FR 2-6
3/06

Abstract

Young Fathers’ Risk Behaviors, Service Needs, and Mental Health Issues 

Prepared by:
Debbie Richardson, Parenting Assistant Specialist 
and Shannon Dial, Graduate Assistant

Oklahoma Cooperative Extension Service



233 HES, Oklahoma State University

Stillwater, OK 74078  
(405)744-6231

debbie.richardson@okstate.edu
Weinmann, M., Buzi, R., & Smith, P., (2005).  Addressing risk behaviors, service needs, and mental health issues in programs for young fathers.  Families in Society, 86 (2), 261-266.

Overview
Adolescent and young men who are fathers often have experienced various risk factors such as delinquency, early sexual contacts, substance use, violence, antisocial behavior, impoverished environments, and school difficulties. These issues can seriously affect their ability to parent and be a partner to their child’s mother.
Studies have indicated that involvement of most fathers plays a protective and positive role in children’s lives. Yet, most programs and services have not attended to the unique, complex needs of young fathers or the approaches that would best address their issues and engage their involvement. 
This study reported in this article explored young fathers’ own reports of their behaviors, mental health, and service needs and requests. 

Method

Participants were143 males, ages 16 to 27 (average age 22), enrolled in a fatherhood initiative program through a teen clinic located in a Texas city. The sample was composed of 73% African-American, 21% Hispanic, 3% Caucasian, and 3.5% other.  In regards to education, 61% had graduated high school while 39% were school dropouts; 55% had repeated a grade. Approximately 2/3 (68%) had never been married, 15% were legally married, 13% were considered common law, and nearly 4% were separated or divorced. Most were already fathers - 63% had one child, 16% two children, over 6% had three or more children while 14% reported having no children, and nearly 29% reported a baby on the way. Over 40% had established paternity, 20% were under court order to pay child support. Only 30% of the men were employed. 

The men responded to an initial questionnaire that assessed 11 risk behaviors as well as demographic information. They also specified their needs for assistance from a list of 23 services and filled out mental health checklists assessing 15 problem areas such as parenting, peers, relationships, family, sexual activity, and 8 feeling states.  
Results
At least one quarter of the young men commonly specified the following six problem areas: 
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relationships, neighborhood, family, tobacco use, police, and parenting problems. 
The following five feeling states were commonly reported by at least 25% of the sample: anger, sadness/depression, nervousness/tension, helplessness, and aggressiveness.

Regarding risk behaviors, the top seven most frequently identified by the men were sexual activity (84%), smoking cigarettes (54%), using alcohol (47%), jail time (42%), legal problems (41%), condom use (65%), and drug use (25%).
In response to the listed service needs, the vast majority highly indicated job-related services such as job referrals (87%), vocational education (74%), job preparation skills (71%), followed by parenting education (54%), obtaining a GED (44%), establishing paternity (35%), and medical care (32%).
Discussion
Researchers found that while young fathers identified their service needs and mental health issues, the requests they made for help centered primarily on job-related assistance/preparation.  This trend has been found in other studies reviewed by the authors.  
Some reasons cited for the lack of ability in young fathers to ask for the help they really need relative to mental health and relationships are the stigmatism attached to these issues or a lack of knowledge about some of the difficulties that are normal in being a young parent.  Similarly, the child’s mother may place the young father in the “breadwinner” position, which is difficult to maintain at such a young age and it may appear that he does not care or is not good enough to be involved.  Furthermore, concern was expressed that most intervention efforts with this population stress the fatherhood role and lack focus on other important developmental issues for adolescent or young males. 
The authors suggest that programs for young fathers focus on three things: 1) understand and consider their mental health issues and consider how this 
affects their parent role and program participation; 2) be able to provide access to and/or meet the needs that are actually asked for such as job/vocational assistance; 3) using a strength-based perspective and curriculum will make it easier for young fathers to engage in the help and education being offered.  
Effectively assessing risk factors in young fathers’ lives is critical to designing and involving them in services. Assisting them with understanding realistic expectations, mental health counseling and support, and developing prosocial life skills are important components. Most young fathers have a genuine interest in their children. Therefore, emphasizing their motivation to be involved and care for their children should be an important focus in programs.  Effective outreach to this population needs to occur on their turf, such as where they play sports or at community recreation centers. Also, effective marketing strategies must involve their local community and reflect approaches and messages with which they can relate. 
Overall, the primary task of educators should be to empower young fathers, rather than stigmatize and display a lack of hope in their success.


Implications for Cooperative Extension:  This article provides a wealth of information relevant to working with young men who are fathers.  Numerous points are made regarding the misunderstandings about struggles that young fathers experience.  Suggestions are made for better outreach, education, and service strategies that maximize opportunities for young fathers to receive the help in ways they most need.  Implications for program development and enrichment are discussed as well. This information is important for extension educators in order to enhance effective participation and meaningful education with this population. Educators should find this useful for various program and outreach efforts no matter what the topic. 
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