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Healthy romantic relationships can promote fathers’ overall health and well-being and increase 
their levels of involvement with their children.1, ,2 ,3 4 Even when fathers are not currently in a 
romantic relationship, learning skills to form and maintain healthy romantic relationships can 
benefit the quality of their future relationships. As such, fatherhood programs can help foster 
healthy romantic relationship skills, regardless of fathers’ current relationship status. 

Despite the importance of healthy relationships, many fatherhood program staff find it 
challenging to facilitate discussions about romantic relationships, in part because some fathers 
do not feel the content is relevant to them.5 Many participating fathers are either not currently 
in a romantic relationship or face more pressing challenges in their coparenting relationships. 
The strategies provided below can help fatherhood program staff tailor romantic relationship 
program content to fathers’ differing strengths and needs and increase engagement in romantic 
relationship services. 

 Consider fathers’ romantic relationship needs and 
contexts during program planning. 
Because promoting healthy relationships is a priority for many fatherhood programs, programs 
should consider how they can best address romantic relationships starting at the initial planning 
stage. The strategies presented below can help program staff ensure that the program is 
designed—and that staff are equipped—to address and support fathers’ diverse relationship 
strengths, needs, and contexts from the beginning. 

Select curricula that are appropriate for addressing healthy romantic 
relationships with fathers.1 

Depending on the amount of time that can be devoted to healthy romantic relationship 
content, fatherhood program staff should choose either components of a curriculum or a full 
curriculum that is designed for fathers and has been shown to have positive effects on romantic 
relationships. If possible, they should use a curriculum specifically designed to promote healthy 
relationships because curricula with a narrower focus often demonstrate more positive outcomes 
than those with a broader focus.2 At minimum, though, any curricula used to address romantic 
relationships should provide content and skill-building activities related to communication, 
conflict management, and problem solving.3 For examples of curricula that contain content 
related to romantic relationships, see Coparenting and Healthy Relationship and Marriage 
Education for Dads (CHaRMED): Results from a qualitative study of staff and participant 
experiences in nine fatherhood programs (Appendix A), or this Compendium of Curricula Used 
by Fatherhood Programs. 

https://www.fatherhood.gov/research-and-resources/compendium-curricula-used-fatherhood-programs
https://www.fatherhood.gov/research-and-resources/compendium-curricula-used-fatherhood-programs
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Make sure that curricula and other romantic relationship content are 
responsive to the fathers being served. 
Ensure that program materials reflect the characteristics and experiences of participating fathers. 
This could mean selecting a curriculum designed for a specific population of fathers,4 such as 
fathers who do not live with their children. Relationship content within this curriculum may 
include content that is more likely to resonate with these fathers (e.g., providing guidance on 
fostering new romantic relationships while navigating coparenting with an ex-partner). Another 
option is to adapt program materials—for example, by changing language or incorporating 
cultural components—to be more relevant to the fathers served. For example, programs 
serving American Indian and Alaska Native (AIAN) fathers may want to consider adapting 
existing curricula to include content that highlights and respects the cultures, heritages, beliefs, 
traditions, and histories of AIAN peoples. Similarly, programs serving gay, bisexual, transgender, 
or queer fathers may change language and make other modifications to ensure that curricula are 
flexible, normalizing, and relevant to fathers with diverse gender and sexual identities.5 

Train staff to appropriately respond to 
trauma6,  7

Fatherhood programs serve fathers from a variety of 
backgrounds, many of whom may have experienced past 
trauma, including abuse and neglect, that can affect romantic 
relationships. It is therefore important to incorporate trauma-
awareness training for all staff when they are hired. After the 
training, staff should be able to identify and appropriately 
respond to signs of trauma. Staff should also be aware of 
how their own past traumas may shape their interactions 
with fathers. This training will better prepare program staff 
to facilitate difficult conversations, such as discussions about 
past relationship experiences, with fathers. Understanding the 
potential impacts of trauma on fathers’ relationships and using 
trauma-informed approaches can promote healing and minimize 
re-traumatization. For more information, please see “Resources 
on Trauma-Informed Approaches.” 

Resources on Trauma-
Informed Approaches 
Creating a Trauma-Informed 
System of Care for Formerly 
Incarcerated Dads 

Trauma-Informed Approaches 
and Awareness for Programs 
Working with Fathers 

Trauma-Informed Approaches 
for Programs Serving Fathers 
in Re-Entry: A Review of the 
Literature and Environmental 
Scan 

Assess fathers’ relationships and tailor services 
accordingly at program intake. 
Meeting with fathers at program enrollment or intake creates an opportunity to discuss their 
romantic relationships. Below, we provide strategies that fatherhood programs can use to assess 
fathers’ relationship experiences, strengths, and needs at program intake to create more tailored 
and responsive services. 

Evaluate relationship status, quality, and other relationship factors. 
Assess fathers’ romantic relationship status and quality, as well as potential barriers to healthy 
relationships, starting during the program intake process.8 Program staff can then use this 
information to better meet fathers’ relationship needs through tailored individual service plans 
and case management services, along with referrals to additional services when needed. For 
example, programs may consider providing different relationship education workshops for 
fathers who are in a relationship versus those who are not. Additionally, if fathers indicate any 
barriers to maintaining a healthy romantic relationship, such as challenges with substance 
use, then case managers can immediately begin to address those needs through referrals and 
additional resources. Programs should also consider reassessing fathers’ relationship quality 

https://mathematica.org/publications/creating-a-trauma-informed-system-of-care-for-formerly-incarcerated-dads
https://www.fatherhood.gov/research-and-resources/trauma-informed-approaches-and-awareness-programs-working-fathers
https://www.mathematica.org/publications/trauma-informed-approaches-for-programs-serving-fathers-in-re-entry-a-review-of-the-literature
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throughout programming as trust is established; once established, fathers may feel more 
comfortable disclosing any challenges or areas of need in their relationships. 

Connect fathers with peers who have, or have had, similar 
experiences in their romantic relationships.9 

Pair newly enrolled fathers with program graduates or near-graduates who have had similar 
romantic relationship experiences (e.g., they are in a relationship but are not married; they have 
a new partner and must navigate the dynamics of the new relationship while coparenting with a 
previous partner; or they have recurring conflict with their current partner). These peer mentors 
can support participating fathers by listening to their relationship challenges, brainstorming 
solutions based on their own experiences, and reinforcing relationships skills taught in workshop 
sessions. 

 Encourage engagement in romantic relationship content 
throughout fathers’ participation in programming. 
Fatherhood program staff can use the following strategies to increase fathers’ engagement and 
participation in discussions related to their romantic relationships during workshop sessions. 

Focus on the benefits of healthy relationships for children when 
addressing romantic relationships. 
Fathers may be more drawn to romantic relationship content when the benefits of positive 
relationships are clearly linked to their child’s well-being. Think about how to use benefits for 
children as a hook when planning lessons related to healthy romantic relationships. For example, 
when teaching healthy relationship skills, emphasize how modeling behaviors—such as open 
communication and support—can help set children up for success in their future relationships. 
Research on addressing violence between romantic partners in Responsible Fatherhood 
programs also highlights focusing on the child when providing education to address intimate 
partner violence.10 

Be strategic about when to address romantic relationships. 
Fathers’ motivations to enroll in fatherhood programming may not be related to improving 
their romantic relationships, and fathers may express initial resistance to romantic relationship 
content. Fathers will often become more invested and engaged in content related to romantic 
relationships over time. It is important to wait to facilitate discussions related to romantic 
relationships until fathers feel connected to the program and to other fathers in the group. 

Foster a safe space to discuss and learn from past romantic 
relationships. 
Asking fathers to reflect on their previous romantic relationships may be a crucial entry point for 
engaging fathers who are not currently in a relationship or who are initially resistant to romantic 
relationship content. During these conversations, encourage fathers to consider what went well 
and what could have gone better in their previous romantic relationships to identify lessons they 
can apply to their current or future romantic relationships. 

Discussing past relationships may trigger harmful and negative feelings and memories for 
some fathers; be sure to foster a space in which fathers feel safe and comfortable having 
these discussions. Some fathers may have an easier time opening up and participating in these 
conversations with a male facilitator.11,12 However, some programs find that the gender of the 
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facilitators is not nearly as important as their skillsets.13,14 For example, it is imperative that 
facilitators be able to promote values of confidentiality, trust, and peer support.15 

When programming is provided in group settings, facilitators should establish clear guidelines 
to emphasize confidentiality, either formally (e.g., ask all participants to sign a confidentiality 
agreement) or informally (e.g., a verbal agreement of confidentiality among the group), and 
provide ongoing reminders of these guidelines. Facilitators should also allow time during 
programming for fathers to share their experiences. Opportunities to share and hear from other 
fathers may enhance feelings of trust and facilitate peer support. For more information on 
incorporating trauma-informed approaches into programming, please see “Resources on Trauma-
Informed Approaches.” 

Ask fathers to consider their romantic relationship goals. 
Guide fathers to think through their short- and long-term life goals and instruct them to 
consider their romantic relationship goals—including identifying their relationship values and 
expectations—within these larger goals. For example, fathers may approach dating differently if 
they only want committed, long-term relationships now that they have children. They may also 
realize that they have not considered whether and when they want more children, which may 
affect how they approach their current or future romantic relationships. This exercise can also 
frame romantic relationship content within the context of preparing for future relationships, 
which may promote buy-in from fathers—even from those who are currently not in a romantic 
relationship. 

Demonstrate how healthy relationship skills can benefit other aspects 
of fathers’ lives. 
Explain how learning to communicate effectively with a partner can help fathers communicate 
effectively in other relationships, such as with their employer or child(ren). Fathers may be more 
engaged in discussions around romantic relationships if they realize that the skills they learn can 
be applied more broadly. For example, when teaching communication techniques, such as active 
listening, emphasize how this skill can also be used to better connect with their children. Another 
communication skill that fathers typically learn is to ask clarifying questions rather than assuming 
what their counterpart is saying.16 Discussing how this skill can be helpful in a workplace setting 
with an employer may resonate with fathers. 
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