dad, Oakwood 
prison, 2016)

MELLOW DADS IN PRISON



MELLOW DADS: HMP GREENOCK 

• First ever pilot group in 2014.  

• Scottish Prison Service identified prisoners who are parents as being in need 
of extra support.

• Mellow Parenting invited to train and work alongside prison staff to deliver 
Mellow Dads in prison.

• 5 dads went through the programme in HMP Greenock.

¾Had to be adapted to fit into the prison day
¾Feedback was good but we knew the programme could be better



One dad had heavy involvement with social work, with his only child in 
temporary foster care and no access to his child. By the end of the 

programme the child had been returned home, and dad had one or two visits 
per week. Facilitators and dad reported that the topics of assertiveness, 

passivity and aggression were particularly relevant and helpful, as previously 
conflict with social work had resulted in dad reacting aggressively. 

“Stop and listen and all rather than just rushing in and starting all the 
odds, shouting and that, do you know what I mean?  I've learned a lot, 
aye, about how to go about things in a better manner and that” (Dad, 

Greenock prison, 2014)

“He actually improved over the course of the programme, so much so that a 
couple of hall staff that he works with commented on him – because he was 
obviously trying to deploy those tactics in the hall, being assertive instead of 

being aggressive” (Facilitator, Greenock prison, 2014)

MELLOW DADS: HMP GREENOCK 



Facilitators reported a noticeable improvement in the interaction between 
another dad and his daughter during bonding visits at the prison. He made 

use of the additional bonding visits, and discussed his enjoyment of getting to 
help his daughter with her homework during these sessions. He reported that 

he felt like the group had improved his relationship with his daughter, and 
facilitators discussed his “thirst for knowledge” during the group, resulting in 

progress and referrals to further services. 

“I got up and did my wean's homework with him, you [normally] wouldn't be 
allowed to do that because nobody's allowed to bring a bag in so I was 

allowed to do their homework, help with their homework and their reading” 
(Dad, Greenock prison, 2014)

“It's went well for us and I enjoyed doing the group and I've learned a few 
things and some parenting skills and all, and I think the group’s been of 

benefit” (Dad, Greenock prison, 2014)

MELLOW DADS: HMP GREENOCK 



MELLOW DADS: HMP OAKWOOD

• Walsall council delivered the group in partnership with HMP Oakwood prison 
officers 

• Social work MSc student from University of Birmingham  independently 
evaluated group and published findings using peer led researchers. 

• 7 dads took part in programme at HMP Oakwood
¾More able to closely match programme fidelity
¾Feedback was great, research output valued by the prison
¾Further opportunities

“Talking about my upbringing has helped me understand my roots and 
values as a person” (Dad, Oakwood participant, 2015)



MELLOW DADS: HMP OAKWOOD

• Relationship with children

• Acquiring new skills

• Confidence

• “When we’re on a normal visit now and say she’s 
upset, she always used to go to her mum for the 
hugs and stuff, whereas now she’ll come to me.”

• “When he’s crying and stuff, sometimes I’d say 
‘stop being a girl and stop crying’, whereas now 
he needs to know crying is alright and that’s a 
normal emotion.”

• “It’s given me that little bit more confidence. Not 
with my kids, but within myself.”

Themes emerged from the dad’s accounts of their experience:



MELLOW DADS: HMP OAKWOOD

• Emotional regulation

• Reflecting on own 
childhood

• Legitimate fatherhood

• “I’ve been able to highlight my emotions and 
understand”

• “You follow in their footsteps even if you don’t 
want to” – “[Mellow has helped] so I don’t follow in 
the same footsteps as my Dad.”

• “Makes me legit”
• “I can tell [my partner] what I’ve done with my 

son. Like I have a right to.”

Themes emerged from the dad’s accounts of their experience:



DADS WANT TO BE DADS! 

raquib@mellowparenting.org

rmalcolm@mellowparenting.org

+44 141 445 6066
@mellowparenting
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