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[There is] a tendency to overlook the father as a client. The reasons for this are varied, 
ranging from the organization and demographic make-up of the social work profession to 
stereotypes about fathers and a lack of knowledge about ethnic groups. 

IT is not o u r p u r p o s e h e r e to make a 
case concern ing the impor tance of 

fathers a n d their role in child care and 
family life. This task has been done by vari­
ous writers in different countries and we 
will not review their work. ' However, it is 
interest ing to note how little has been 
publ ished about fathers in social work 
and child welfare li terature.^ Israel is no 
excepdon to this pa t t e rn . Th i s a u t h o r 
recently examined all articles publ ished 
since the inception in 1957 of Saad (re­
cently r e n a m e d , Society and Welfare), the 
Israeli quar ter ly j o u r n a l of social work, 
and not a single article was found deal­
ing with fathers per se as welfare clients. 
While o n e article discussed the subject 
of family therapy , inc luding divorced 
fathers , this was a H e b r e w translat ion of 
an article publ ished earl ier in Social 
Casework. * Despite the paucity of discus­
sion of this subject, it is surpr is ing and 
ironic that social workers quite readily 
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accept axioms a n d precepts abou t the 
impor tance of the father role, almost 
as lip service. W h e n one looks closely 
at the organizat ion of the social services: 
the m a n p o w e r which provides the ser­
vices and the n a t u r e of the services 
themselves, a pa t t e rn emerges which 
verges on de facto discrimination against 
fathers as a social service client. Despite 
lip-service, social services d o not take the 
fa the r ' s ro l e ser ious ly a n d a r e no t 
geared to accommoda t ing fathers . Un­
fortunately, a good deal of the social 
work l i tera ture on fathers focuses on 
crises a r o u n d the absence of a father 
d u e to death,* (Alexandrovitz, 1969; 
Grossberg a n d Crandal l , 1978), deser­
tion and non-suppor t^ (Snyder, 1975) 
and separat ion* (Keshet, 1977), and on 
irresponsible, problemat ic fathers who 
h a v e h a d i n c e s t u a l r e l a t i o n s w i th 
d a u g h t e r s ' (Spence r , 1978; G e n t r y , 
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1 9 7 8 ) , a r e a b u s i v e * ( D a v i d , 1 9 7 4 ; 
H i n d m a n , 1977) , s ingle* ( M e n d e s , 
1976; T o d r e s , 1975; Fast, 1979), o r have 
asked for o r t aken custody of ch i ldren '* 
(Bar tz a n d W i t c h e r , 1978; Russe l l , 
1969). T h u s , while normat ive a t t i tudes 
value the fa ther as an impor t an t social 
service client, social work l i te ra ture and 
actual practices t end to s tereotype "wel­
fare fa thers" as problemat ic , ha rd- to -
reach clients as c o m p a r e d to mo the r s 
a n d chi ldren who a r e usually the pr i­
mary clients of child welfare workers . 

Why have fathers , despi te lip-service 
to t h e m and to their ro le in child r ea r ing 
a n d family life, b e c o m e " fo rgo t t en" 
clients? What a re the implications of this 
overs ight o r neglect for social work 
practice? Wha t d o we m e a n when we 
talk about father 's roles? Which aspects 
of fa ther ing are we re fe r r ing to? T h e 
following presenta t ion will try to ex­
plore some of these issues, a n d hope ­
fully, o p e n a b r o a d e r discussion a m o n g 
child care workers and researchers con­
cern ing fathers a n d child welfare ser­
vices. 
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Mothers and Children 
As Handy Clients 

A large n u m b e r of the selective, per­
sonal social services, unl ike the m o r e 
universal social insurances , were c rea ted 
specifically for the p u r p o s e of coming to 
the aid of mothers and chi ldren in dis­
tress. More impor t an t , however , is t he 
fact that the clinically-oriented treat­
m e n t services, a d o p t e d by social work 
f rom the psychiatric a n d medical p r o ­
fessions, gravitated to assisting a rela­
tively cooperat ive, motivated, a n d pay­
ing clientele. O u t r e a c h work with un­
motivated, even hostile clientele, has 
only developed in recen t decades , bu t 
unfor tunate ly , never had a major im­
pact on mains t ream social work practice. 
I n t h e same t r ad i t i on , t h e w o r k i n g 
hours of the majority of social workers, 
part icularly civil service and welfare de­
p a r t m e n t employees , d o no t inc lude 
evening or n ight shifts which could en­
able working fathers to take off f rom 
work to meet social workers . H o m e 
visits, when m a d e , a re dayt ime visits, 
p l anned to see the wife a n d chi ldren . 
Social workers rarely schedule visits to 
the father 's place of e m p l o y m e n t to see 
h im d u r i n g his lunch break. W h e n this 
a u t h o r s e r v e d as d i r e c t o r o f t h e 
J e rusa l em Municipality's D e p a r t m e n t of 
Family a n d C o m m u n i t y Services several 
years earlier, the municipal welfare of­
fice branches were encouraged to insti­
tu te evening recept ion h o u r s (for ap­
p o i n t m e n t s a n d walk- ins ) , a n d t h e 
n u m b e r of male pa ren t s who showed-up 
i n c r e a s e d d ramat i ca l ly . B u t b a r r i n g 
t he se o u t r e a c h a t t e m p t s , t h e f a the r 
client, especially the lower-class fa ther , 
because of their work rou t ine o r lack of 
interest , is often unfairly labelled as 
"hard- to-reach" . Welfare service orga­
nization, "no rma l " work ing h o u r s , a n d 
father 's emp loymen t t end to re inforce 
the subtle stigma of uncoopera t iveness 
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or of passivity as clients, with fathers 
"coopera t ing" by proxy t h r o u g h their 
wives. 

Fathers , too, often have their own 
stereotypes about what their role should 
be in relation to social services a n d social 
workers . Many fathers delegate these 
contacts to their wives who are consid­
e red more available for appo in tmen t s 
a n d who are p r e s u m e d to h a n d l e these 
matters . Sometimes father 's roles a re 
condi t ioned by the roles social workers 
"give" them. An absence of active efforts 
to involve a father can be taken as a 
message for h im not to get involved. If 
these social worker "messages" match 
the father 's own s tereotype of his wife's 
role as one in charge of social worker 
contacts, t he r e is little chance of obtain­
ing the father 's inpu t a n d involvement . 
Unfor tunate ly , these messages a re often 
conveyed to fa thers in foster ca re , 
school social work, a n d o the r services 
that a re directed almost instinctively to 
mother , as major pa r tne r . She, herself, 
usually presents herself as the appl icant 
for the service. 

T e e n - a g e p r o s t i t u t e s in I s r a e l , for 
example a re generally classified as a 
"child welfare" concern . Social workers 
who work in this a rea t end to be almost 
exclusively women . Unfor tunate ly , this 
match u p did not facilitate work with the 
girls' p imps located in unsavory city 
hangou ts to which women social work­
ers were re luctant to go. However , when 
the work with juveni le prosti tutes was 
t ransfe r red f rom the Child Welfare Di­
vision in the J e rusa l em municipality, to 
t h e p r e d o m i n a n t l y male-s ta f fed Di­
vision of Rehabi l i ta t ion , male social 
workers engaged in ou t reach work with 
bo th t h e p i m p s a n d t h e adolescent 
prost i tutes, with success. Moreover , for 
the first t ime, many y o u n g girls had ac­
cess to a stable, helpful , father-f igure 
r ep resen ted by the male social worker . 
For the first t ime, p imps were threat­
ened by the social worker who vied for 
the loyalty of " their" girls. In a very 
effective, p l anned way the new father 
surrogates weaned the girls f rom de­
pendency on the p imps to a more in­
d e p e n d e n t , satisfying life-style. 

Women Treating Women 

Social work is pr imari ly a women's 
profession in most countr ies . In Israel , 
nearly 80 percent of all social workers 
a re women (Israel Association of Social 
Workers , 1980). Not only is the working 
day geared to women social workers 
raising their own chi ldren, but wage 
agreements for Israeli welfare workers 
have always inc luded special benefits for 
work ing m o t h e r s , i n c l u d i n g s h o r t e r 
working hours and day-care subsidies. 
T h e Israeli public welfare scene is es­
sentially one of female social workers 
he lp ing female clients. 

Child welfare is even m o r e than the 
general field of social work a p r edomi ­
nant ly female profess iona l prac t ice . 

Caretaking and Father Figures 

In one area of social service, that of 
insti tutional or boarding-school place­
ment , the role of fathers is distressingly 
neglected. In Israel, child p lacement has 
been a major response to family d is rup­
tion, absorpt ion of mass immigra t ion , 
poverty, and overcrowded h o u s i n g . " 
T h e Youth Aliyah organizat ion alone 
cares for nearly 20,000 youth living away 
from home*^ and the Ministry of Labor 

" Eliezer D. Jaffe, Child Welfare in Israel, N e w 
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a n d Social Affairs is responsible for 
placing 12,000 children . i^ 

While the re is substantial l i te ra ture on 
prob lems of separat ion and the need for 
m o t h e r figures in dormi tory setdngs, 
less emphasis is placed on the need for 
fa ther figures and male role models . 
H o w much contact is p rov ided with a 
consistent adul t male figure? Is this pos­
sible in view of the relatively rap id t u rn ­
over of insdtudonal counsellors, cottage 
pa ren t s , and o the r male staff members? 
O n e variation of congrega te care , the 
S.O.S. ch i ld ren ' s villages, o r ig ina ted 
in Austr ia by H e r m a n Gemeiner , ' * re­
jects as a mat ter of pr inciple the concept 
of cottage fathers , a n d insists on em­
ploying only una t t ached cottage mothers 
in o r d e r to gua ran t ee long- term stability 
of the mo the r su r roga te role. Unfor tu­
nately, the child care theory u n d e r p i n ­
n ing this policy has never been clearly 
expla ined or researched , despite the 
r a p i d e x p a n s i o n of S .O.S. v i l lages 
a r o u n d the w o r l d . " 

Congrega te care generally tends to 
deemphas ize the fa ther role for e i ther 
logistical or conceptual reasons , a n d this 
deve lopment is an impor t an t subject for 
fur ther s tudy. It is ironic that many of 
the d e p e n d e n t chi ldren in p lacement 
came from homes without healthy father 
relat ionships, and never really have an 
oppor tun i ty in p lacement to make -up 
for that loss. 

In summary , despite the a p p a r e n t 
impor tance a t tached to fathers as key 
pa r tne r s in social work practice, o the r 
realiues have resul ted in a d o w n g r a d i n g 
of this pa r tne r sh ip a n d a m a r k e d lack of 
accommodat ion for fathers . 
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Fathers as a Subculture 
All too often, the t e rm "fa thers" is 

used to specify a p resumably h o m o g e ­
neous g r o u p of people who occupy a 
certain role in the family. But any dis­
cussion of fathers must ask which fa thers 
we are talking about? Is the re a p ro to­
type? Do we re l a t e to " f a t h e r s " as 
some mythical, universal . Wes te rn fa­
ther , or a re we th ink ing abou t different 
fathers from various cul tural groups? 
Are we talking abou t d isadvantaged or 
affluent fathers , abou t immigran t fa­
thers or "o ld -dmer" fathers? O n second 
glance, everyone will acknowledge that 
b e y o n d cer ta in un iversa l similari t ies 
t he r e a re vast differences be tween fa­
the r roles a n d statuses f rom cu l tu re to 
cu l ture , and tha t even within various 
cul tures the father can be s tudied as 
pa r t of a specific sub-cul ture . For social 
workers and child care professionals this 
informat ion is crucial if one is to p rov ide 
services a n d function proper ly . O n e ex­
cellent example of the impor t ance of 
such in fo rma t ion can be seen f rom 
Samih Rizk's advice to supervisors of so­
cial workers work ing with A r a b village 
families in Israel: 

T h e Arab family structure is avowedly pat­
riarchal. T h e father is the authority; h e is 
God-on-Earth. T h e way his children are raised, 
his relationship to his wife, are based on his 
teaching, his orders, and his use of physical 
punishment to resolve problems. Only in-
frequendy is encouragement given to internal 
strengths and abilities o f the family members , 
and rarely does h e encourage them to express 
themselves regarding their problems. T h e r e is 
n o trace of the principal o f equal rights in their 
relationship with h im . . . In essence, all these 
things show that the major factor in father-
child relationships is the fact that the children 
and other family members must blindly obey 
and honor their elders, otherwise they will be 
called to order by physical f o r c e . " 

Without such insights, it would be 
folly to a t t empt child care work with 

Samih Rizk, "Social Work Supervision Within 
the Arab Culture," Saad, Vol . 2 1 , No . 2 (1977) , p . 
18. (Hebrew). 
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Arab fathers. Similar informat ion has 
p roven vital for work with Jewish fa­
the rs who immigra ted to Israel f rom 
Moslem countr ies , a n d fa thers f rom 
u l t r a -Or thodox communi t ies in Poland, 
H u n g a r y , o r Russia. How many Amer i ­
can social workers have s tudied the 
sub-cul ture of the Pue r to Rican, Cuban , 
Mexican, or Native American father? 
A n d how many British social workers 
have s tudied the father 's role in West 
Ind ian , West African a n d Asian migrant 
families who came to England in recent 
decades? T h e s e cul tural , e thnic , and so­
cial aspects of social work with immi­
gran t fathers and families a re mat ters of 
concern today for most Western coun­
tries, and in recent years have become 
topics for regional and in ternat ional 
meetings of social workers . Never the­
less, much has yet to be l ea rned about 
fathers in unfamil iar cul tures . What do 
we know about the chang ing role of fa­
thers as a result of the clash between 
tradit ional and m o d e r n cul tures a m o n g 
immigran t groups? Wha t has the fa­
ther ' s hand l ing of his ro le-change done 
to the self-image of his chi ldren , to their 
image of the father, and to their selec­
t ion of male ro le models? How do 
second-generat ion sons of immigrants , 
to rn between new and old cul tures , re­
late to social services and social workers? 
Are their at t i tudes different f rom that 
of their fathers ' , and if so, in what ways? 

I n mos t c o u n t r i e s , social wel fare 
workers a re d rawn primari ly from the 
dominan t cul ture , while their clientele 
a re d rawn f rom ethnic minor i t i e s ' ' This 
has provided a built-in s t rangeness be­
tween helpers and recipients of service 
a n d a need for social workers to learn 
about cultures o the r than their own. Af­
firmative admission policies at various 

" Eliezer D. Jaffe, "Manpower Supply and Ad­
missions Policy in Israeli Social Work Education", 

Journal of Jewish Communal Service, Vol. 53 , No. 4 
(1977), pp. 2 4 2 - 2 4 9 . 

schools of social work a n d the in t roduc­
tion of some courses on ethnic customs 
a n d cul tural an thropology may have 
a l l e v i a t e d t h e p r o b l e m s o m e w h a t . 
Nevertheless, within this larger picture , 
the re is an u rg en t need for s tudying the 
sub-cultures of different g roups of fa­
thers in a systematic way. This can be 
d o n e in the field following one's profes­
sional educat ion , but universities today 
are also beg inn ing to g rapp le with this 
p rob lem. Perhaps one of the reasons for 
the delay in teaching about fathers in 
d i f f e r en t s u b c u l t u r e s ( a n d p e r h a p s 
about mothers , too) was a reluctance to 
a c k n o w l e d g e o r l eg i t imize t h e im­
por tance of e thnic issues in child care 
pract ice. T h e goal in most Western 
countr ies for many decades had been 
towards rap id accul turat ion of immi­
grants within a melt ing-pot , r a the r than 
e n c o u r a g i n g separa t ion a n d cul tura l 
plural ism. F u r t h e r m o r e , early denial of 
the impor tance of e thnic issues in social 
work educat ion in favor of gener ic pr in­
ciples and methods of in tervent ion, may 
have served to allay fears of middle-
class, white social workers concern ing 
their own competency to u n d e r s t a n d 
a n d treat problems of clients of what­
ever ethnic background . 

In Israel, unti l the early 1970's, it was 
generally cons idered unacceptable a n d 
socially divisive to e m p h a s i z e Sep -
hard i -Ashkenazi (i.e. Middle-Eastern , 
Western) differences and ethnic back­
g r o u n d s as correlates of social strati­
fication a n d social p r o b l e m s . Af ter 
a l l , t h e y w e r e al l J e w s , a n d t h e 
count ry had been founded on the pr in­
ciple of the I n g a t h e r i n g of the Exiles. 

A n o t h e r reason why relatively little is 
t augh t about the sub-cultures of fathers 
is simply because social work and the 
behavioral sciences have accumulated 
only meager knowledge of them. Few 
researchers have s tudied the subject and 
even fewer pract i t ioners have written 
abou t it. N o wonder , there fore , tha t 
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child care pe rsonne l have not s tudied 
the subject. 

For tuna te ly , reality has caugh t u p 
with social ideology in most countr ies , 
a n d social welfare, a long with o the r so­
cial insti tutions, is becoming m o r e aware 
of e thnic issues a n d the need to accept 
a n d u n d e r s t a n d ethnic sub-cul tures . '* 
Fo r social work e d u c a t i o n , J e n k i n s ' 
work '* is of grea t impor tance for its at­
t e m p t to develop a typology for incor­
po ra t i ng e thnic factors in social welfare 
based on exper iences with five e thnic 
g roups in America , a n d a review of 
e thnic issues in Britain a n d Israel . She is 
one of the few social work educa tors to 
p resen t the e thnic d i l emma in social ser-

' ' A m o n g the pioneering educators in this en­
deavor are: Andrew Billingsley, Black Families in 
While America, Englewood Cliffs: Prentice-Hall, 
1968; with J e a n n e M. Giovannoni, Children of the 
Storm: Black Children and American Child Welfare. 
New York: Harcourt Brace and Janovich, 1972; 
M i g u e l M o n t i e l , " R e c e n t C h a n g e s a m o n g 
Chicanes," Sociology and Social Research, Vol. 55 , 
N o . 1 (1970) , pp . 4 7 - 5 1 ; and "The Chicano Fam­
ily: A Review o f Research," Social Work, Vol. 18, 
N o . 3 (1973) , pp . 2 2 - 3 1 ; Bok-Lim C. Kim," Asian 
American: N o Model Minority," Social Work, Vol. 
18, N o . 3 (1973) , pp . 4 4 - 5 3 ; and "An Appraisal o f 
K o r e a n I m m i g r a n t S e r v i c e N e e d s , " Social 
Casework, Vol. 57 , No . 3 (1976), pp . 1 3 9 - 4 8 ; Jack 
Rothman, ed. . Issues in Race and Ethnic Relations: 
Theory, Research and Action, Itasca: Peacock Pub­
lishers, 1977; J o h n B. Turner , "Education for 
Practice with Minorities," Social Work, Vol. 17, N o . 
3 (1972), pp . 1 1 2 - 1 8 ; Eliezer D. Jaffe, Ethnic 

Preferences of Israelis, Te l Aviv: Tcherikover, 1984 
(Hebrew); Shirley Jenkins and B. Morrison , 
"Ethnicity and Service Delivery," American Journal 
of Orthopsychiatry, Vol. 4 8 , N o . 1 (1978) , pp . 1 6 0 -
165, and "The Ethnic Agency Defined," Social Ser­
vice Review, Vol. 54 , N o . 2 (1980) , pp . 2 4 9 - 6 1 . 

" Shirley Jenkins, The Ethnic Dilemma in Social 
Seruices. N e w York: T h e Free Press, 1981. 

vices in in ternat ional perspect ive, a n d 
he r observations show quite clearly how 
all of us in d i f fe ren t coun t r i e s a r e 
s t ruggl ing with very similar p rob lems . 

Summary 

I t is ironic, p e r h a p s , tha t the r enewed 
interest in women 's r ights and women 's 
roles in m o d e r n society has also led to a 
"rediscovery" of the distinct client role 
of fa thers . As society begins to identify 
each pa ren t as a separa te entity a n d ex­
p e r i m e n t a t i o n with family roles be­
comes m o r e acceptable, the male , as well 
as the female p a r e n t role, has received 
m o r e a t tent ion. 

For social welfare a n d child ca re 
workers this deve lopmen t is very im­
po r t an t since the re has been a t endency 
to overlook the fa ther as a client. T h e 
reasons for this a re var ied , r a n g i n g 
f rom the organizat ion a n d d e m o g r a p h i c 
make -up of the social work profession to 
s tereotypes about fathers a n d a lack of 
k n o w l e d g e a b o u t e thn i c g r o u p s . I n 
o r d e r to correc t this s i tuat ion, bo th 
conceptual a n d adminis t ra t ive changes 
may be necessary in child care practice, 
a n d above all, a g rea te r sensitivity to the 
role of fathers as p a r t n e r s a n d clients. If 
social work still includes ou t reach , if of­
fice h o u r s don ' t dictate clientele, a n d if 
fa ther subcultures a re m o r e sympathet i ­
cally u n d e r s t o o d , then social work has a 
chance to he lp fathers . Beyond the issue 
of father 's r ights to social services, it is 
i m p o r t a n t to emphas ize that effective 
child welfare pract ice begins with par ­
ents , biological o r psychological, a n d 
that inadver ten t o r del iberate discrimi­
nat ion against e i ther p a r e n t can resul t in 
p o o r e r service to ch i ldren . 
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