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Executive Summary 
This report covers the findings of the State of Fatherhood in 
Washington Study  Conducted from June 2023-2024, the Study is a 
first-of-its-kind effort to assess the current state of the Washington 
fatherhood ecosystem in order to develop a clearer understanding of 
progress among individual agencies, programs and policies and their 
contributions toward the Washington Fatherhood Council’s goals 
and vision  The Study considered the national context of fatherhood 
policies, programs and leadership as well as lessons learned from other 
states’ fatherhood commissions and initiatives  This backdrop was 
used to evaluate, in detail, the fatherhood landscape in Washington state  

The Study team included the Washington Fatherhood Council, Camber Collective Consulting Group 
and researchers from the University of Washington  A stakeholder engagement process was also key in 
developing this report  These stakeholders included key state and local agencies, Council members and 
fathers with lived experience, who provided valuable insights to shape key focus areas for improvement   

The Study was designed around five core activities that collectively inform findings and recommendations: 

1  Review national and state-level data, policies and programmatic context as it relates to fatherhood 
inclusion, access and belonging efforts 

2  Develop case studies through interviews with statewide and regional fatherhood initiatives in 
Connecticut, Ohio, Texas and California 

3  Implement a statewide fathers’ survey and provide deep-dive interviews to capture additional insights, 
bright spots and specific needs of fathers in Washington  

4  Implement a provider survey to update the 2019 Washington Fatherhood Council environmental scan  

5  Conduct deep dives with state agency partners to develop a Washington state agency landscape of 
current data, policies, programs, services, funding and systems related to fatherhood inclusion 

Key Findings:
• Fathers and fatherhood figures experience stigmas and inequities 

• Data and monitoring systems that capture fathers are not fully developed, making it hard to assess and 
address inequities 

• Policies and approaches to fatherhood inclusion remain inconsistent 

• Representation of fathers in program and policy design is limited 

• Increased cross-agency funding, planning and coordination are needed 

• The Council plays a critical role in shaping solutions to system challenges fathers face 

This Study represents the culmination of a year’s worth of work to understand fatherhood in Washington  
What we found is that more work must be done to understand the unique experiences of fathers, providers 
and systems across the state, and the Study provides concrete next steps  Visit the WFC website to find 
more information about the Study, what commitments state agencies have made and how you can get 
involved 
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Overview 
Founded in 2018, the Washington Fatherhood Council is a multi-sector effort that leads change through 
its efforts to create a more father-friendly culture in Washington state  The current systems serving families 
in Washington often exclude or create unintended barriers for fathers and families through their lack of 
intentional focus on equity and access for fathers  The Council works to coordinate and influence alignment 
of efforts across key state agencies and their funded local programs and community partners that play 
critical roles in achieving the Council’s vision  The Council and its partners work collectively to amplify the 
voices of fathers and father figures in Washington to promote fatherhood inclusion, equity, diversity and 
research activity that strengthens families and maximizes children’s potential  

A significant body of research shows that children and families experience improved outcomes when 
fathers are meaningfully and positively engaged in their children’s lives 1  Positive fatherhood involvement 
benefits children across their lifespan and developmental domains, including healthier birth outcomes, 
higher academic achievement, school readiness, social emotional development and strong self-esteem  
Co-parents also experience less stress and improved maternal or postpartum outcomes 2  Despite the 
unique and vital role that fathers play, many states have not consistently developed and funded targeted 
services to equitably support fathers  Policies and funding for fatherhood-specific services are limited at the 
federal and state level, and often narrowly engage fathers as a financial provider rather than more broadly 
supporting them in a holistic caretaking role  Building on the evidence, Washington and many other states 
are seeking to transform traditional approaches to support fathers in playing a fully integrated role in the 
lives of their children, regardless of marital or co-parenting status  Making this shift requires collaboration, 
bringing a systemic lens and intentional focus in shifting away from policies, practices and programs that 
often marginalize the role of fathers in the family   

“There’s a beauty when plans and projects seem to magically 
 fall into place – when connections made, insights shared  
and work progress all seem effortless. But we know that  
behind any meaningful impact lies intentionality, focus  

and hard work. This Study captures our partners’ work to lean  
into that intentionality and lift up fathers and families in  

Washington state to change the narrative that surrounds fathers.”    
~ Anne Stone,  

Washington Fatherhood Council Co-Founder and Director
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1Father Facts 9, Ninth Edition  
2Institute for Research on Poverty, June 18, 2021  Links Between Involved Fathers and Positive Effects on Children 

https://store.fatherhood.org/father-facts-9-print/
https://www.irp.wisc.edu/links-between-involved-fathers-and-positive-effects-on-children/


Basic Needs
and Health

Safety,
Legal, 
Justice

Study Approach 
At the federal, state and community levels, public agency partners, community-based providers and 
father leaders are part of a complex ecosystem that often marginalizes the role of fathers in children’s and 
families’ well-being  The Study is an attempt to define and detail that ecosystem within Washington state 
in a way that creates a launching pad for deeper collaboration and progress across the state  The Study was 
conducted from June 2023 through June 2024 by a Study team that included the Washington Fatherhood 
Council, Camber Collective Consulting Group and researchers from the University of Washington 

The Council will use the Study findings, insights and commitments to: 

• Create a common understanding and starting point to meet partners 
where they are 

• Identify, highlight and build upon intentional and effective examples 
of father-friendly policies and practices within and across key state 
agencies and local providers 

• Find new ways to engage fathers with lived experience with our 
systems to shape state policies and practices   

The Study was designed around five core activities that collectively 
inform findings and recommendations: 

1  Review national and state-level data, policies and programmatic 
context as it relates to fatherhood inclusion, access and belonging efforts 

2  Develop case studies through interviews with statewide and regional fatherhood initiatives in 
Connecticut, Ohio, Texas and California 

3  Implement a statewide fathers’ survey and provide deep-dive interviews to capture additional insights, 
bright spots and specific needs of fathers in Washington  

4  Implement a provider survey to update the 2019 Washington Fatherhood Council environmental scan  

5  Conduct deep dives with state agency partners to develop a Washington state agency landscape of 
current data, policies, programs, services, funding and systems related to fatherhood inclusion 

The landscape analysis evaluated state agencies related to eight topical areas aligned to the Council’s 
values, vision and goals as outlined below 

Education, 
Employment, 
Supports

1   Corrections and juvenile 
rehabilitation

2   Family court and child 
support

3   Child welfare

4   Early education and family 
supports

5   Employment and education

6   Food and financial supports

7   Housing and shelter

8   Health and wellbeing
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The Council recognizes that state agencies in Washington have varying levels of understanding and 
awareness for what fathers need and how that impacts each agencie’s mission  The Study evaluated 
selected agency across six key dimensions: 

Funding and
Resources

Systems

Policies

Services and
Programs

Equity
Considerations

Data and 
Monitoring

Key Findings 
Fathers and fatherhood figures experience stigmas 
and inequities. While many systems in our state 
acknowledge racial, ethnic, socioeconomic, gender-

based, sexual orientation, gender identification, disparities 
and discrimination, gender equity rarely focuses on marginalized 
fathers in our equity work  Few systems or policies acknowledge the 
disparities, barriers, challenges and biases against fathers  Further, 
evidence from fathers indicates that they have limited access to 
family and resources that are tailored to meet their unique needs  
Cultural biases, stigmas, negative stereotypes and harmful narratives 
also limit access and often completely exclude fathers from systems 
and structures that are meant to support the whole family  

Data and monitoring systems that measure fathers’ 
access to services are not fully developed, making it hard to address inequities. The Study 
revealed significant gaps in data across a wide array of disciplines  To fully understand the real 

and perceived inequities that fathers experience, there must be more data and an effective 
monitoring process to specifically track and measure how fathers receive services and how systems 
respond  Current data-gathering systems and protocols often categorize unmarried fathers as single adult 
males or single parents, but miss their co-parenting role  Collecting and analyzing disaggregated data can 
tell us if and how fathers are eligible, aware, enrolled, accepted, received and if they complete services  At 
intake, programs and practices should routinely ask all presenting adults if they are parents and if there is a 
co-parent involved in the child’s life  This will help identify opportunities to provide services to all parents, 
even when one is not in the home, and to begin gathering information about fatherhood involvement and 
access to services 

Policies and approaches to fatherhood inclusion remain inconsistent. While many agencies 
and systems in Washington are focused on two-generation or whole-family approaches, they 
often primarily focus on single mother-child dyads or two-parent households and often miss 

non-cohabiting parents  Systems are not set up to detect or serve the needs of non-cohabiting 
parents or single dads with primary custody  This often creates barriers for father-child dyads and misses 
the complexities of non-cohabiting co-parenting families’ unique needs for resources 
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Representation of fathers is limited. Provider workforces and parent and community advisory 
groups across the spectrum of supports rarely have male-presenting members  This limited 
representation has led to barriers and challenges for fathers’ specific needs to be met  It also leads 

to children missing out on having a positive male role model in services and classrooms  Funding 
and resources are often directed at scaling existing evidence-based programs, which is needed, but few 
evidence-based fatherhood programs are considered through that lens  Fathers need to be equitably 
represented when groups and organizations work to set priorities and policies 

Increased cross-agency funding, planning and coordination are needed. The intersectionality 
among the unmet needs of fathers must be addressed  This includes needs when reentering the 
community after a period of incarceration, shelter and housing, financial supports, behavioral 

health, access to parenting supports, early childhood and K-12 education acceptance, navigating 
family court and child support  Marginalized parents who are BIPOC, low-income, justice involved, single 
and young experience additional disparities and have complex unmet needs  Systems, partners and 
programs need to be more coordinated and inclusive of fathers and create targeted pathways to provide 
wraparound and holistic supports  Having an integrated father inclusive system requires awareness, action 
and collaboration among all public and private agencies that support individual fathers and peaceful co-
parenting  

The Washington Fatherhood Council plays a unique and critical role in shaping solutions to 
these challenges. Nationally, in states that have made substantial investments in both capacity 
and system transformation through legislative action, councils and commissions are beginning 

to see results  The first step in building an integrated system is to start with acknowledging the 
inequities experienced by fathers or father figures, and to understand how supporting all parents is mission 
centric for child and family outcomes  In the six short years since the Council’s inception, momentum is 
growing toward mindsets shifting and agency partners engaging with fathers and inviting this perspective 
into their work  Incorporating the voices and perspectives of fathers with lived experiences can help 
identify stigmas, biases and perceptions of their roles and shape policy and practice  The Council’s inclusive 
membership approach has played a unique and impactful role in bringing diverse players into the dialogue 
to shape collective action across the state  Washington needs to make a commitment to sustain this work 
as part of its equity efforts and benchmark goals 

Washington State Agency Landscape Key 
Deliverables 
The synthesized findings from the Study are intended to inform a set of key deliverables and serve as the 
baseline for future Council partners’ monitoring of key metrics and measures of success   

• Develop the Washington state agency landscape, which includes topical area and agency-level 
scorecards so that Council agency partners can share and monitor their commitments  

• Update the Council’s Father Friendly Resources Map  

• Develop a refreshed Theory of Change for the Council as well as identify other strategic opportunities to 
build a case for fatherhood inclusion  

• Conduct and analyze a statewide Fatherhood Survey to capture fathers’ voices, assets, needs and 
potential barriers to services  

• Capture bright spots and learnings from those that have shifted toward a more father inclusive mindset 

https://wafatherhoodcouncil.org/father-friendly-resource-map-washington


Trends in Fatherhood  
Regardless of marital status or collaboratively co-parenting in separate households, having two parents 
present and positively engaged in the lives of their children is beneficial  Benefits include improvements in 
financial, social, emotional and physical health and well-being  Studies have shown that father absence puts 
children at a greater risk for alcohol and substance use, child abuse, criminal behavior, lower educational 
success, emotional and behavioral problems, poorer physical health, poverty, risky sexual activity, suicide 
and teen pregnancy,3  and leads to greater stress for the co-parent  Supportive father presence is associated 
with positive effects, including better newborn and maternal health outcomes, better lactation success 
and, in children, kindergarten readiness and higher academic achievements, higher self-esteem and fewer 
behavioral problems 4  

National Trends 
Fathers today are more involved and more present 
in the lives of their children than they have been 
in the past three decades  From 1980 to 2012, 
the percentage of children growing up without 
a father steadily rose from 20% to 24 4%, but then 
in the last decade, it dropped to 21 5% in 2022 5  The 
proportion of children growing up with a resident father is now at the highest 

since 1989; 76% of children live with a resident dad in 2023 6  Fathers are also more engaged in child care; 
over the last 30 years, the share of stay-at-home dads increased from 11% in 1989 to 18% in 2021 7  

In aggregate, American fathers are more involved in their children’s lives than 
historic averages, but the positive trend does not apply evenly to all fathers  
Fatherhood presence differs when disaggregated by marital status, family 
structures, father's education, race and other factors  Fathers' time with their 
children has increased the most among college-educated, partnered, white 
or Asian fathers 8  Today, fathers in America spend an average of 7 8 hours per 
week taking care of children at home, up by one hour per week in two decades  
When looking at the subset of college-educated fathers, that average goes up 
by 2 3 hours (10 2 hours/week in 2022, 7 9 hours/week in 2003)  Whether or not 
a father lives with his children also has a lot to do with his marital status; 89% of 
married fathers, 64% of cohabiting fathers, 47% of divorced fathers and 39% of 
never-married fathers live with their children 9

6

76%

Children live 
with a resident dad 

in 2023

11%

1989

18%

2021

Stay-at-home dads

6.8 
Hours

2004

7.8 
Hours

2024

Average hours  
per week

dads taking care  
of children at home 

3Father Facts, Eighth Edition  National Fatherhood Initiative, 2019 
4Institute for Research on Poverty, June 18, 2021  Links Between Involved Fathers and Positive Effects on Children 
5Wang, Wendy R  (2023)  Institute for Family Studies, American Dads Are More Involved Than Ever – Especially College-educated or   
  Married Dads 
6Brown, Christopher A  (2023)  National Fatherhood Initiative, Proportion of Children Living with Resident Dads at 34-year High 
7Fry, Richard (2023)  Almost 1 in 5 stay-at-home parents in the U S  are dads  Pew Research Center 
8Wang, Wendy R  (2023)  Institute for Family Studies, American Dads Are More Involved Than Ever – Especially College-educated or  
  Married Dads 
9Wang, Wendy R  (2023)  Institute for Family Studies, American Dads Are More Involved Than Ever – Especially College-educated or  
  Married Dads 

https://www.fatherhood.gov/research-and-resources/father-facts-8th-edition
https://www.irp.wisc.edu/links-between-involved-fathers-and-positive-effects-on-children/
https://ifstudies.org/blog/american-dads-are-more-involved-than-everespecially-college-educated-or-married-dads#:~:text=Fathers%2C%20Research%20Brief-,American%20fathers%20are%20more%20involved%20in%20their%20children's%20lives%20than,remains%20stable%20during%20this%20period.)
https://www.fatherhood.org/championing-fatherhood/proportion-of-children-living-with-resident-dads-at-34-year-high?utm_medium=email&_hsmi=285265397&_hsenc=p2ANqtz-8YQXJV68EH_4iO3SeLkCltnbmRiMLVM0KasFERpkz6C8dSL_1WLsnDoL3trQyeFl6iIKO64hodik71i185zFwTOjBzsaqpPN11ip0Jy_U6cd5UsEE&utm_content=285265397&utm_source=hs_email
https://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2023/08/03/almost-1-in-5-stay-at-home-parents-in-the-us-are-dads/
https://ifstudies.org/blog/american-dads-are-more-involved-than-everespecially-college-educated-or-married-dads#:~:text=Fathers%2C%20Research%20Brief-,American%20fathers%20are%20more%20involved%20in%20their%20children's%20lives%20than,remains%20stable%20during%20this%20period.)
https://ifstudies.org/blog/american-dads-are-more-involved-than-everespecially-college-educated-or-married-dads#:~:text=Fathers%2C%20Research%20Brief-,American%20fathers%20are%20more%20involved%20in%20their%20children's%20lives%20than,remains%20stable%20during%20this%20period.)
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Fathers’ involvement with children differs across major racial 
and ethnic groups, with implications for children:

• Overall, Black non-resident fathers were significantly more 
likely to spend time and engage in activities with their children 
as compared to Hispanic fathers but not white fathers 

• Black fathers also shared responsibilities more frequently 
and displayed more effective co-parenting than Hispanic and 
white fathers 10

In the United States, family structures have diversified significantly over the past three decades  Historically, 
when parents separated or divorced, a child usually ended up living with one parent, while the other parent 
got visitation rights  But recent studies have confirmed a new era of joint physical custody, where a child 
resides with each parent in two separate households; increased shared custody arrangements have gone 
up from 13% in 1985 to 34% in 2010–2014 11  There is also a higher proportion of unmarried cohabiting 
relationships; 20% of unmarried parents cohabited in 1997, which has risen to 35% in 2017 12  Both of these 
trends contribute positively to children having more time with both parents; however, many of our current 
systems for supporting families are not built to support these diverse family structures  Often, fathers have 
access to fewer system-based resources than mothers, even when they have shared parenting responsibilities, 
when applying for supports on behalf of a child   

National Funding and Policies for Fatherhood 
Inclusion13 
Fatherhood-inclusive practices and policies remain limited and traditional in their focus  At the national 
level, the political narrative and incentives largely continue to emphasize the historic importance of fathers 
as the financial provider, promoting marriage and traditional family structures and supporting responsible 
parenting approaches  Fatherhood programs initially emerged in the 1990s during a time when the country 
was reducing public welfare programs and expanding child support enforcement  At that time, there was 
some emphasis on the non-economic role of fathers at the federal level  These efforts included authorizing 
up to $10 million/year of child support funds at the state level to be used for access and visitation programs, 
including employment supports for non-custodial parents who were delinquent with payments, and providing 
unmarried, low-income NCPs and their children with mediation, parenting education and supervised visitation 
services  Since 2005, Congress has funded $150 million/year through the Healthy Marriage and Responsible 
Fatherhood grants for fatherhood programs that have been shown to be disproportionately distributed across 
states  Washington has received one grant, some states have received none and one state has received 29 
awards  These funds focus on short-term projects and have rarely resulted in building ongoing state and local 
capacity to serve fathers in families, which benefit all parents in the family  

Most state-level fatherhood initiatives are funded through federal sources such as Temporary Assistance for Needy 
Families, Health and Human Services’ Federal Office of Child Support Services, the Children’s Trust Fund and the 
Maternal Child Health Block Grant  Across the country, at least 20 states use some TANF funds for “Fatherhood and 
Two-Parent Family Programs,” but the national average across the states is about 0 5% of total TANF spending  

Fathers living with children

Married

89%

Cohabiting

64%

Divorced

47%

Never 
married

39%

10Ellerbe, C  Z , Jones, J  B , & Carlson, M  J  (2018)  Race/ethnic differences in nonresident fathers’ involvement after a nonmarital birth   
  Social Science Quarterly, 99(3), 1158–1182 
11Meyer, Daniel R  (2022)  Increases in shared custody after divorce in the United States  Demographic Research
12Livingston, G  (2018)  The changing profile of unmarried parents  Washington, D C : Pew Research Center 
13 Pearson, Jessica  (May, 2018)  Fatherhood Research & Practice Network  State Approaches to Including Fathers in Programs and  
  Policies Dealing with Children and Families 

https://www.demographic-research.org/Volumes/Vol46/38/
https://centerforpolicyresearch.org/wp-content/uploads/FINAL-FRPN_StateApproaches-Brief_052918_R2-2.pdf


State Funding and Policies for Fatherhood 
Inclusion14 
The passage of welfare reform (U S  Public Law 104-193 (1996)), reduced and time-limited the public benefit 
program and vastly expanded the enforcement tools available to states  As a response, statewide efforts to 
support fathers were established  They have evolved from a narrow focus on financial stability to a broader 
agenda that includes father involvement and relationship and parenting skills  The founding states blazing 
a trail for others – Ohio, Connecticut, Hawaii and Illinois – all established fatherhood commissions with 
statutory authority to create a statewide response to the dramatic changes in the safety net and resulting 
gaps to support fathers’ success  Pennsylvania is the most recent addition to these leaders, establishing the 
Pennsylvania Advisory on Greater Fatherhood Involvement in 2020  Supported by the Fatherhood Research 
and Practice Network state mini-grant process, another 11 states have begun to develop statewide 
infrastructure and strategies toward systems transformation that increase access and inclusion of fathers 
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14Pearson, Jessica  (May, 2018)  Fatherhood Research & Practice Network  State Approaches to Including Fathers in Programs and 
Policies Dealing with Children and Families  

https://centerforpolicyresearch.org/wp-content/uploads/FINAL-FRPN_StateApproaches-Brief_052918_R2-2.pdf
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An additional nine states (Alabama, California, Colorado, Georgia, Kansas, Maryland, South Carolina, Texas 
and Washington) have established fatherhood initiatives at the agency level, often funded through TANF 
or child support waiver funds  While the programs and state-level fatherhood initiatives differ in focus, they 
typically focus on workforce and job readiness, peer-support or curriculum-based fatherhood parenting, 
child welfare prevention, co-parenting programs and enhanced child support services with modifications 
and debt reduction   

Select states (Ohio, Maryland, South Carolina and Florida) have conducted extensive cost-benefit 
assessments to further make the case for investments in fatherhood programming  All four states have 
shown that increased investment in fatherhood programs reduces costs  For example, South Carolina 
reported improvements in parent-child relationships and financial savings realized by keeping delinquent 
child support obligators out of incarceration  Their Child Support Enforcement Division also reduced 
childhood poverty through engaging fathers to improve their financial stability  In 2022, Florida passed its 
first bill of nearly $70 million in funding to provide a wide spectrum of family and youth support through 
the Department of Juvenile Justice and the Department of Children and Families for services  This included 
educational programs, mentorship programs and one-on-one support to encourage responsible and 
involved fatherhood in Florida  

Interviews with fatherhood councils across states (Connecticut, Ohio, Texas and California) demonstrated 
the critical importance of cross-sector and integrated approaches  The Study found that while many 
statewide councils/initiatives started out with 
funding from child support or public welfare 
benefits (e g , TANF), this was not enough  
Long-term success and impact come from 
developing interagency support, integrated 
systems and a broad range of topical objectives 
that go beyond financial or economic stability 
of families  Connecticut and Ohio have the 
longest-standing commissions and initiatives 
that are statutorily endowed – both have 
demonstrated the importance of engaging with 
fathers on legal and justice supports, fostering 
emotional and relational health between parent 
and child and education and employment 
supports to enable financial stability  See 
Appendix A: State Case Studies  
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Lessons Learned: Highlights of State Case Studies 
from Ohio, Connecticut, California and Texas 
The Council and Study Team were inspired by our partner states, who all generously supported 
Washington’s efforts over the years  They contributed their lessons learned and guidance  

R
ec
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m
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n

N
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Underscore that fatherhood work 
is linked to working with service 
providers and advocates for 
vulnerable women and children 
for family and child wellbeing to 
get ahead of the real or perceived 
tension between the two.

State level examples: 
In CT, it has been important for 
coalition-building, especially with 
those focused on women and 
domestic violence, to consistently 
message that the goals are about 
healthy engagement and meeting 
the needs of mothers, children 
and families broadly. It is likely 
that fatherhood efforts will meet 
resistance if seen to be reducing 
resources for other vulnerable 
populations.

Do not pit resources for 
fathers vs. women and 

children

Be creative and explore internal 
and external funding sources. 
Find alignment with existing 
opportunities with similar goals. 
For example, ask for modest 
funding commitments from family/ 
child initiatives.

State-level examples:
CT found success through their 
Fatherhood MOUs and state 
agency solicitation letters to 
secure funding for Council 
activities.
In CA, they face funding 
challenges as decision-makers 
felt there wasn’t enough evidence 
to show positive impacts of 
fatherhood programs. They are 
still looking for solutions to 
broaden beyond fatherhood 
programming alone.

Be creative to find 
funding opportunities

Be cognizant of “too much too 
fast” with a start-up budget, which 
can lead to reduced quality and 
oversight and limited outcomes, 
which could result in disruptions 
or reduced funding.

State-level examples:
OH started with $10M, which was 
too large as an initial budget. 
They could not demonstrate 
results as a return on the state’s 
investment, and therefore lost 
funding. They shifted to “Efforts to 
Outcomes” to show from 
fatherhood program involvement 
increased the fathers’ child 
support payments, which helped 
secure future funding and 
increases.

Start with a right-sized 
budget

A cross-agency and multi-partner 
initiative requires administrative 
and coordination resources (i.e., 
dedicated and funded personnel) 
to succeed. It can be hard for just 
a few leaders to manage the 
many facets of collaborative work 
in addition to their other work.

State-level examples: 
CT accomplishes a large amount 
on a small budget, but
highlighted the difficulty of 
operating their initiative without 
sufficient staffing. They also 
highlighted the importance of 
secured staff to help with 
succession when partnering 
political or agency leaders step 
away. 

Budget for administration 
and coordination staffing 

costs

The priority goals of federal or 
state funding sources can dictate 
how the success of fatherhood 
programming is measured and 
tracked.

State-level examples:
In OH, funding comes from TANF
and program success is 
measured in increases in fathers’ 
child support payments and 
reductions in families needing 
TANF support.

In TX, funding comes from 
Community Based Child Abuse 
Prevention and program success 
is measured through child safety 
and family well-being (linked to 
prevention).

Consider how funding 
source will affect 
outcome metrics

Lessons learned: Stakeholder and Partnership Strategy
As Washington state seeks to formally establish its fatherhood council, it is critical to create and sustain buy-in across multiple levels and 
stakeholder categories.
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While decision-makers, agency 
leaders, service providers, 
program partners all need to be 
part of the process and program 
pieces, involving a diverse group 
of fathers is critical to developing 
father-friendly programming.

Fathers are a critical 
component of a multi-

level coalition

State-level examples: 
CT fatherhood staff directly 
highlighted that it is critical to 
include different types of fathers 
(SES, race, previously/currently 
incarcerated, sexual and gender 
identity, immigrants, etc.) and 
ensure father-figures have a 
voice and a seat at the table at all 
stages of development and 
implementation.

Support from legislators and the 
executive branch can help launch 
a council or commission and 
catalyze legislative passage 
important for establishment and 
accessing funds. In states with 
mature fatherhood initiatives, a 
state representative introduced 
and sponsored legislation.

Leverage executive and 
legislative branch 
support to launch

State-level examples: 
In OH, the governor offered a 
provision in his budget to set aside 
funding to help low-income, non-
custodial fathers to secure job 
training and employment at the 
same time State Representative 
Peter Lawson Jones was 
championing the need for 
fatherhood support. Jones 
introduced a law to create a 
Commission on Fatherhood.
In CT, State Rep. John Menendez 
played an integral role in 
proposing and passing legislation. 

Strong cross-agency 
collaboration is key to a holistic 
approach that can address 
multiple interrelated needs and 
system-level changes. However, 
cross-agency initiatives may 
suffer from agency leadership 
turnover if there isn’t a clear 
designation of role and 
responsibility within each agency. 

Foster and formalize 
agency collaboration 

with MOUs

State-level examples: 
In CT, after facing challenges 
with agency leadership changes 
(i.e., confusion on role, lacking 
knowledge of the need), they 
developed a Fatherhood 
Interagency Memorandum of 
Understanding (MOU) among 15 
state agencies, which has helped 
with continuity, institutionalization 
of the initiative, and shared 
language and branding. 

While inter-agency collaboration 
is critical to the success of 
fatherhood inclusion—including a 
public-facing narrative displaying 
the collective agency and 
stakeholder buy-in—the initiative 
also must have a designated 
agency/council leader for clear 
assignment of responsibility, 
budget management and 
administrative operations.

Balance cross-agency 
initiative and single 
agency leadership

State level examples:
In CT, the fatherhood website 
was first part of the DSS site. In 
an agency-wide streamlining 
effort, the entire Fatherhood site 
was lost. They have since 
created a standalone site for 
more control and improved 
access to resources & 
information.
In CA, one challenge in their 
establishment is lacking a clear 
agency owner.

Many people may not see value 
in fatherhood support solely for 
the sake of fathers’ well-being. 
Demonstrate connections to child 
and family well-being to help 
people understand that that 
fatherhood inclusion and support 
is central to their mission.

State-level examples:
TX requested a portion of funding 
from the Department of Family 
and Protective Services, 
dedicated to motherhood and 
children’s programs, by 
demonstrating how the presence 
of fathers positively impacts child 
wellbeing, education, poverty and 
literacy. Programming then 
provides supports for fathers to 
positively parent.

Connect fatherhood to 
child and family 

outcomes in advocacy

Lessons learned: Direct Service & Programming (i)
There are important considerations for implementation of activities within state agencies and with service provider partners that peer states 
have shared with Washington.
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Understand and plan around 
fathers’ work commitments and 
limitations, which means more 
flexible hours of operation and 
increasing virtual support.

State-level examples: 
In TX, staff found that fathers 
often have less flexible time off 
work to connect with programs 
and children’s service providers. 
They found more success with 
virtual meetings to connect with 
fathers one-on-one: it better 
accommodated their schedules, 
allowed for evening meetings, 
and reduced service provider 
burden of traveling. 

Be flexible and 
accommodating to 

fathers’ schedules and 
needs

Target multiple levels: programs 
and interventions for individual 
fathers, advocacy for 
responsibility at system-level, 
policy changes to undo barriers 
that hinder full involvement of 
fathers.

State-level examples: 
In OH, the fatherhood council 
activities include developing 
policy recommendations, 
engaging the community, 
supporting fatherhood programs 
and training professionals to 
target individual, provider, 
community and systemic levels.
In CA, scoping work shows that 
barriers need to be overcome at 
individual and policy levels for 
improved father engagement.

Deploy a multi-level 
approach for services 

and programs

It is best practice to ground 
fatherhood programs in local 
contexts and specific needs that 
fathers have shared, done well 
through local partnerships and 
service providers. 

State-level examples: 
In OH, they developed the Ohio 
County Fatherhood Mobilization 
Initiative to provide $10,000 
grants per county to form local 
fatherhood councils. These 
councils conduct local needs 
assessments, build an action 
plan, then build out programs.

In TX, fatherhood council staff 
highlighted that innovation comes 
from grantees tailoring services 
at the community level.

Support localization and 
contextualization of 

fatherhood programming

Engage with commissions / 
governor’s initiatives on women, 
domestic violence prevention, 
and men and boys’ rights groups 
for conversations about what 
fathers need, toxic masculinity, 
fears, biases, and violence. 1

State level examples:
In CT, the domestic violence 
prevention coalition has been 
involved in the fatherhood council 
since the beginning. This has 
helped reduce individuals who 
use services to assert coercive 
control over the other parent, 
resolve high conflict cases, and 
protect against DV. Messaging is 
focused on healthy engagement, 
safety and protection for all 
household members, and 
collaboration between parents.

Use fatherhood 
programming to reduce 

violence

Fatherhood practitioners who 
work inside agencies can help 
modify the culture and biases 
that a majority-female workforce 
bring from personal experiences. 

State-level examples: 
In OH, fatherhood practitioners 
sit inside the local child protective 
services agency, bringing lived 
experiences, empathy and reality 
checks to staff training, colleague 
relationships and direct 
engagement with fathers.

In CA, recruitment processes for 
case workers in the Office of 
Child Support have stymied 
ability to increase number of 
staff with lived experience as 
father figures.

In-agency fatherhood 
practitioners can shift 
culture and systemic 

biases
Lessons learned: Direct Service and Programming (ii)
There are important considerations for implementation of activities within state agencies and with service provider partners that peer states have 
shared with Washington.
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Shift from punitive enforcement 
of financial or legal obligations to 
addressing fathers’ social, 
emotional, financial and relational 
needs.

State-level example: 
CA Fatherhood Council staff 
member highlighted the 
importance of keeping the 
concept of fatherhood services 
and child support enforcement 
separate because of the stigma 
around this: “You don’t want dads 
to think, could this be a trap, 
could it be a way for enforcement 
to learn who I am and determine I 
need to pay up.” The council is 
intentionally distancing 
fatherhood activities from Child 
Support via implementation 
through other agencies.

Shift away from punitive 
enforcement of 

obligations to address 
multiple needs of fathers

Be intentional and clear in using 
gender-neutral language to 
include fathers and inclusive 
language to support co-parenting 
households and non-resident 
parents. 

State-level example:
In CT, they ask stakeholders and 
service providers directly who 
they mean when they say 
“parents” to uncover biases and 
provide definitions where 
possible. They add clarity: does 
“parent” mean just one parent in 
a household, or all parents 
connected to a child regardless 
of residence? The subsequent 
language choices focus on 
inclusion. 

Use gendered and 
gender-neutral language 

intentionally

Be aware and seek to educate 
state agencies and service 
providers that systemic biases 
and disparate treatment make 
many resources difficult for 
fathers to access. Assumptions 
about fathers’ limited parenting 
involvement hurt fathers.

State-level example:
In CA, equal parenting 
responsibility (i.e., custody) is 
often not assumed from the start 
in co-parenting cases which 
creates challenges. A low-income 
mom with 50/50 custody might 
seek and receive TANF for her 
and child, which renders the 
father unable to receive TANF 
even if also low-income. They are 
seeking to educate on biases and 
advocate for policy changes.

Identify and address 
biased policies and 

practices against fathers

Many service providers who 
interact with fathers may not 
have information about the 
importance of supporting and 
encouraging fatherhood. 

State-level examples: 
In TX, fatherhood initiative staff 
report facing shocked and 
confused stakeholders when 
talking about serving fathers. 
They educate service providers 
on fathers’ needs through 
newsletters and events. 

In OH, the commission 
proactively educates service 
providers on why father 
involvement is vital to children, 
and they also provide training 
materials and facilitators for 
fatherhood programs. 

Devote time to educating 
service providers on the 

importance of supporting 
fathers

Fathers in prisons can benefit 
from efforts to prepare fathers for 
their legal, financial, emotional 
and relational responsibilities in 
fatherhood during and after 
incarceration and make 
correctional facilities family-
friendly. 

State-level example: 
The OH fatherhood council 
engages in multiple ways: 
participating on the ODRC 
Family Engagement Council, 
providing fatherhood conferences 
inside prisons, presenting on 
fatherhood in conjunction with 
OCS, attending reentry fairs, and 
right-sized child support 
payments for fathers in prisons 
to match their small earnings to 
limit their debt accrual.

Conduct outreach and 
programming with fathers 

who are incarcerated

Stakeholder and Partnership Strategy

Funding Strategies

Direct Service Programming

See Appendix A for additional details about these studies  
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Key Context on Data Availability 
U S  Census data for Washington provides limited data on basic family composition for the 817,000 
households in the state 15

The Census’ data lacks disaggregated data on variables such as race and ethnicity and socioeconomic status 
within each category  The data also lacks critical nuances such as quantifying fathers who have shared 
custody of a child with a co-parent living in separate households, fathers who do not have custody but are 
working toward being a positive presence in their children’s lives such as child welfare cases, incarcerated 
fathers, working toward custody and/or experiencing homelessness  

During this Study, we found that few state agencies have more detailed demographic data about their 
population than the Census  While the Washington State Department of Corrections and Department of 
Social and Health Services, along with the DSHS Division of Child Support, track additional data on their 
populations (outlined further in topical area summaries below), they still do not provide a complete enough 
picture to understand fatherhood trends and needs across the state 

Total Households with Children in Washington State  
(817,778)

 (72%)
589,676

 (5%)
38,552

 (14%)
118,500 (9%)

71,050

Married couples  
with children

Cohabiting couples  
with children

Single female 
householder  
with children

Single Male 
householder  
with children

“I’m trying to change this whole outlook that society has on dads,  
that dads are only meant to provide and be the financial guy. There  
are dads—I'm one of them—that want to be more than a provider.  

They're advisors, counselors, coaches, nurses sometimes. Just like a mom,  
they wear a lot of different hats, and I want the same respect for dads.”    

~ Tui Shelton, 
 dedicated father of seven children

15Estimate based on 72% married couples with children, 8 7% cohabiting parents with children and 4 7% single fathers with 
children = 85 5%; removing same-sex (female-female) households with children, which was estimated to be 0 3% of households 
with children based on UCLA Williams Institute Same-sex Couple Data & Demographics for Washington 

https://williamsinstitute.law.ucla.edu/visualization/lgbt-stats/?topic=SS&sortBy=name&sortDirection=descending#ranking
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Fathers and their families interact with many more agencies and systems than those noted above  During 
the Study, the research team had in-depth conversations with agencies around the data they would need 
to provide a more complete picture of where fathers are in our systems of care  While we found significant 
gaps in the data currently collected, we also found an interest and commitment to defining and tracking 
new data and indicators  Specific future areas for data tracking include:

• Navigating family court systems, including shared parenting plans  

• Fathers experiencing housing insecurity or homelessness  

• Women, Infant and Children nutrition program 

• Local public health efforts and health improvement plans   

• Working Connections (child care subsidies) 

• Tribal fathers and families  

• Community resilience initiatives  

• Immigrant and refugee fathers  

• Fathers experiencing substance use or behavioral health disorders  

• Fathers experiencing mental health challenges, anxiety disorders and symptoms related to postpartum 
stress  

Some qualitative insights and lived experience narratives were collected, but there was no data available 
for how fathers show up in these systems  Because these are all systems and services that have a profound 
impact on child and family well-being, there will be ongoing dialogue around how to increase our data 
gathering to drive policy and practice  The Study was unable to gather detailed quantitative data from state 
tracking systems, so this report largely relies upon qualitative data and the voices of fathers collected in the 
fatherhood survey and stakeholder engagement process  

Washington State Dads Survey and 
Provider Interviews 

Elevating Fathers’ Voices: The Washington Father 
Experiences Survey 
The University of Washington partnered with the Council to conduct an online survey of fathers in 
Washington state  The goals of the survey were to explore fathers’ experiences and inform future actions  
We had 126 complete, valid responses representing 28 zip codes across the state  Below are some of our 
key findings 

Fathers who participated had a variety of backgrounds. Their ages ranged from 21-76 years and half 
of the fathers were married  One-quarter of respondents reported household incomes of $40,000 or less, 
though most (77%) were employed at least part-time  While 70% of fathers identified as white, we also 
reached fathers across a variety of other racial and ethnic groups, including meaningful numbers of fathers 
who identified as African American; American Indian or Alaska Native; and Mexican, Chicano or other 
Hispanic/Latinx groups 
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Fathers recognized their many strengths as dads, including “patience,” “dependability,” “compassion,” 
“resilience and love,” “ability to communicate and empathize,” “adventure,” “being a strong role model in 
my everyday actions” and “providing for family and home ” They shared that they connected with their 
children in a variety of ways, including “over dinner, meals and shared interests,” “conversation,” “playing 
games,” “outdoor activity,” “humor,” “texts and emails” and “having fun ” 

Social, emotional and mental health support was one of the most pressing needs identified by 
fathers. One-third of fathers reported having experienced mental health challenges in the past year  When 
asked how often they were able to get the social or emotional support they needed, most fathers reported 
that they were only able to obtain this support sometimes, rarely or never (versus usually or always)  

Parenting support and food and nutrition services were a bright spot for many fathers. Several fathers 
were able to access these services and highlighted them as working well  One father shared, for example, 
that the parenting class he took “was a great resource for myself to be able to meet with other dads … 
discussing situations we have gone through and how to get through situations before they come up ” 
Other fathers specifically called out WIC, SNAP and pandemic food benefits as “amazing” and “helpful ”

Other top desired supports included 1) co-parenting support, 2) housing and 3) child care assistance. 
These services were highly desired but were inaccessible for many fathers  For example, 39% of fathers 

reported experiencing co-parenting 
challenges in the past year, yet only 8 7% 
of fathers had received any co-parenting 
support  

Fathers highlighted not qualifying for 
services and mother-oriented service 
environments as the top two barriers 
to obtaining the support that would 
be most helpful to them  One father 
stated that “the programs have been 
quite clear: men ARE NOT welcome ” 
When asked what the community and 
government could do to better support 
them as fathers, they had a number 
of suggestions, including “better 
communication and transparency,” “be 
more progressive toward single fathers,” 
“better understanding for men when it 
comes to providing services,” “be willing 
to hear the father side in child custody 
court,” “realize low-income fathers are 

marginalized and need equitable pathways out of poverty,” “listen to our wants and needs” and “direct 
more funding to fatherhood specific providers ”

The Council is grateful to all the fathers who shared their experiences  Detailed data from the respondents 
can be found on the Council website www wafatherhoodcouncil org 

https://wafatherhoodcouncil.org
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Provider Voices: Flipping on their “Dad Switch” 
The team at University of Washington interviewed providers in the state who are championing work with 
fathers to learn about their perspectives on fathers and how they developed those perspectives  They 
interviewed eight people across eight different counties (five female, three male)  Participants held a range 
of direct service, administrative and leadership roles in government agencies and nonprofits  Here we 
highlight two important themes that have emerged from our interviews thus far  

“We have to include dads because their voices matter.”    
~ Service Provider

Storytelling 
Dads’ stories are powerful  Many participants discussed how they were inspired and compelled to action by the 
stories they heard from dads and father advocates, through webinars, trainings, classes or one-on-one conversations  

“I sat down with him and heard his story, and I was just absolutely stunned and saddened by how much he had 
to go through to become a parent.”

"Watching those, probably about 25 hours of [Fatherhood Council] webinars made me want to crawl out of 
my skin because it ignited, [...] everything I have been taught in all of my years. And once I see it, I can’t not do 
something about it.” 

“[One inspiration has been] getting to spend time with our Director of Fatherhood…and getting to hear his 
stories, like knowing him personally, working with him and getting to hear his perspectives.”

Personal and Family Experiences 
Participants also highlighted how their own personal and family experiences with fatherhood and systems 
impacted their views and work on behalf of fathers  

“My personal and professional positions just have kind of guided me to this spot of making sure there needs to  
be equitable services.” 

 “My brother is a single dad now – I want to make sure he has support, he has people who believe in him because 
he does not feel supported. He thinks everyone is against him. I want dads to know that people want them 
around and that we care.” 

"Nobody acknowledged you [as a father]. I was present but I was not part of the birthing process [of my first 
child]. I was a spectator. I was watching things happening. I didn’t want to go through that again for nothing  
in life, so with that motivation, instead of developing anger and bitterness toward the staff and institutional 
system I said, ‘Let me turn around and use this as a stepping stone. Use this as motivation. Use this as a 
background to make something better, something higher.’ And that’s how I came into what I do.”  

Future Hopes 
At the end of the interviews, we asked what motivates people to continue advocating for fathers  

“It’s the little things in daily life that I see that just keeps pushing me … The stereotypes. Hearing and seeing how it’s 
[father stereotypes and exclusion] still so pervasive in society. That’s what keeps pushing me. There’s a lot of work to do.” 

See Appendix H for details 
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Washington State Agency Landscape 
The Study team worked with state agency partners to assess the current state of programs and services, 
policies, funding and data related to fatherhood inclusion tied to their mission  State agency partners 
included the Washington State Department of Children, Youth, and Families; Department of Health; Health 
Care Authority; Department of Corrections; Department of Social and Health Services and Department of 
Commerce  The agencies are building upon their commitments expressed in the executed Memorandum of 
Understanding signed in 2023-24 (Appendix B)  

Other partners included the Office of Superintendent Public Instruction, family courts, education systems 
(early learning, K-12, post-secondary, etc ), Employment Security Department, tribes, policymakers, Poverty 
Reduction Work Group, Early Learning Coordination Plan, National Fatherhood Roundtable, fathers from 
the Washington Fatherhood Council and many others 

The Study set out to conduct a comprehensive landscape of all areas that impact how fathers show up 
for their families, based on engagement with agencies and stakeholder groups that play key roles in 
supporting father engagement across eight key topical areas, as shown below:
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Evaluation Framework 
The Study team gathered information through facilitated working sessions and outreach to agencies and 
key stakeholders, examining if there were father-inclusive or father-specific elements in six dimensions: 

Dimensions

Levels of
Maturity

1. Pre-awareness 2. Awareness 3. Demonstrated Action 4. Integration

The Study team worked collaboratively with agency partners and the Council to qualify the Levels of 
Maturity (Pre-awareness, Awareness, Demonstrated Action and Integration) across the topical areas and 
corresponding agency partners  Across the topical areas, the Study discovered varying Levels of Maturity 
related to fatherhood inclusion  Father-inclusive programs are those that are open to all parents and are 
working to welcome and include fathers  Father-specific programs and practices are those that grow out of 
the evidence based around fathers’ unique needs and are often delivered by males (with lived experience) 
for fathers  
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Topical Area Summary Findings – Levels of 
Maturity 
The three topical areas of Corrections, Child Support and Child Welfare, represent the most disruptive 
systems for fathers and families, and show the most progress toward serving fathers  All of these agencies 
have Showed Awareness and Demonstrated Action in multiple topical areas because they are collecting 
relevant father-specific data, implementing policies and strategies to meet the needs of fathers and 
designing father-specific programs and services  

Across the topical areas of Health and Well-being, Food and Financial Supports, Housing and Shelter and 
Early Care and Education and Family Supports, the Study identified significant data gaps on how fathers 
are accessing current services and programs intended to serve whole families  Many legacy systems exist 
that appear to be hindering data gathering and individual and system biases may exist that are built into 
structures that further marginalize fathers  

Exploration of the topical areas of Employment and K-12 Education began with potential partnerships 
(K-12 education systems, the Office of the Superintendent of Public Instruction, Employment Security 
Department  and other stakeholders), but not enough information was collected or developed during 
the Study to assess Level of Maturity or future commitments  The ESD did join onto the Memorandum of 
Understanding across the state agency partners (Appendix B) making a commitment to strengthen our 
collective connection and commitment  

Key stakeholders, examining if there were father-inclusive or father-specific elements in six dimensions: 

Demonstrated 
Action

Showed 
Awareness1

Limited 
Awareness 

Legend:
Levels of Maturity1

Not Enough 
Information1

Topical Areas (eight)

Child 
Welfare

Child 
Support

Family 
Court

Corrections and 
Juvenile 

Rehabilitation
Employment 
/ Education

Early 
Education
and Family 
Supports

Housing and
Shelter

Food and 
Financial 
Supports

Health and 
Well-being

Dimensions (six)

Equity 
Considerations

Data and 
Monitoring 

Policies

Services and 
Programs

Funding and 
Resources

Systems
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Theory of Change and Logic Model 
Roadmap 
The Council has drawn from the overwhelming body of evidence in this Study to develop a Theory of 
Change to serve as our strategic road map to achieve the long-term changes from the Study for families in 
our state  The following image aids in understanding how we all fit in the work and how fathers matter in 
our quest for the substantial cultural shifts needed to support families in Washington  Indeed many, if not 
most, of our benchmarks are tied to this redefined holistic view of families  This Theory of Change focuses 
on key strategies to help us advance the imperatives for improved coordination, greater accountability 
and the activation of fathers in leading this movement forward in driving improved outcomes for fathers, 
children and families in our state 

EARLY CHANGES
Knowledge, skills or other changes that are a 

direct result of initiative activities.

OUTCOMES
Ultimate goals.

Provide education and share fatherhood stories.

Evaluate and shape collective policy and systems 
agendas.

Work with agencies to identify indicators and co-
design measurement frameworks.

Engage with agencies, initiatives and funders to 
create capacity for fatherhood programs. 

Build workforce knowledge and diversity. 

Engage fathers as leaders and create pathways for 
employment. 

Create sustainability structure and funding for the 
WFC.

Convene fathers at the local level to strengthen 
social connection and advocacy voices.

Promote the importance of co-parenting and 
intentionally including fathers.

STRATEGIES
Activities that help achieve Council goals.

Overarching 
↑ Culture shift. 
↑ Integration between and among systems.
↑ Funding of father specific work.

State Agencies
↑Opportunities and ↓ barriers for fathers.
↑ Indicators in data systems and use of data to 
drive policy decisions.
↑ Father engagement in policy, design and 
evaluation.

Community Providers and Partners
↑ Workforce development opportunities for men 
in direct service roles.
↑ Access for fathers.
↑ Training for current workforce about fathers.
↑ Father engagement in design work.

Fathers in the Community
↑ Social connection, self advocacy and knowledge 
of tools and resources.
↑ Engagement in services.

Fathers on the Council
↑ Voice in leadership.
↑ Career opportunities.
↑ Social and emotional growth.

Private Funders
↑ Priorities to intentionally include fathers.

Fathers
↑Time with children.
↑ Parenting confidence and skills. 
↑ Knowledge of child development.
↑ Social-emotional well-being, emotional 
regulation.
↓ Social isolation.

Children
↑ Attachment relationship with father.
↑ Healthy relationship with both parents.
↑ Healthy development across childhood, 
adolescence and adulthood.

Mothers
↓ Stress.
↑ Well-being.

Family
↑ Cooperative co-parenting.
↑ Financial stability.
↑ Balance of gender roles in the family.

Community
↓ Biases against fathers.
↑ Celebrating fathers’ role in family and 
community.
↑ Strengthening community to state partnerships.
↑ Strengthening community unity and belonging. 

Values: Diversity of Voice; Equity, Inclusion and Belonging; Family- and Child-Focused, Data-Based Decision Making, Fathers as Leaders, Collaboration

Theory of Change
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adolescence and adulthood.

Mothers
↓ Stress.
↑ Well-being.

Family
↑ Cooperative co-parenting.
↑ Financial stability.
↑ Balance of gender roles in the family.

Community
↓ Biases against fathers.
↑ Celebrating fathers’ role in family and 
community.
↑ Strengthening community to state partnerships.
↑ Strengthening community unity and belonging. 

Values: Diversity of Voice; Equity, Inclusion and Belonging; Family- and Child-Focused, Data-Based Decision Making, Fathers as Leaders, Collaboration

Theory of Change

Summary and Next Steps 

Moving Forward 
The Study has played an instrumental role in shaping the Council’s roadmap for achieving the long-term 
changes we hope to realize for families in our state  This roadmap aids in understanding how the partners fit 
in the work, how fathers matter and how we need to make substantial culture shifts to reflect the former for 
families in Washington  The Study findings, as summarized in this report, lead us to three key strategic areas of 
focus in moving this work forward  The following key strategies align with Theory of Change strategies: 

EARLY CHANGES
Knowledge, skills or other changes that are a 

direct result of initiative activities.

OUTCOMES
Ultimate goals.

Provide education and share fatherhood stories.

Evaluate and shape collective policy and systems 
agendas.

Work with agencies to identify indicators and co-
design measurement frameworks.

Engage with agencies, initiatives and funders to 
create capacity for fatherhood programs. 

Build workforce knowledge and diversity. 

Engage fathers as leaders and create pathways for 
employment. 

Create sustainability structure and funding for the 
WFC.

Convene fathers at the local level to strengthen 
social connection and advocacy voices.

Promote the importance of co-parenting and 
intentionally including fathers.

STRATEGIES
Activities that help achieve Council goals.

Overarching 
↑ Culture shift. 
↑ Integration between and among systems.
↑ Funding of father specific work.

State Agencies
↑Opportunities and ↓ barriers for fathers.
↑ Indicators in data systems and use of data to 
drive policy decisions.
↑ Father engagement in policy, design and 
evaluation.

Community Providers and Partners
↑ Workforce development opportunities for men 
in direct service roles.
↑ Access for fathers.
↑ Training for current workforce about fathers.
↑ Father engagement in design work.

Fathers in the Community
↑ Social connection, self advocacy and knowledge 
of tools and resources.
↑ Engagement in services.

Fathers on the Council
↑ Voice in leadership.
↑ Career opportunities.
↑ Social and emotional growth.

Private Funders
↑ Priorities to intentionally include fathers.

Fathers
↑Time with children.
↑ Parenting confidence and skills. 
↑ Knowledge of child development.
↑ Social-emotional well-being, emotional 
regulation.
↓ Social isolation.

Children
↑ Attachment relationship with father.
↑ Healthy relationship with both parents.
↑ Healthy development across childhood, 
adolescence and adulthood.

Mothers
↓ Stress.
↑ Well-being.

Family
↑ Cooperative co-parenting.
↑ Financial stability.
↑ Balance of gender roles in the family.

Community
↓ Biases against fathers.
↑ Celebrating fathers’ role in family and 
community.
↑ Strengthening community to state partnerships.
↑ Strengthening community unity and belonging. 

Values: Diversity of Voice; Equity, Inclusion and Belonging; Family- and Child-Focused, Data-Based Decision Making, Fathers as Leaders, Collaboration

Theory of Change
1  Coordination: The Council is positioned to play an 
ongoing and expanded role in providing education; 
evaluating and shaping policies, program capacity and 
systems agendas; and supporting coordination and 
collaboration across state agencies  

2  Accountability: The ongoing sustainability of the Council 
and partner agencies’ commitments rely upon the ability 
to make data-driven decisions and investments and to 
establish mechanisms for continuous improvement  To do 
so, agencies must commit to identifying key indicators and 
developing measurement frameworks to track and report on 
key data over time  

3  Activation: Most important to the ongoing relevance and 
impact of the Council’s work is the ability to engage and 
activate fathers to ensure that their voices and diversity of 
lived experience are centered in shaping and moving the 
statewide agenda forward  

The stakeholder engagement process for this report 
provided valuable insights, created momentum and sparked 
dialogue across these areas of focus  Our road map and 
Theory of Change seek to build upon this momentum 
as well as the 
individual agency 
commitments 
outlined in this 
report, as we seek 
to drive toward our 
desired outcomes 
of better supporting 
fathers, improving 
childhood and 
strengthening 
families across the 
state of Washington 
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Long-Term Outcomes 
Fathers
Time with children 
 Parenting confidence and skills 
 Knowledge of child development 
 Social-emotional well-being, emotional regulation 
 Social isolation 

Children
 Attachment relationship with father 
 Healthy relationship with all parents 
 Healthy development across childhood, adolescence and adulthood 

Mothers
 Stress 
 Well-being 

Family
 Cooperative co-parenting 
 Financial stability 
 Balance of gender roles in the family 

Community
 Biases against fathers 
 Celebrating fathers’ role in family and community 
 Strengthening community to state partnerships 
 Strengthen community unity and father belonging 

The Study represents a critical first step toward building a sustainable approach to creating a fatherhood-
friendly ecosystem in Washington  Ensuring that this investment continues to pay dividends will require us 
to build upon key lessons learned, to take action on several immediate and pressing next steps identified 
through the process and to put into practice a longer-term strategy centered on our emerging Theory of 
Change as a Council  



21

Lessons Learned  
The Study presents a point-in-time snapshot of fatherhood experiences and state agency activity 
within a highly dynamic and evolving ecosystem. The process was iterative and collaborative and, 
in many cases, fathers and agency partners identified additional opportunities for serving fathers more 
effectively in each subsequent engagement  In this way, the Study was a catalyst to a conversation and 
process that can and should yield further and deeper ideas and insights by continuing the inquiry, even 
after the Study has concluded  

Data availability across agencies is highly fragmented and variable. Because data, monitoring, research 
and analysis teams often exist in a separate division or even in a different agency than the program or 
service administrators, along with competing priorities for data tied to external reporting obligations, it 
takes significant time and resources to collect and assess necessary data on a topic as intersectional as 
fatherhood  In addition, the Study found risk aversion across several agencies in publicly sharing data that 
might reflect poorly upon them  As a result, most of the data reported are point-in-time figures based on 
the very limited current and relevant data available during the course of the Study period  In some cases, 
available data was not reported in the Study due to limitations in time and resources  In many cases, the 
Study identified data gaps related to fatherhood experiences and their access to programs and services that 
are not currently being tracked or reported  

Each agency is on a different path, with a different destination, in supporting the Council’s goals. 
While creating evaluative frameworks was important for Study purposes, the Council is not prescribing or 
recommending a common “target maturity level” for each agency  The goal of the Council is to build an 
integrated system that supports fatherhood inclusion in which many agencies play a role, but all may not 
need to progress equally in dedicating resources or funding to demonstrate actions toward fatherhood 
inclusion  

External factors such as team transitions, competing priorities and legislative sessions, to name a 
few, contributed to the varying levels of details collected and developed for each agency. Inevitably, 
there are missing data elements, perspectives and content in some areas of the Study  By creating a 
comprehensive set of topical areas and dimensions for analysis, the Council will be able to systematically 
and periodically update components of the Study that were not fully captured in this first iteration   

Immediate Next Steps  
Given the time-limited nature of the Study, several activities initiated as part of the process have been 
prioritized to continue building upon the momentum in developing insights and collaboration across 
agencies and stakeholders  Key areas for ongoing focus include: 

1  Agency Follow-up and Partnership Development: Due to scheduling challenges, the Study is missing 
perspectives on employment, education and housing  Perspectives from OSPI, K-12 education, post-
secondary education, ESD, WorkSource programs and other key stakeholders will be pursued  The 
Council also hopes to develop a deeper partnership with the family court system to proactively develop 
strategies and identify opportunities to better meet the needs of fathers and families 

 The Council is working with the Department of Commerce Housing Division to collect relevant 
information and data, and with the Reentry Council to deepen partnership opportunities  The Council 
welcomes opportunities to further spotlight and learn from tribal nations and tribal communities 
focused on fatherhood initiatives or efforts  
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2  Council Website Updates – Resource Mapping and Study Findings: The Council has refreshed its website 
with an updated external scan of fatherhood services that were collected during the Study  The Council 
conducted its annual Fatherhood Summit in June 2024, where attendees collectively reviewed and 
discussed the full details of the Study’s topical areas and agency scorecards  The Summit activities 
provided input into strategic planning efforts as the Council continues to deepen its overall theory 
of change and the corresponding agency partner commitments and actions needed  The Council 
has developed an initial set of dashboard metrics that tracks and monitors the inputs, activities and 
outcomes related to fatherhood inclusion across the system  

3  Data Collection and Dashboard Development: Many of the data issues are nuanced and there are 
fathers in certain systems and developmental stages of becoming a dad in Washington that are not 
well-captured or understood through our administrative data  Some examples include fathers of infants 
and toddlers that are not cohabiting with their mother; BIPOC fathers; fathers navigating family court 
systems, custody cases and in need of co-parenting plans; fathers experiencing homelessness; low-
income fathers who are eligible for and using public benefits such as TANF, SNAP, WIC and Working 
Connections Child Care; immigrant and refugee fathers; fathers experiencing substance use or 
behavioral health disorders; and fathers struggling with mental health issues and symptoms related to 
the postpartum period  To accurately track fatherhood inclusion equitably, significant improvements in 
data collection and monitoring are necessary 

4  Agency Detailed Data: Each agency’s key data, current state, levels of maturity across the dimensions 
that were analyzed and confirmed, and aspirational commitments are contained in the appendices of 
this report  

Conclusion 
The State of Fatherhood in Washington Study has been a catalytic investment and important step in 
galvanizing our statewide ecosystem around a common set of goals, strategies and desired outcomes  
While this process has been a large step forward, the long-term work has only just begun  We are hopeful 
that we can translate the learnings of this Study into statewide action in a way that will make Washington a 
national model for the fatherhood movement 

“The main thing is I've always had a very open and honest  
relationship with my children. When they came to visit, I spent  

hours and hours talking with my children about my choices and  
what I want for them. We really sat down and had conversations,  

and I learned how important my [father] role really was.”    
~ Jim Chambers,  

previously incarcerated father
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Appendices 
Appendix A –  State Case Studies: Lessons Learned, OH, CT, TX and CA
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Appendix B – Memorandum of Understanding 
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Appendix C – Department of Corrections 
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Appendix D – Department of Health 
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Appendix E – Department of Children, Youth, and Families 
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Appendix F – Department of Social and Health Services
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Appendix G – Health Care Authority 
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Appendix H – Fatherhood Survey Data  
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