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I acknowledge with respect the lək̓ʷəŋən speaking peoples on whose traditional, unceded 

territory the  University of Victoria stands. 

I lift my hands to the Songhees, Esquimalt and WSÁNEĆ peoples on whose land I have 

been an invited guest for the past 25 years. 

In making this acknowledgement, I commit to everyday practices that uphold Indigenous 

resurgence and self-determination. 



Thanks! 
Research Funders

• Social Sciences & Humanities 
Research Council: Community-
University Research Alliance 

• B.C. Ministry of Children and 
Family Development

• The Lawson Foundation

• University of Victoria

• Public Health Agency of 
Canada



Thanks! 100% Indigenous accompaniment
Leroy Joe, Ron Tsaskiy George, Candice Manahan



SSHRC-
CURA: 1st 
and only 
national 
study of 

fatherhood 

• Nationally networked: 

Over 50 community partners

• Indigenous 

• Young

• Gay

• Divorced & separated

• Immigrant & refugee

• New

• Fathers of children with a 
chronic health problem



Community partnered 
research about 

Indigenous fathers of 
young children

First study in Canada

73 First Nations, 7 Metis fathers

Where and who are Indigenous fathers in Canada?

What are Indigenous fathers’ roles, needs and goals?



UBC Press



Beginning the 
journey  .....   

Recognize the diversity of 
Indigenous fathers in Canada. 

There isn’t ONE kind of ‘Indigenous 
father.’



Focus on 
Indigenous 

fathers: Why 
now?

Many lone mother headed Indigenous households

High birth rate  >>  Growing population of Indigenous children

High number of First Nations and Inuit teen mothers 

High rates of post-partum depression and suicide among 
Indigenous teen mothers, many of whom are socially isolated after 
child’s birth

Persisting large health disparities betwn Indigenous & non-
Indigenous children

High rates of Indigenous children in government care

Significant efforts by Indigenous leaders & communities and by 
prevention and wellness organizations to strengthen Indigenous 
families and optimize children’s health and development outcomes.



Dads 
Matter

Fathers may very well be the 
greatest untapped resource in the 
lives of Indigenous children.  If we 
could support them to get involved 
and stay connected with their 
children, that would be a big 
protective factor for these 
youngsters as they grow up.”

Former Grand Chief of BC First 
Nations Summit



Father involvement impacts

Children can definitely flourish without a 
father’s positive involvement.

and…

Research involving non-Indigenous fathers has 
shown that positive fathers involvement can 
contribute to: 

• child wellness 

• fathers’ mental health, sense of purpose, rate of 
injuries

• fathers’ wellness can optimize positive impacts 
of other social determinants of health





Father involvement can impact their 
children’s future parenting behaviours



Father absence

Sudden discontinuity in 
father’s involvement 

(e.g., through divorce, 
incarceration, death, or a 

father’s personal inability to 
stay involved) 

…is particularly disruptive for 
child development and 

subsequent adjustment.





Father involvement contributes to father wellness



Indigenous 
men:
Most 

socially 
excluded 

population 
in Canada

Diverse population living along a continuum from 
thriving to destitution.

Compared to other population groups, Indigenous 
boys and men as a group show highest rates of:

• Placement in government care

• Early school leaving

• Unemployment

• Geographic mobility

• Suicide

• Criminal convictions & incarceration

• Domestic violence

• Hard-core poverty

➢ Vulnerable men in living conditions that 
produce and sustain vulnerability 

➢ Low, intermittent, difficult father involvement 
has been identified as a priority by some 
Indigenous groups.



Growing recognition of fathers

• Growing father involvement movement

• Growing momentum to support men’s healing 
as part of Indigenous healing & resurgence

• Parent involvement 1 of 6 key components of 
Aboriginal Head Start (over 500 programs) and 
a current push to involve fathers



Complex, dynamic families

• Indigenous fathers’ families are complex: 

– Many fathers are involved with several families/children with different 
partners 

➢ Standard program intake forms or demographic questionnaires  need to be revised or left 
very open-ended to avoid alienating Indigenous fathers

• Most fathers did not have full time, year-round work 

➢ Avoid asking questions about work, marital status, paternity leave… 



Fathers’ 
narratives 
described 
colonial 
histories/historic 
trauma



Multigenerational Patterns

Colonial interventions have 
disrupted families and circles 
of care within communities. 

• Many fathers raising 
children and youth today 
did not experience caring  
from the men in their lives 
or what it means to live in a 
family.

What does research about 
non-Indigenous fathers say?

• One of the best predictors 
of the degree to which a 
parent engages in positive 
and sustained parenting 
behaviour is the experience 
that this parent had with 
being parented themselves.



Heartbreak

“I saw a poster that said: Teach, Guide, Provide. Those might 
seem simple to someone, but to me, I have nothing to teach or 
guide him. And I have a hard time providing. I’m couch surfing 
and I just wish I had a place that when he thinks of me, he thinks 
of me being in a home with a bed.”

“I just hope he never  knows or remembers who I am because it 
would make him so ashamed.”



Longing for a circle of care 

Family as the foundation of the 
culture

Colonial interventions shattered the 
foundations.  (Maria Campbell)

“I wish I could pass along my 
culture and our language to him, 
but at the Friendship Centre, I 
am learning my culture at the 
same time he [my son] is 
learning, so I guess that’s ok 
too.”  



Where the heart is

• Aboriginal Head Start

• Friendship Centres

• Men’s Drumming Circles

• Men’s paddling 

• Men’s sharing circles

• Dads Groups



Hope
Fatherhood as a healing 

journey

“Being a father to her is part of a 
healing journey – for me, for 
my extended family, for us as a 
people, reconnecting us to our 
ancestors and the care they 
showed to children. It’s part of 
who we are, and becoming a 
father re-awakens that spirit.”



“The turn around generation”



Hope
Overcoming 

the odds: 
How?

The birth of one’s child: 
“all at once my life had a purpose.”

Playing with children: 
“healed my heart.”

Being in a relationship with a child: 
“I feel like a loved man.”

Taking responsibility for children: 
“helped me to become a man.”

Sustaining a stable partnership: 
“taught me to manage my anger.”

Reaching out for help from family: 
“brought me closer to my relatives 
and community.”

Sustaining a stable lifestyle/ 
Generativity: 
“I do it all for him, and for me, 
because I want to be around when 
he becomes a dad, so I can help him 
with what he’ll have to know to be a 
good father.”



Mothers, 
aunties, 
females 

partners/ex-
partners

Appreciation of women’s roles in keeping 
the family fires burning and guiding their 
learning journey.

“I’m learning to be a better father from 
my mother.”

“My ex- has taught me everything I know 
about being a father to them.”

“My auntie lives right across the street 
and is always there to show me, help me, 
and take the kids when they need it or I 
need it.”





Mothercentrism
“I take my hat off to women, 
because they went through the same 
trials we men did with the residential 
schools and being stripped of what 
was ours – our right to live in a 
family. But it seems that now 
everything is for the women, and we 
men are in the shadows.”

“It’s just me, myself, and I. There’s no 
program out there to help me figure 
this thing out.”



“I just want them [child welfare] to know what I have to 
go through to raise this child. When her mother was 
here, there were all kinds of programs and people. 
When she disappeared, all that went with her.”



Groups
4 men (of 80) interested in groups 
with their  partner 

11 men (of 80) interested in a 
fathers’ support group, ideally led by 
Indigenous men

23 men (of 80) identified need to 
reach boys and girls in middle school 
before they become parents

42 men (of 80) interested in Dad-
child activities



Sharing 
in 

groups

No “powder puff” talk (all about 
‘how do you feel?)

No expectation that one HAS to talk

No facilitator “looking straight at 
you”

Ideal: Sharing circle

Turn-taking, option to pass, listening 
to peer’ stories, self-paced.



Expressed 
Needs

Father-child events involving activities, especially 
outdoors, cultural activities

Drop-in programs, with children, with activities 
(e.g., meal, play time, First Nations story time, 
drumming) 

Regularly scheduled “Dad’s Night”
Programs for children  (e.g., daycare, well-baby) 

that are more “First Nations father friendly” 
Assistance with paternity registration 

Resources:
Information pamphlets: How to get your child 

ready for school, healthy snacks, basic First 
Aid, “puberty prep”

Booklet specifically for Indigenous men learning 
fatherhood

Posters showing positive Indigenous fathers’ 
involvement: You can do it!

Bravery: “It takes courage to have a 
relationship with a child”

DVD with Indigenous fathers telling their own 
stories





• Photos of two booklet covers and dvd covers 
or me and Ron...thanks to PHAC and Lawson 
foundation







Pamphlet

6 inside panels offer brief advice for 
fathers on a range of child rearing topics

Pamphlet open into an 11” X 17” poster

Good for leaving in community centres, 
schools, daycares, nursing stations, clinics

…… for anyone to take and be inspired.



To order these resources:

Contact  Jessica Ball       jball@uvic.ca

mailto:jball@uvic.ca


Quality 
of life 
needs

Affordable housing

Job skills training

Assistance finding employment

Mental health and addictions services

Integrated/co-located programs 

Indigenous language classes

Transportation/driver’s licenses

Alternative IDs to access community 
facilities (e.g., libraries)



Multi-
sectoral 
policy & 
program 
strategies



Fund positions for 
father involvement 

workers

In community-based programs, such as:

• Infant development

• Child care

• Early learning programs (e.g., AHS)

• Friendship Centres

• Recreation

In institutions, such as:

• Correctional institutions 

(e.g., “Healing our spirit” could 

introduce a fathering component)

• Schools

• Maternity care 



Child records

• Document who are the father figures in a child’s life
(e.g., pre- post-natal program, baby clinics, daycare, 
preschool, school, child protection services)



Promote registration 
of paternity on birth, 
health, school, and 

child welfare records

• Higher prevalence of non-registration 
of paternity on First Nations children’s 
birth records than any other group. 
Research shows that children’s whose 
birth records show their fathers’ name 
are more likely to survive and thrive.





Indigenous 
Father 

Involvement 
Programs 

National Scan 

www.ecdip.org Click 
on Resources for PDF

130 orgs contacted.  35 
‘successful programs’

BC, Saskatchewan and 
Ontario have the most 
programs

http://www.ecdip.org/


Father 
Outreach & 

Support 
Approaches

1.  Dads scheduled to send 
snacks or show-and-tell 
items to school

e.g., Yellowknives Dene First 
Nation Indigenous Head 
Start Program, NT

2. Dads have roles in annual 
school solstice celebration

e.g., Eel River Bar Culture 
Program, NB



Father Outreach & Support Approaches

3. Mobile activity and resource provider
e.g., Child Help Initiative Program operated by the Native Council 
of Nova Scotia

Child Help Initiative Program (C.H.I.P.) mobile resource bus, courtesy of 
the Native Council of Nova Scotia.



Father Outreach & 
Support Approaches

4. Community Garden

e.g., Thunderbird Friendship Centre, Ontario 

5. Weekly drop in programs

e.g.,  Tillicum Lelum program, BC. 

Terrace Child Development Centre ‘Dad’s Night’, 
BC 



Father outreach & support approaches

6. Dads volunteer in early childhood or school 
classrooms.



Father outreach & support approaches

7. Dads getting ready for adolescence: puberty, sleep, 
school, nutrition, guiding behaviour, family rules.



Father outreach & 
support approaches

7.  Anti-violence programs

For example:

• Mi'kmaq Family Confederacy of PEI’s ‘PRIDE’ 
program.

• “I Am a Kind Man” program, Ontario 
Federation of Indian Friendship Centres



Distribute story 
books featuring 
positively involved 
Indigenous men in 
children’s lives

















10 Learning Points from National Scan of Father 
Outreach & Support Initiatives

1. Bootstrap an approach that meets the needs of local dads.
2. Pull resources from every possible source.
3. Safety first: people, activities, location.
4. Singular purpose (focus on what dads say they need)
5. Have a simple routine.
6. Provide food.
7. Keep the focus simple (French braids? Snack food? What 

goes in a gym bag? Short activities. Peer sharing.)
8. Take it outdoors.
9. Find a man to lead it.
10.  Don’t give up!



Best wishes for success in the important work you do!



hay'sxw’qa
Thank you for your interest in supporting Indigenous fathers!



Find out more:      
www.ecdip.org


