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Abstract

Background
Parenting programs are widely used to reduce disruptive child behaviour. However, they are mainly
attended by mothers and there is limited understanding of when fathers attend and whether this yields
greater benefits for children with disruptive behaviour. We aimed to identify predictors and effects
associated with fathers’ attendance.

Methods
We pooled individual participant data from 785 families randomised to the Incredible Years parenting
program across 10 European randomised trials. We examined child age and gender, family income,
household unemployment, and baseline levels of disruptive child behaviour as predictors of father
attendance. We compared intervention effects on mother-reported disruptive child behaviour for families
with mother-only vs. mother- and father attendance, using generalised estimating equations.

Results
We found that fathers in families with younger children odds ratio (OR = 0.94; 95% CI 0.89, 0.9995; p = 
0.048), and in families with more severe disruptive child behaviour OR = 1.06, 95% CI 1.02, 1.10; p = 
0.003) were more likely to attend parenting programs. However, for children where fathers attended in
addition to mothers, we did not find evidence for additional intervention benefits according to mother
report.

Conclusion
The identified predictors of father attendance in parenting programs may help to inform their
development in ways that better support the inclusion of fathers. Also, research designs tailored to
disaggregate co-parenting effects are needed to explore the nature and extent of the association
between father attendance and intervention effects.

Introduction
Since their introduction in the 1970s, parenting programs have become an important element in the
treatment and prevention of disruptive behaviour problems in children. Most programs are based on
social learning theory principles that explain how parents and children are mutually influenced to engage
in aversive behaviour through a combination of operant and classical conditioning (i.e., coercive cycles).
Parenting programs strive to improve positive and consistent parenting, in order to break these coercive
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cycles and are usually offered by trained facilitators in individual or group settings for a period of several
weeks [1].

Existing research on the effects of parenting programs in reducing disruptive behaviour spans a broad
spectrum of program types, settings, and participant characteristics. The findings are predominantly
positive with regard to both the impact and cost-effectiveness of parenting programs on disruptive child
behaviour [1]. However, programs are mainly attended by mothers and there is limited understanding,
therefore, of when fathers attend and whether this yields greater benefits for children. Theoretically, we
would expect families to benefit more from programs if both parents attend sessions [2]. This may help
to promote a common understanding of parenting strategies between caregivers, and support
consistent reinforcement.

Empirically, however, the evidence is mixed in this regard. One of the first major reviews, undertaken in
the early 80s and exploring the potential effects of father attendance in parent programs (n = 28 studies
[3]), found that their attendance did not “substantially” increase program effectiveness. Lundahl et al [4],
in a meta-analysis of 26 studies, found that programs which included fathers, led to significantly more
positive changes in children's behaviour than those that included only one parent (mainly the mother).
More recent, a (non-randomised) US study found no significant differences in child behaviour outcomes
or attendance rates between dual (n = 123) versus individual attendees (n = 141) of training for parents
of children between 0–5 years [5].

In addition to earlier findings being mixed, many previous studies of father involvement were conducted
decades ago. Furthermore, many of these studies lacked optimal research designs for examining this
question; some had very small samples while reviews examined father involvement only at aggregate,
trial level. Also, in many Western countries, fathers have become more involved in children’s caregiving in
recent decades, and some parenting programs have been designed specifically to get higher rates of
father involvement. This may include involving both parents as a “parenting team”, offering parent
trainings out of traditional working hours, avoiding deficit-oriented parenting models, and using father-
specific marketing strategies in order to increase their awareness of parenting programs [6].

The overall aim of this study was to identify predictors and effects associated with fathers’ attendance in
a large sample of pooled Incredible Years parenting program RCTs, guided by the following research
questions: (1) In what families are fathers more likely to attend? and (2) Do we see greater benefits for
children with disruptive behaviour if fathers attend in addition to mothers?

Methods
Participants

Based on the European Parenting Program Research Consortium database, which contains pooled
individual participant data from 14 European RCTs of behavioural parenting interventions,we used data
from the families randomised to intervention arms in an individual participant data analysis of all RCTs
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of the Incredible Years Basic parenting program in Europe [7]. The final sample consisted of 785 (single-
and two-parent) families from 10 trials across five countries. Characteristics of the trials and families
can be found in Supplement Table S1.

Measures

Regarding predictors, we included measures of family characteristics that had been used in all of the
original trials: child age in years (continuous), child gender, low family income (yes/no), household
unemployment (yes/no), and baseline levels of disruptive child behaviour. The latter was assessed using
the 36-item, mother-completed Eyberg Child Behavior Inventory (ECBI). Parenting program effects were
assessed using post-intervention ECBI scores.

Analyses

We examined whether fathers attended the program, either alone or in addition to mothers, using a
logistic regression model. As observations were clustered by trial, we used a logistic regression model
with generalized estimating equations and robust standard errors to account for clustering. We used an
exchangeable correlation matrix, assuming that the inter-correlation of all participants in the same trial
was, on average, the same.

We considered predictors one at a time and then in a multi-predictor model where we further explored
the fractional polynomial relationship between each continuous predictor and father attendance. In a
subset of four trials with varying levels of father attendance, we looked at the benefit in terms of reduced
disruptive child behaviour of both parents attending compared to only mothers attending. We built a
multi-predictor linear regression model with robust standard errors, including terms for condition,
baseline disruptive behaviour, and fixed effects for trials, and added a term to reflect the interaction
between condition and both parents attending.

Results
Fathers were slightly more likely to attend in families with younger children (odds ratio (OR) for higher
age =0.94; 95% confidence interval (CI) 0.89, 0.9995; p=0.048; Table 1, Figure 1a) and in families where
children showed more severe disruptive behaviour (OR=1.06, 95% CI 1.02, 1.10; p=0.003).

Table 1. Predictors for Father Attendance of Parenting Program (General Estimate Equation).
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Predictor Odds ratio

(95% confidence interval)

p No. of participants included

Child age 0.94 (0.89; 0.9995) 0.048 711

Child gender 1.19 (0.84; 1.69) 0.335 717

Family income 1.35 (0.90; 2.03) 0.146 680

Household unemployment 0.97 (0.65; 1.46) 0.897 567

Disruptive child behaviour 1.06 (1.02; 1.10) 0.003 686

                             

Interestingly, the relationship between severity of disruptive behaviour and father attendance was U-
shaped, indicating lower paternal attendance rates in children with average levels of disruptive behaviour
(Figure 1b).

Parental income (OR=1.35, 95% CI 0.90, 2.03; p=0.146), parental unemployment (OR=0.97, 95% CI 0.65,
1.46; p=0.897), and child gender (OR=1.19, 95% CI 0.84, 1.69; p=0.335) did not predict father attendance.
We found no evidence that father attendance was associated with reductions in disruptive child
behaviour (B=1.00, SE=4.44, 95% CI 7.73, 9.73, p=0.822).

Discussion
We found that fathers were more likely to attend in families with younger children, and in families with
more severe disruptive child behaviour. This last finding is in line with some evidence that parental
attendance rates, in general, tend to be higher in families with more severe disruptive child behaviour [8,
9]. Wells et al. [9], however, found that mothers, but not fathers, were more likely to attend a parenting
program if they reported more child behaviour problems. Our finding that fathers are more inclined to
attend sessions in addition to mothers when there are higher levels of disruptive child behaviour could
suggest that fathers in these families are more motivated to contribute to change. Higher father
attendance in younger children, which might be due to practical reasons (e.g., better parental leave
options for fathers of younger children), is a new finding and requires further scrutiny.

Remarkably, we did not find effects of socio-economic status on father attendance, despite a wide range
in family income and unemployment rates in the included studies. This contrasts with earlier findings
that fathers with a higher level of education are more likely to attend parenting program sessions [8, 10],
and might be attributable to the dichotomous measure used in this meta-analysis.

We found no evidence of additional benefits for children when both parents attended. The mixed findings
from earlier studies on this topic suggest that the interrelationship between father attendance and
intervention effects is more complex than first thought. For instance, it may be that father attendance in
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some families reflects higher general father involvement in the family life, which has the potential to
positively influence children’s behaviour, at least in adolescents. It may also be that in some families
(e.g., those with strong co-parenting skills), it is sufficient for one parent to attend. Understanding who
these families are, could make programs more cost-effective, if it allows more families to attend the
same parenting groups. Finally, fathers are a very mixed group (e.g., absent fathers, fathers with a history
of offending), and fathers’ role in parenting appears to be a unique one, with effects distinct from that of
mothering [11].

A major strength of this study is the international, large and diverse sample, with regard to symptom
severity, and sociodemographic characteristics. In addition, we were able to make like-with-like
comparisons in terms of use of the same parenting intervention (“The Incredible Years”) in all included
trials. Moreover, we were able to analyse a large data set at a participant level, using a range of potential
predictors. Our study also has several limitations. First, father attendance was low or even zero in most
of the underlying trials, which limits generalizability of our findings. The majority of those studies with 0%
father participation only allowed one parent to attend, in order to allow as many families as possible to
profit from the program. Nevertheless, because father attendance is low in most parenting program
trials, we feel that pooling the available data on father involvement is helpful for understanding how
patterns of parenting program benefit vary by father involvement.

Second, only mothers’ reports of child behaviour could be analysed, which is a limitation, as mothers’
and fathers’ reports may significantly differ. For example, Helfenbaum et al. [12] found that fathers and
teachers, but not mothers, reported improvements in children whose fathers attended a father-only
parenting program. Third, we were only able to examine father attendance in addition to mother
attendance, thus leaving out single fathers. Fourth, we did not measure some factors that might
influence father attendance, such as time of day when sessions were held. Also, while our study only
looked at potential changes in disruptive child behaviour, there may be other benefits beyond the child's
disruptive behaviour, e.g., parents' well-being, or the functioning of the family system. Finally, we were
only able to examine a limited number of potential predictors, as we had to focus on those variables that
were available for most of the pooled studies.

Given the paucity of father-focused studies, this study, despite its limitations, represents a valuable
addition to the extant literature and identifies some important possible directions for future research. In
this regard, Panter-Brick et al. [13] identified key barriers to engaging fathers in parenting programs,
including intervention design, delivery and evaluation, which should be addressed in future studies. This
might encompass using evaluation methodology that allows to disaggregate co-parenting effects and
measure “indirect attendance” of the second parent, engaging fathers and co-parenting couples
successfully, and looking at possible gains at a family systems level, beyond child problem behaviour.
Such measures might help to increase both parenting program accessibility and acceptability for
fathers.
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Figure 1

a. Association between father participation and child age in the Incredible Years parenting training
program.

b. Association between father participation and child problem severity (ECBI score) in the Incredible
Years parenting training program.
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