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13 Concluding discussion

We began this book by describing the way non-resident fathers had
become vilified as feckless ‘Deadbeat Dads’ in some media and political
discourse. Clearly there are some non-resident fathers who through
anger, hurt or general vindictiveness are failing to support their chil-
dren financially and in other ways, although they can afford to. But a
much more pervasive picture that emerges from this research is that of
men struggling to be the fathers of non-resident children.

What these men had to do was to surmount a number of internal
and external problems when they became non-resident fathers. They
had to deal with the practical difficulties of life — they had to provide
money for their own household and their family; they had to provide
adequate housing so that children had a place to visit; they had to have
the time to spend with their children; and they needed energy and
patience to be active parents. They also had to deal with the sense of
loss over daily interactions with their children and had to adjust to
parenting full-time on a part-time basis, if they mainly saw their chil-
dren at weekends. Similarly, tensions could exist where the mother and
father expected different codes of conduct and behaviour from their
children in their respective households. These factors could have an
impact on the fathers’ relationships with their children.

In the first qualitative study we found that children and grandmothers
(particularly the fathers’ parents) were major actors in maintaining con-
tact. The children of non-resident fathers have generally not been seen
as significant actors who negotiate contact time with their fathers either
directly or through their mothers. Some children in this sample were
prepared to travel long distances on their own to see their fathers and
some negotiated a change of residency across their parents’ households.
The age of children was important, not necessarily in terms of the
continuity of contact (we had no evidence to explore this), but the
nature of contact where it was already established. Some fathers found
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that as their children got older they were ‘growing away from home’ and
following their own interests; others felt they had got closer to their
children and saw them more frequently and on an individual basis. These
variable outcomes might explain the results in the quantitative survey
— that the older the age of the younger child, the greater the likelihood
that fathers would not have regular contact. The fathers in the first
qualitative study reported that their young teenage children were busy
with employment, friends and other interests and that they (the fathers)
had to learn to accept that they were taking second place. This of course
may be just as much a feature of resident fatherhood as non-resident
fatherhood. Importantly, these findings highlight the limitations in meas-
uring non-resident fathers’ relationships with children as if they were a
single unit who had uniform contact arrangements. Grandmothers could
also be intimately involved in maintaining contact with children, not only
for their own relationships as grandparents but also acting as guardians
for the fathers’ relationships. More research is needed to find out not
only how much support is offered by grandmothers, but also how this
works in practice and under what circumstances.

There remains a debate about the importance of contact between
non-resident fathers and their children. In contrast to the findings of
Simpson et al. (1995), whose data were collected in 1991, we found
that fathers were very keen to maintain contact with their children after
relationship breakdown. It has previously been common to assume that
it was in the best interests of all those involved to make a ‘clean break’,
and for fathers to give up contact, especially where there was conflict
with mothers. It was the received wisdom that by not seeing their
children, the fathers made life easier for all concerned, and that by
maintaining contact, the misery and heartache that occurred after the
relationship breakdown continued indefinitely (Goldstein, Freud and
Solnit, 1973). Research in the USA by Wallerstein and Kelly (1980)
and in Britain by Richards and Dyson (1982) has since led to a revision
of this view. It is now thought that it is better for children, if not for
their parents, for the fathers to maintain contact, not only for the child’s
emotional health but also for its social and cognitive development (that
is, where abuse is not a feature of the father—child relationship). The
terms of the Children Act 1989 reflect this view that the sharing of
parental responsibility should be encouraged — under this Act the old
notion of ‘care and control’ or custody being awarded to one parent has
been swept away. Rather it is hoped that parents will seek to make
their own arrangements, with the law stepping in as a last resort to
arrange the residency of children and contact. Nonetheless, the barriers
presented by travelling large distances and long gaps in contact, find
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some men questioning whether the effort was ‘worth it’. At the same

time, however, though some fathers were resigned to loss of contact,

others remain very bitter and angry and felt they had been let down by

the legal system, which would not act to enforce contact effectively. As
Walker (1996) has pointed out, it is difficult for any external authority

to ensure contact, or at least not without risk of damage to all involved.

Yet Smart and Neale (1997) argue that there has been a ‘strong pre-
sumption’ in favour of contact and that now judicial treatment has
adopted a ‘rigid and dogmatic’ form which is harmful. Mothers are now
viewed as being ‘implacably hostile’ when reluctant to allow contact,
whereas before it was believed they were acting in the best interests of

the children and in any case it was felt to be unrealistic to enforce it as

it would necessitate separating out the interests of the child from the
circumstances of the parent with daily primary care. Increasingly, argue (
Neale and Smart (1997), the legal profession is using coercive techniques
including the threat of imprisonment — even in the face of evidence in

some cases where the children were visibly distressed during supervised
contact visits with their fathers — and where the previous behaviour of l
fathers, towards mothers at least, has been known to be violent. Under ]
this egalitarian ethos Neale and Smart question ‘whether it will soon be
possible to be critical of any kind of fathering’.

What this serves to highlight is the interwoven nature of the needs L
and interests of mothers, children and non-resident fathers. Giving pri- {
macy to the needs of either of the parents can result in losing the best |
interests of children — a fine balance needs to be struck; yet the needs
and interests of these three major parties may constantly shift, requiring |
a responsive and refined approach in the exercise of the law. We certainly |
do not advocate that all fathers should have contact with their children,
but there must come a point where men’s complaints about their lost
relationships with their children must be taken seriously. Legal enforcement
is not the answer, and in any event it comes too late after relationships
between the parents have completely broken down. Mediation seems
the most hopeful way forward, though it has been argued that this
approach can also coerce mothers to comply with contact.

As we have seen, contact with the child is very closely associated
with whether child support is paid. The Child Support Act 1991 was
based on the principle that biological fathers have an absolute and
unreserved responsibility to provide financial support for their children
throughout their lives. Not all the fathers accepted this principle. The
maintenance obligation is one that was negotiated. Fathers arrived at a
commitment to pay maintenance by weighing up the strength of the
financial obligation in the context of their own personal, financial and
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family circumstances and those of the mother and children. In practice,
the obligation to pay was never unconditional, it always depended on
circumstances. It partly depended on the father’s ability to pay, the
children’s material need for maintenance and the mother’s and her
partner’s (if she had a partner) ability to provide financially. But most
importantly it was the history of the relationship with the mother that
was the overriding factor in making a commitment to pay maintenance.
From the fathers’ perspective it was mothers who were claiming main-
tenance (albeit on behalf of children), not the children. This claim had
to be legitimised before fathers would pay. Primarily, the mother’s right
to claim maintenance on behalf of children was accepted if she at least
recognised, if not actively supported, the father’s independent relation-
ship with his child(ren). If the mothers failed to accept the father—child
relationship or failed to sustain it through granting contact, then the fathers
found this extremely difficult to comprehend. This incomprehension
induced an overwhelming sense of victimisation and powerlessness among
those men who wanted a relationship with their children but were
unable to achieve it in the face of what they saw as selfish and callous
mothers. The resultant attitude tended to be that there was no point in
paying maintenance because the children would not know their fathers
were supporting them, there was no guarantee that the money would
be spent for the children’s benefit and the fathers were ‘paying for a
child they were not seeing’. Thus not only would fathers get ‘nothing
back’ in return for maintenance (contact with their children), but pay-
ment was meaningless because the fathers’ act of giving was rendered
invisible to the children themselves. Children would be unaware of the
symbolic expression of love and care embedded within the act of giving
maintenance money, particularly when, in the absence of contact, there
was no other means through which fathers could demonstrate their
affections to children directly. Therefore the obligation to pay main-
tenance was intimately linked with contact through the relationship with
the mother, and the different outcomes of the process of negotiation
(payment or non-payment) primarily hinged upon this relationship.
As we have seen, financial obligations are not straightforward; non-
resident fathers are one step removed from their children and con-
sequently it appears that money takes on greater significance in these
relationships. Whether we like it or not, men seem to use money to at
least ease relationships with mothers, if not to persuade mothers to
agree to contact. Maintenance money is also earmarked for specific
purposes and endowed with particular meanings. The maintenance
obligation therefore is not just a bill to be paid, but is given on the basis
of the nature of the relationships that underpin it. Thus we have different



















