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 Introduction 
Healthy coparenting and romantic 
relationships provide a range of positive 
benefits for fathers and their children.1,2,3 

Many fatherhood programs support fathers in 
nurturing healthy relationships to ensure the 
best possible outcomes for families. Programs 
often aim to equip fathers with tangible 
skills related to communication, conflict 
management, and emotional self-regulation to 
help them navigate relationships throughout 
life. 

However, factors external to fathers and 
fatherhood programs often profoundly shape 
the lives and relationships of fathers. One 
external factor that fatherhood programs 
should consider is the role of stigma and 
discrimination in fathers’ lives, including their 
potential to hinder romantic and coparenting 
relationships. Experiences of stigma and 
discrimination can have both direct and 
indirect effects on fathers’ relationships, and 
on a program’s ability to engage fathers and 
adequately support the many relationships 
in their lives. For instance, fathers may be 
discriminated against in ways that limit their 
ability to spend time with their children 
or obtain employment, which can create 
additional strains on coparenting and 
romantic relationships. 

This resource summarizes some ways in 
which some fathers in fatherhood programs 
experience stigma and discrimination related 
to their culture and racial identities, their 
roles as fathers in society, and their history 
of incarceration. Additional practice-based 
resources are provided at the end of the brief 
to guide programs in better understanding 
and addressing these experiences. 

Key Terms 
Coparenting relationships are relationships 
between any two or more individuals that 
relate to their shared responsibility for raising 
a child. The individuals may or may not be 
romantically involved. 

Romantic relationships, commonly referred 
to as intimate relationships, are relationships 
among two individuals who are dating, 
committed, or married. They may or may not 
have a shared responsibility for raising a child.a 

Healthy relationships refer to high-quality 
coparenting and romantic relationships, often 
characterized by qualities such as respectful 
communication, high levels of relationship 
satisfaction, or cooperation between 
coparents. 

Stigma occurs when a person or group 
is devalued based on real or perceived 
differences in characteristics such as sexuality, 
race, ethnicity, gender, age, or behavior.1 A 
person or group who is stigmatized is assumed 
to have undesirable characteristics that are 
distinct from the rest of “us.”2 

Discrimination is the unfair and unjust 
treatment of a person or group based on a 
stigmatized characteristic,a 

a   Romantic relationships may or may not be sexual in nature. 

which often results 
in a loss of social, economic, and political 
power.2 

1 http://www.healthpolicyproject.com/index.cfm?ID=topics-
Stigma 
2 https://www.nimh.nih.gov/about/organization/dar/stigma-and-
discrimination-research-toolkit 

http://www.healthpolicyproject.com/index.cfm?ID=topics-Stigma
http://www.healthpolicyproject.com/index.cfm?ID=topics-Stigma
https://www.nimh.nih.gov/about/organization/dar/stigma-and-discrimination-research-toolkit
https://www.nimh.nih.gov/about/organization/dar/stigma-and-discrimination-research-toolkit
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Types of Stigma and Discrimination Faced 
by Fathers 
The ideas below are drawn from interviews with 24 program staff and 36 fathers from the 
nine fatherhood programs that participated in the CHaRMED study.4 While understanding 
experiences of stigma and discrimination was not a goal of the study, select interview 
questions explored whether and how external factors—including stigma, discrimination, and 
systems—affect fathers’ relationships. This brief is based on responses to those questions 
as well as information shared organically in interviews. In some cases, we also incorporate 
insights from a brief that summarized conversations with three experts in implementing and 
adapting fatherhood programs for American Indian and Alaska Native (AIAN) populations.5 

These conversations, held after formal data collection for the CHaRMED study was complete, 
explored considerations in adapting coparenting and romantic relationship curricula for AIAN 
fathers.Experts mentioned some ideas relevant to stigma and discrimination that provide 
deeper insights into the CHaRMED study findings. Finally, we conducted a scan of research 
and practice-based resources to supplement information drawn from the interviews and brief. 

Stigma and discrimination around fathers’ cultural and racial 
identities 
Fathers and program staff in the CHaRMED study and experts in AIAN fatherhood programs 
described the harm caused to fathers of color as a result of stigma and racial discrimination. 
Several  fathers expressed concern about the world in which their children are growing up, 
citing fears around racism, bias, discrimination, policing, and involvement with the justice 
system. As one father said, “we succumb to [systemic oppression] every day just to live 
our lives. I don’t wear a hood in public. I don’t wear a do-rag in public. I don’t want to be 
pulled over.” Some fathers also described having a strong desire for their children to have a 
high-quality education, but noted that systemic inequities, such as poorly funded schools, 
can impact these opportunities. In some cases, AIAN experts and CHaRMED program staff 
talked about how trauma from racial discrimination can cause lasting harm to relationships 
and families. Prior research supports the idea that racial discrimination can lead to trauma 
responses aligned with posttraumatic stress disorder, as well as negatively impact physical 
and mental health and relationship stability and quality.6,7,8 One father spoke pointedly about 
the discrimination he has faced: 

[We] don’t deserve racism and discrimination. So, if we’re going to go into these 
topics, if we’re going to talk about the things that systematically are a challenge, 
naturally, some of these challenges are just being Black in America, the trauma 
that people before me and even I have had to endure on a day-to-day basis and 
just to be expected to live every day with a positive attitude and go through 
[life with] consistent productivity and just be an effective worker. It’s mind-
blowing to see how you can ask somebody to do these things when they have 
such psychological damages just from existing as an American, that the terror 
and the injustice that you feel just for being Black and the distinct pain that you 
feel just for being Black in public are the challenges in and of itself. - Father 

Furthermore, AIAN experts shared that AIAN fathers often experience discrimination related 
to their cultural identities. Experts discussed how policies and practices throughout U.S. 
history, including the forced placement of AIAN people into boarding schools designed to 
eradicate all traces of Tribal culture, have led to cultural shame and loss of cultural identity in 
AIAN communities.9,10 One expert described how some AIAN fathers in fatherhood programs 
have had close relatives placed in boarding schools, which can create intergenerational 
trauma and leave a lasting impact on fathers’ relationships.11,12 

https://www.acf.hhs.gov/opre/project/coparenting-and-healthy-relationship-and-marriage-education-dads-charmed
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Stigma and discrimination around fathers’ roles in society 
Fathers and staff described two examples of stigma and discrimination that fathers can 
experience in their roles within families and society. 

A perceived societal preference for mothers over fathers 

Some fathers and staff in the CHaRMED study perceived a broad societal preference for 
mothers over fathers, which led some fathers to feel frustrated and powerless. Both fathers 
and staff spoke about the challenges of navigating a “mother-based society,” which often 
views fathers as secondary caretakers for their children. For example, one staff member 
noted the resistance some fathers face when attempting to play a greater role in their 
children’s lives: “A father engaged in the school system, they look at you like you’re crazy 
if you go up there as a dad and want to know about your kids. ‘You’re not the mom.’ So? 
I’m a parent!” Fathers and staff also described how systems such as family courts or Child 
Protective Services can favor mothers and other caretakers over fathers, which has been 
demonstrated in research on family-related policies.13 One staff member related that, in cases 
of never-married parents, courts are more likely to grant custody to a grandparent over a 
father. Another staff member described how these norms and policies can present long-term 
challenges for fathers looking to deepen their relationship with their children: 

I think we as society are a little bit more judgmental about fathers, or fathers’ lack of 
involvement, for a lot of different reasons, some valid, some definitely not valid. And 
so those type of things, I think, obviously play into the coparenting realm because... 
[the mom is] already two laps ahead of the father. And so, in the way things are set 
up, fathers are always trying to catch up or prove themselves. – Program Staff 

Cultural and societal expectations of fathers 

A few fathers and staff spoke about the stigma 
fathers can experience when they do not conform 
to cultural or societal expectations around what 
it means to be a “real man.” Specifically, they 
described how fathers are often seen as the person 
responsible for protecting and providing for the 
family and how any deviation from this is seen as 
weakness. One father from a program that serves 
predominantly Latino fathers discussed this in 
the context of machismo, where “the father is 
expected to be the person that’s in charge of his 
family, and the woman is expected to be the one 
that takes care of the kids.” These fixed ideas 
of a father’s role, and the corresponding stigma 
against not conforming, can deter fathers from 
displaying any vulnerability or need for help.14,15 For 
example, a few program staff described how many 
fathers in their programs face mental health issues that often go unaddressed, an observation 
consistent with research suggesting that masculine norms and mental health-related stigma 
are significant barriers to men receiving appropriate treatment.16 As one father said, “you 
tell somebody you’re going to therapy, and they look at you like…you’re crazy.” Staff also 
noted that when fathers are not taught to be open and vulnerable, they can experience 
communication challenges in their relationships. One father talked about how the fatherhood 
program helped him to overcome the feeling that he could not show affection to his sons, 
which has led to a stronger relationship with his children. 
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How do we empower [men] to buy into allowing boys to use emotional words and 
not feel like they have to live up to this concept of being macho, this concept of being 
unbreakable? …The same way we nurture anger, how can we throw every other emotional 
word in the mix to get them to talking and speaking around pain, sorrow, sadness, grief, 
all those things so it doesn’t come out in other ways? 
– Program Staff 

Stigma and discrimination around incarceration 
Several fathers who participated in 
the CHaRMED study had a history of 
incarceration, and some of the fatherhood 
programs specifically serve and tailor 
programming to fathers who are involved with 
the justice system. Many fathers spoke about 
the role stigma and discrimination has played 
in their ability to secure stable housing, 
spend time with their children, and obtain 
employment opportunities after release. As 
one father said, “housing, just bottom line, 
is super hard for anybody with a felony” and 
spending time with their children in-person 
can be especially difficult for those living in 
transitional housing. Previously incarcerated 
fathers often face myriad barriers when 
seeking housing options, including 
background checks, denial of fair housing law protections, eviction and housing forfeiture, 
and denial of rental or sale.17 These barriers are known to increase housing insecurity and 
recidivism,18,19,20 which can interrupt coparenting and romantic relationships. One program 
staff member noted that stable housing and employment are critical when it comes to 
fathers’ ability to spend time with their children because “if you’re living in your car, you’re 
not going to get your kids back. CPS is not going to let you keep your kids if you’re…getting 
paid minimum wage.” Similarly, fathers and staff described how having a criminal record can 
make it challenging to get and maintain employment, as some employers perceive previously 
incarcerated fathers as “risky.” 

We have fathers that are close to being homeless…and we have a lot of justice-
involved fathers…most of the time, the limitations and challenges [they face] can be 
based on income because of their criminal histories. There are job markets that they 
tend to be stuck in and don’t know how to break out of that job market. So, we have 
to really work with them on establishing new skill sets, how to market yourself, how 
to present yourself, how to help people get past their fear of being a risky individual, 
how to help people overcome those negative risk experiences that you bring to the 
table. – Program Staff 

 Conclusion 
Stigma and discrimination related to fathers’ cultural and racial identities, perceived role in 
society, and incarceration history emerged within the CHaRMED study activities as important 
factors that may influence healthy coparenting and romantic relationships. Many fathers 
likely experience additional forms of stigma and discrimination related to factors such as 
substance use or mental health disorders, family structure (e.g., having children in multiple 
households), nationality, disability, and sexual orientation. Nevertheless, all experiences of 
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stigma and discrimination are critical for fatherhood programs to recognize and address, as 
they can impact a program’s ability to provide responsive services and can create barriers for 
fathers’ healthy relationships. As one fatherhood program staff said of fathers facing systemic 
inequities, “It’s hard for that romantic relationship to flourish because there’s no money there. 
It’s hard to be happy when you don’t have lights. It’s hard to be happy when you don’t have 
food on the table. It’s hard to be happy when you can’t do the regular things that normal 
couples do.” 

The section below provides resources for fatherhood programs to support fathers in 
navigating challenges related to stigma and discrimination. Fatherhood programs are 
uniquely positioned to support fathers with these challenges because programs provide a 
variety of services—including case management and employment services—that directly 
interact with inequitable systems in which barriers frequently exist. In addition, many 
fatherhood programs develop trusting relationships with the fathers they serve, who often 
come to view programs as partners in navigating systemic inequities. In the CHaRMED study 
specifically, many fathers expressed gratitude for the way fatherhood program staff helped 
them find positive ways to navigate the challenges they face in their lives. As one father said: 

The fatherhood program will fight with you when no one will fight with you, when 
you have nothing left, nothing else to do. - Father 



Resources 
These resources provide fatherhood programs with strategies to support fathers who experience various forms of stigma and 
discrimination. 

Resource Aim Title/Hyperlink to Product Description 

Enhance 
racial equity 
and cultural 
responsiveness 
in fatherhood 
programs 

Advancing racial equity in 
fatherhood programs 

This recording and corresponding transcript discuss ways that racism and 
inequity in human service programs affect fathers and families, and how to 
combat father-specific inequity within these programs. 

Enhancing cultural competence 
in fatherhood programs 

The National Responsible Fatherhood Clearinghouse provides tips and best 
practices for supporting cultural responsiveness in fatherhood programs. 

Help fathers 
navigate various 
systems, which 
are often 
characterized 
by systemic 
inequities 

Ways fatherhood programs 
can support fathers who are 
navigating legal and social 
systems that can affect their 
coparenting relationships 

This resource offers strategies for fatherhood programs to better 
support fathers’ coparenting and romantic relationships when fathers are 
navigating legal and social systems, such as child support or family courts, 
that often favor mothers over fathers by default. 

Working with the child welfare 
system 

The National Responsible Fatherhood Clearinghouse provides tips and 
best practices for coordinating fatherhood programs with the child welfare 
system. 

Strategies for reducing inequity 
in the child welfare system 

The Child Welfare Information Gateway has compiled several publications 
on strategies to reduce inequities in the child welfare system. Some of 
these strategies may also be useful for fatherhood programs to consider 
when supporting fathers to navigate the child welfare system. 

Promote fathers’ 

Stigma, prejudice, and 
discrimination against people 
with mental illness 

This resource describes stigma and discrimination around mental illness 
and offers suggestions to reduce the stigma of mental illness. 

mental health 
and well-being Trauma-informed approaches 

and awareness for programs 
working with fathers 

This resource presents tips and considerations for providing trauma-
informed services to fathers. 
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https://www.mathematica.org/blogs/advancing-racial-equity-in-fatherhood-programs
https://www.mathematica.org/blogs/advancing-racial-equity-in-fatherhood-programs
https://www.fatherhood.gov/for-programs/enhancing-cultural-competence
https://www.fatherhood.gov/for-programs/enhancing-cultural-competence
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/opre/report/supporting-fathers-navigating-legal-social-systems
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/opre/report/supporting-fathers-navigating-legal-social-systems
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/opre/report/supporting-fathers-navigating-legal-social-systems
https://www.fatherhood.gov/for-programs/coordinating-fatherhood-programs-child-welfare-system-0
https://www.fatherhood.gov/for-programs/coordinating-fatherhood-programs-child-welfare-system-0
https://www.childwelfare.gov/topics/systemwide/cultural/disproportionality/reducing/
https://www.childwelfare.gov/topics/systemwide/cultural/disproportionality/reducing/
https://www.psychiatry.org/patients-families/stigma-and-discrimination
https://www.psychiatry.org/patients-families/stigma-and-discrimination
https://www.psychiatry.org/patients-families/stigma-and-discrimination
https://www.fatherhood.gov/sites/default/files/resource_files/e000004132.pdf
https://www.fatherhood.gov/sites/default/files/resource_files/e000004132.pdf
https://www.fatherhood.gov/sites/default/files/resource_files/e000004132.pdf
https://nam04.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fcascw.umn.edu%2Fwp-content%2Fuploads%2F2022%2F06%2FCW360_2022_temp.pdf&data=05%7C01%7C%7Cb7d4e855772542e4431108da6a6c7e67%7C380c6d8fdce34747b5fda656050bfd7f%7C1%7C1%7C637939311577609573%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=IacUyHdLJrn%2B5oRu1%2FOTzX9pcugL3qlstNAWE8UYpCg%3D&reserved=0


Resource Aim Title/Hyperlink to Product Description 

Support fathers 
who have been 
incarcerated 

Working with incarcerated and 
reentering fathers 

The National Responsible Fatherhood Clearinghouse provides tips and best 
practices for working with incarcerated and reentering fathers. 

Innovative programs to support 
incarcerated and reentering 
fathers 

This brief describes promising program approaches for supporting 
incarcerated and reentering fathers and their families. The examples come 
from fatherhood programs operating under the Responsible Fatherhood, 
Marriage, and Family Strengthening Grants for Incarcerated and Reentering 
Fathers and Their Partners (MFS-IP). 

Child welfare practice with 
families affected by parental 
incarceration 

The Child Welfare Information Gateway highlights practices to support 
child welfare professionals who work with individuals who have been 
previously incarcerated. Some of these strategies and practices may also 
be useful for fatherhood programs. 

Engage fathers 
with diverse 
family structures 

Working with non-residential 
fathers 

The National Responsible Fatherhood Clearinghouse provides tips and best 
practices for working with fathers who do not reside with their children. 

Engaging fathers and paternal 
family members 

The Child Welfare Information Gateway has compiled several publications 
on strategies to engage fathers and paternal family members, including 
engagement in parenting programs, serving young fathers, and engaging 
Native fathers. 
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https://www.fatherhood.gov/for-programs/incarcerated-and-reentering-fathers
https://www.fatherhood.gov/for-programs/incarcerated-and-reentering-fathers
https://aspe.hhs.gov/reports/parenting-prison-innovative-programs-support-incarcerated-reentering-fathers-0
https://aspe.hhs.gov/reports/parenting-prison-innovative-programs-support-incarcerated-reentering-fathers-0
https://aspe.hhs.gov/reports/parenting-prison-innovative-programs-support-incarcerated-reentering-fathers-0
https://www.childwelfare.gov/pubs/parental-incarceration/
https://www.childwelfare.gov/pubs/parental-incarceration/
https://www.childwelfare.gov/pubs/parental-incarceration/
https://www.fatherhood.gov/for-programs/non-residential-fathers
https://www.fatherhood.gov/for-programs/non-residential-fathers
https://www.childwelfare.gov/topics/famcentered/engaging/fathers/
https://www.childwelfare.gov/topics/famcentered/engaging/fathers/
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