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Executive Summary 
 

Mindful Fathering (MF) is a 12 week program designed to effectively engage with fathers in 

working with them to become child centered in their parenting and finding ways to better 

manage their anger and aggression. Ultimately the program aims to reduce children’s exposure to 

intimate partner violence (IPV), thus potentially contributing to improved child mental health 

outcomes. Mindful Fathering was manualized in 2011 and was trademark registered in 2014. 

Since its inception in 2007, 172 fathers have been served in both English and Spanish speaking 

groups. In 2008 an evaluation was implemented by a team of researchers from the University of 

Toronto led by the author of this report. Since that time 11 cycles of the group were subjected to 

the evaluation protocol and results are showing: 

 

 Mindful Fathering has high retention rates /very low drop-out rates 

 Steady improvements in child centered parenting –especially in curbing over-reactivity to 

children  

 Statistically significant  decrease in men’s anger and aggression 

Fathers who have been referred to the group have been identified by children’s aid workers 

as having exposed their children to domestic violence perpetrated on the child’s mother. This has 

usually involved an incident where the police investigated but no charges were laid, or a third 

party has reported concerns, such as a teacher or community member, to the children’s aid. In 

this regard the group was developed to help prevent further incidences and encourage healthier 

contact between these fathers and their children. In some case the fathers participate in the group 

to gain access to visitation with their children. 
 

These preliminary findings highlight the importance of providing ongoing services to this 

group of fathers, especially as we move towards a model of service delivery based on 

accountability and engagement of maltreating fathers. Numerous steps have been taken to set the 

stage for developing this as an evidence–based program. Continued efforts to engage research 

participants should be supported. Mindful Fathering is progressing from a nascent fathering 

program with promise to establishing itself as an evidence-informed program. With its 

curriculum that is fostering increased parenting capacity, reduced anger and aggression, and a 

proven track record of high retention rates the program has great potential for transportability to 

other sites and contexts.    
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 
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What is Mindful Fathering? 
Mindful Fathering is a 12 week program designed to work with fathers to become child 

centered in their parenting, and help them to develop better management over their anger and 

aggression. It is a manualized program with a 12 week curriculum that is delivered by two 

facilitators on a weekly basis in a group format. The overall aims of the Mindful Fathering 

program are to reduce children’s exposure to intimate partner violence (IPV), decreasing risk for 

child maltreatment, diversion of families from further child welfare involvement, and ultimately 

the promotion of child mental health through healthier parenting practices.  

 

Fathers are referred by local children’s aid workers to prevent children from living in 

abusive environments and being exposed to intimate partner violence. This is particularly 

important work since research shows that IPV exposed children are at greater risk for developing 

depression, anxiety, trauma symptoms and conduct disorders.
1
 The curriculum is designed to 

promote child centered parenting, provide education on child development and appropriate 

expectations, encourage exploration of personal narratives to see how the past affects the present, 

and promote techniques to help regulate strong emotions (anger and aggression) – all within a 

social justice framework addressing gender oppression, racism, classism, homophobia, ableism 

and other forms of discrimination. In short MF focuses on: 

. 
  A high level of engagement with fathers to enhance motivation to change;  
  Increasing fathers’ awareness of child development issues, reasonable expectations and 

child centered parenting; 
  Increasing fathers’ awareness of and responsibility for their behaviours which includes 

abusive actions towards the children’s mothers and how their children are affected by 
this; 

  Addressing attitudes regarding masculinity that contribute to partner abuse and child 
maltreatment; 

  Enhancing capacity among child welfare and children’s mental health workers to serve 
this underserved group. 
 

The program is run with an integrated evaluation component –the results of which will contribute 

to evidence-based parenting interventions. 

 

The Evaluation Strategy 
A two pronged approach has been implemented for a multi-year evaluation. A process 

evaluation was conducted from 2007 to 2010 to help further develop the MF model of service 

delivery. Clinician’s notes were recorded weekly in a structured format and subjected to content 

analysis by the evaluator. After regular meetings with the evaluator, and with the assistance of a 

professional writer, a 12 week curriculum was developed and a manual was drafted, revised and 

                                                           
1
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finalized. The curriculum for the group has been checked for compatibility with the client 

population, consistency of application by group facilitators, and adherence to structured session 

formats. The manual has been in use since 2011 and regular fidelity checks have been conducted 

over the last 3 cycles.  

 

The second component of the evaluation is outcome based to measure desired changes with 

the father participants in group engagement, parenting competence and control of anger and 

aggression. To this end one motivation measure and two outcome measures have been 

implemented on a pre-post single group design basis to determine the impact of the group 

program on client engagement, parenting competency and changes in anger and aggression. In 

adhering to the ethical procedures men’s participation is voluntary, therefore not all men 

participating in the group program participated in the evaluation. As well the parenting measure 

requires that the father has a child over the age of three. The measures
2
 include: 

 

 Your Views About the Program –a client engagement measure 

 Parenting Scale –a parenting effectiveness instrument 

 About You –an aggression and anger instrument 

 Client Satisfaction Survey (developed by Yorktown Family Services) 

 

Evaluation Participant Demographics 
Over 11 cycles of the group that the evaluation component has been implemented 77 

father participants completed the evaluation after they were given information about the research 

and signing of consent forms. The fathers ranged in age from 18 to 69 years (average age 39). 

All of the fathers who were enrolled in the program were referred by the Catholic Children’s Aid 

Society and Children’s Aid Society of Toronto. The Manager of MF made regular visits to 

various child welfare office branches to inform workers of the group, it’s intent and client 

criteria. Most referred clients were involved with the CAS but were not involved with the 

criminal justice system. Therefore the fathers had been identified before violence had escalated 

and a measure of prevention could be exercised.   

  

With regard to family information the average number of children in families was two 

(2). In 43% of cases the sole custodian of the child(ren) were mothers; 5% had joint custody, and  

in only three families was the father the sole custodial parent. Thirty four percent of the children 

were in the care of CAS or other care-givers such as extended family. 

   

Two thirds of participant fathers are Canadian-born citizens, but of the men identified as 

immigrants or refugees, the average amount of years living in Canada was 13.  Just under half of 

the sample of fathers identified as white (42%) and the remainder as non-white.  

 

Just over two-thirds of the sample of fathers was employed. Of those men for whom 

annual income information was available, 35% reported that they earned under $25, 000 per 

year, 23% earned between $25, 000 and 40,999 per year, and 19% earned over 41,000 per year. 

When asked about the highest level of education completed, 34% reported having completed 

                                                           
2
 Katreena Scott, developer of “Caring Dads” has generously given the Mindful Fathering program permission to 

use the following measures:  “Your Views About the Program”  and “About You” 
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some elementary studies, 32% reported high school completion, and 20% had completed some 

college or university studies.  

 

Results 
We have described changes in men’s scores from the beginning to the end of 11 cycles 

(evaluated) of the Mindful Fathering program. Statistical analyses address the possibility that 

observed changes are due to random fluctuations, or error, in the data. One can envision many 

factors that might effect a person’s answers on a self-report inventory including their mood, 

tiredness, the nature of their most recent interaction with their child, etc. A statistical test allows 

us to conclude, with reasonable certainty that observed changes are due to underlying difference 

in the variable of interest (e.g. emotional reactivity) and not to fluctuations in self-report due to 

other random factors. In order to conduct statistical analyses, it is necessary to have a fairly large 

number of people.  This is a small sample (N=77) on which to conduct analyses, but nevertheless 

large enough for a sound examination of the data. Paired t-tests were conducted across groups to 

determine if participation in Mindful Fathering is associated with statistically significant gains in 

motivation, reduction in parenting dysfunction, and reduction in emotional reactivity. Along with 

observations of positive clinical change, the evaluation findings presented below represent 

objective levels of change, and of note statistically significant positive change in the area of the 

fathers control over anger and aggression.  

 

Motivation of Father Participants 
One way to assess father's motivation is through their responses on self-report 

questionnaires. Fathers participating in the evaluation component were asked to complete a 

measure referred to as “Your Views About the Program” - self-reported motivation to change 

scale (Scott, unpublished). This 16-item questionnaire asks men about their attitudes towards 

treatment (e.g. " It is much better to solve problems by talking to friends or family than by 

attending a treatment program") and about any denial they may have had about their personal 

contribution to difficulties in the father-child relationship (e.g. "I am not the one who should be 

in treatment, my partner or child should"). Scores on this measure can vary from 16 (very 

disengaged) to 64 (very engaged).  

 

We discovered that the participants in the Mindful Fathering program have relatively 

high levels of motivation upon entering the program, and most importantly remain motivated 

throughout the duration of the group.  Therefore there was little increase in the scores on “Your 

Views About the Program”, nor would we expect a rise in scores since they were motivated to 

begin with.  Participants in this program, indicate men tend to ‘agree’ with statements such as, “I 

think that this program might be useful for me” and “I have been thinking that there are things I 

could do to improve my relationship with my child” and “disagree” with statements such as, “I 

don't have a problem with my behaviour, there is nothing I really need to change” and “I have 

been unfairly identified and judged by the system as being "a problem."  Men’s average 

motivation scores remained constant over the course of the program. Men’s average motivation 

score prior to participating in Mindful Fathering (M=47.96, SD=5.2) and following intervention 

(M=48.82, SD=5.5) reveal an important finding –the retention rates are very high for this 

program which differs from other voluntary men’s programs. 
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The key target of intervention in early sessions of Mindful Fathering is to develop 

sufficient trust so men can be engaged in the process of examining their fathering. Admittedly 

some men attend to try to change their position in the system; i.e. to gain greater access to their 

children and encourage child protective services to leave their family alone. Others attend to get 

support for changing or dealing with their partners or their children.  

 

Thus a further goal of MF is to have men shift their focus from change in others to 

change in themselves. One way of evaluating this shift is by assessing men's progress towards 

better engagement through attendance, with the assumption that men who are successfully 

engaged in intervention continue to attend. In this regard, the program was successful in all men 

included in this sample completed a minimum of 80% of the Mindful Fathering curriculum and 

the attrition rates were negligible –in other words drop-out rates were extremely low across the 

cycles that were evaluated. 

 

Parenting Dysfunction Global (Over-reactivity, Verbosity and Laxness (sub-

scales)  
The Mindful Fathering program is concerned with addressing the thoughts, feelings, and 

actions of fathers as they move from potentially harmful styles of parenting to healthier, child-

centered approaches to parenting. Using the Parenting Scale (Arnold et al., 1993) father’s 

laxness, verbosity and over-reactivity was examined. Developed to assess dysfunctional 

discipline and assist in the prevention and early treatment of externalizing behavior problems, 

analyss from subscales of Parenting Scale related to laxness and over-reactivity are outlined 

below.  

 Parenting Dysfunction. 

Scores on this item can range from 30 (very low dysfunction) to 210 (very high 

dysfunction). Generally speaking, men’s difficulty with parenting decreased slightly over the 

course of the group. Prior to intervention, men’s averages scores (M=101, SD=16.49) indicated 

moderate parenting dysfunction and decreasing slightly to indicate some improvement (M=98.1, 

SD=18.25) (Figure 1).  Most of this improvement was accounted for in the Over-reactivity sub-

scale as outlined in the next section. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1: Mean Parenting Dysfunction Global Score  
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Over-reactivity. 

Over-reactivity is often referred to as authoritarian parenting. This style of parenting 

often involves a parent favoring "punitive” or “forceful measures". This approach is associated 

with frustration, physical punishment, threats, and power assertion. Over-reactive parenting may 

lead to externalizing problems through the modeling of aggressive, angry, or insulting behaviors. 

Such displays of aggression toward children might also function to elicit similar aggressive 

behaviors. Over-reactive fathers tend to endorse these types of statements (taken from the over-

reactivity subscale): “I get so frustrated or angry that my child can see I'm upset”, “Things build 

up and I do things I don't mean to”, or “I raise my voice or yell”. 

 

 As shown in the graph below (Figure 2), men’s average over-reactivity improved  from 

(M=26.44, SD=9.42) to (M=24.81, SD=7.58). Scores on this subscale can vary from 10 (low 

over-reaction) to 70 (very over-reactive).  

 

Figure 2. Mean Over-reactivity Score 
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Verbosity. 

 Verbosity refers to lecturing of children, talking at them rather than with them, without 

their input or validating their point of view.  The language used may also not take into account 

their age level and. This is evidenced by statements such as “When my child misbehaves I 

lecture them a lot.” “When my child misbehaves I get into a long argument with them.” No 

change has been noted on this sub-scale. 

 

Laxness.  

 Laxness refers to overly permissive discipline.  Parents who eventually give in when their 

children misbehave may actually teach the children to be persistent in their misbehavior; in turn, 

the parents may learn that giving in stops the children's fussing in the short term. Men who are 

more lax in their parenting style endorse statements such as “When I say my child can't do 

something, I let my child do it anyway”, “If my child gets upset, I back down and give in”, or 

“When my child does something I don't like, I often let it go”. There has been no change noted in 

the laxness sub-scale across the groups. 

 

About You (Anger & Aggression Scale) 
Several key theories of child maltreatment suggest that children are most likely to be 

maltreated when there is: 1) a high level of parental hostility; b) a low level of parental inhibition 

of aggression; and c) a focus of parenting aggression on the child. An important target of 

intervention is to produce change in affect regulation of the fathers to improve their 

relationships. To evaluate change in men’s emotional reactivity, the men were asked about their 

feelings of anger, hostility, verbal aggression, and physical aggression using an instrument 

modified by Scott from the Aggression Questionnaire (AQ; Buss & Perry, 1992) that for this 

evaluation is referred to as “About You”.  

 

Scores on this measure can vary from 29 (low hostility) to 145 (high hostility). This 

measure was introduced in the 3
rd

 wave of MF data collection and therefore we have slightly less 

data to report on. However, as shown in the graph below (Figure 4), men’s average emotional 

reactivity decreased over the course of the program from (M=73.95, SD=20.1) to (M=69.00, 

SD=19.1) constituting statistical significance.  

  

Figure 3. About You Score 
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Fidelity Checks 

From November, 2012 – February 2014 three on-site observations of “Session 6” that 

follows along the curriculum were conducted as fidelity checks to ensure that the program 

facilitators were adhering to the curriculum objectives. On an 11 item checklist the group 

structure and content was scored “high” on all 9-10 of the 11 items. This indicates very strong 

adherence to the curriculum goals. This is important to ensure consistent delivery of the program 

goals. On items where adherence is not fully reached adjustments are then made through 

feedback to the service providers. This ensurs the relevance and vitality of the program. 

 

Testimonials 

 Qualitative data has also been collected from the father participants about their reflections 

of the group program impact. These are important to note as these reflections help inform future 

program development as well: 

“Being an abusive dad caused me to lose my children” “Now that I have completed group I feel 

that I have learned new skills to earn their respect” “I am ready to be dad” 

“This group has given more insight into my past and a better future for me and my family” 

 

“My wife and children have really noticed changes in me since I’ve been in this program.” They 

have told me that I am easier to talk too and I look less stressed” 

 

“We all want the same things: to be better parents and husbands.  

We have better tools now to accomplish this.” 

 

“ My relationship with my child’s mother has improved and my children are happier” 

 

“I have learned new ways to deal with my children’s behaviour and I can be the dad that I 

always wanted to be” 

“I learned in group you choose how you think, feel and behave” 

“I have learned that I have control over my reactions and emotions” 

“I have learned that I have control over my actions and an important life lesson to give children 

is that they have some control over how they think, feel and behave” 

Summary 

Taken together, the results of the current evaluation indicate steady positive outcomes for 

the men who participated in the Mindful Fathering group provided by Yorktown Family 

Services. According to the men’s self-reports change was evidenced in a positive direction for 

each of the key areas of motivation, parenting and control of anger as targeted by the program. 

 

These preliminary findings highlight the importance of providing ongoing services to this 

group of fathers, especially as we move towards a model of service delivery based on 

accountability and engagement of maltreating fathers. Numerous steps have been taken to set the 
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stage for developing this as an evidence –based program. Continued efforts to engage research 

participants should be supported.  

 

Mindful Fathering is progressing from a nascent fathering program with promise to 

establishing itself as an evidence-informed program. With its curriculum that is fostering 

increased parenting capacity, reduced anger and aggression, and a proven track record of high 

retention rates the program has great potential for transportability to other sites and contexts.    
 

 

 

 

 

 
 


