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Supporting Fathers Who Are Navigating 
Legal and Social Systems 
Samantha Ciaravino, Elizabeth Karberg, Lisa Kim, Michael Bradley, 
Mindy E. Scott, April Wilson, and Andrea Vazzano 

Fatherhood program participants are sometimes involved in legal or social systems, such 
as family courts or child welfare or child support enforcement systems. Involvement in such 
systems can sometimes negatively affect fathers’ overall well-being, the level or quality of their 
involvement with their children, and their relationship with their coparents.5 As such, providing 
support to fathers navigating these systems can help address their coparenting relationships and 
promote their well-being. 

This resource provides guidance that fatherhood programs can offer fathers to help them 
navigate or self-advocate within these legal and social systems. Because program resources, 
funding guidance,a and staff capacity influence the extent to which fatherhood programs can 
implement strategies, the strategies listed below include both a low-resource approach that 
can be implemented quickly (i.e., a place to start) and a more resource-intensive option that 
will likely require a slow, incremental approach to implementation (i.e., something to strive for). 
Programs should consider implementing a combination of the following approaches to maximize 
support for fathers who are navigating legal and/or social systems. 

a  Programs should be aware of funding restrictions prior to implementing these strategies. For example, legal assistance, health 
care, mental health treatment, child support payments, rent or housing subsidies, and substance abuse treatment cannot be funded 
using Ofce of Family Assistance (OFA) Responsible Fatherhood grant funding. Many programs work with partners and referral 
systems to support fathers who need services that cannot be funded with federal grant money. 

Offer one-on-one support throughout programming. 
Check in individually with fathers who are involved in legal or social systems on an ongoing basis. 

A place to start 

Something to 
strive for 

A place to start: Encourage facilitators to reach out to fathers 
individually. Facilitators can provide support by briefly checking in with 
fathers either before or after workshop sessions, or via phone or text. 
These informal check-ins can be particularly beneficial immediately 
leading up to or following a significant event, such as a court hearing. 
In certain instances—for example, when a father may need additional 
support—facilitators can offer to attend court hearings with fathers. 

Something to strive for: Work to institutionalize one-on-one check-ins as a core component 
of programming. If resources allow, hire case managers who are well-equipped to assist fathers 
as they navigate relationships and systems-related challenges. Programs can also move from 
encouraging facilitators to provide one-on-one outreach to formalizing these check-ins as part 
of case management or daily programmatic tasks for which staff are responsible. However, if 
programs decide to formalize these check-ins, they should support facilitators in taking on this 
added responsibility. Offer training for facilitators (including what is and isn’t allowable based on 
funding guidelines), encourage them to establish and maintain boundaries, and allow for flexible 
work schedules.  
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Identify and train peer support specialists or mentors.10,1 

Identify interested fathers who have successfully navigated social and/or legal systems to 
provide support for fathers who are currently enrolled in the program and navigating these 
systems. 

A place to start: Have peer mentors available to provide informal support for fathers. Pair peer 
mentors with fathers who are currently involved in systems. This allows fathers to ask questions, 
discuss any challenges they may be facing, or simply vent their frustrations. Peer mentors can 
share similar experiences and, when applicable, provide insights into overcoming these hurdles. 
Offering a forum to air frustrations may relieve stress for fathers and make it less daunting for 
them to navigate the system in which they are involved. Although it is important to provide basic 
training to peer mentors around communication, facilitation skills, and current policies within 
local legal and social agencies, using an informal system will require less intensive training and 
oversight from fatherhood program staff. 

Something to strive for: Train peer mentors to serve as advocates for fathers. Once the peer 
mentorship program has been established, consider providing more intensive training to 
interested mentors. The training should include education on local and state courts, the child 
welfare system, and child support processes and policies. Once trained, peer mentors can serve 
as advocates for fathers, guiding them through the different steps in the process. For example, 
peer mentors can accompany fathers to agency meetings or court hearings to provide support 
and advice, as needed. 

Establish and foster key partnerships.2, ,  43

Create partnerships with targeted community organizations to better support fathers and fill 
gaps in programming. 

A place to start: Identify key local legal agencies, child support offices, or child welfare 
offices to partner with and develop outreach plans. Fatherhood program staff can present to 
such agencies on what their program offers, discuss the program’s perspectives on fathers’ 
important role in families, and highlight the challenges faced by many participating fathers 
when interacting with legal and social systems. Additionally, fatherhood program staff should 
invite staff from partner organizations to attend workshop sessions regularly to observe 
programming and answer any questions fathers may have. These activities can establish 
reciprocal relationships between fatherhood program staff and staff from partner organizations 
and foster and formalize these partnerships over time. If fatherhood programs are looking for 
a new location for offices, they could search for office space near agency offices that might 
be strategic long-term partners. For example, sharing a building or office complex with child 
support offices can facilitate relationships and help fatherhood program staff connect fathers 
with child support staff for support and guidance. 

Something to strive for: Strengthen and formalize partnerships. Aim to meet with partner 
organization staff regularly (2-3 times per year) to develop the relationships necessary for 
effective referrals and to account for staff turnover at the partner organization. When program 
staff are familiar with partner organization staff and able to introduce fathers by name, fathers 
may be less hesitant or uncomfortable meeting with partner organization staff. Partner 
organization staff could increase fathers’ comfort levels if they visit the fatherhood program 
regularly. For example, the partner organization could provide educational presentations to 
fathers (e.g., how to request a modification to a child support order, or how to seek or regain 
custody of a child in foster care). Once fathers get to know partner organization staff, provide 
them the option for one-on-one meetings that take place at the partner organization. During 
these meetings, partner organization staff can learn more about fathers’ specific needs and offer 
more individualized advice. 
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Understand state and local policies and share 
information with fathers in accessible formats.5  ,6

Identify resources such as state- or Tribal-specific guidelines or policies that affect fathers’ 
access to their children (e.g., child support, child protective services, custody, visitation). 

A place to start: Review and compile a list of websites for local agencies. Review and bookmark 
websites for federal and local agencies so information is easily accessible when fathers have 
questions. For example, fatherhood program staff can explore The Child Welfare Information 
Gateway to learn more about topics related to child welfare and can visit the federal Office of 
Child Support Enforcement (OCSE) webpage to search for local, state, and tribal child support 
agencies. Fatherhood program staff should be sure to visit websites for their local, state, and/ 
or tribal agencies to become familiar with policies most relevant to their fathers. Fatherhood 
program staff can then share resources and guidance for navigating these websites by creating 
short informational sheets for fathers. 

Something to strive for: Collaborate with partner staff to gain a deeper understanding of 
local and state policies and develop specialized informational sheets. Leverage partnerships 
(see “establish and foster key partnerships” above) to arrange trainings for all program staff— 
delivered by their counterparts from partner agencies—on policies and procedures specific 
to that agency. Following the training, programs should work collaboratively with partner 
organization staff to compile a collection of informational sheets on specific topics. Topics could 
include finding free legal counsel, expectations for the initiation of a court or child support order, 
preparing for a court case, or obtaining formal custody or visitation orders. 
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