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Executive summary
Over the years, the Center for Family Policy and Practice has consistently reached
out to and worked with domestic violence advocates and listened to low-income
women of color who are victims and survivors. Their knowledge and experience
have helped guide and inform our work since the agency was founded in 1995.
Our work focuses on low-income communities and individuals who experience
poverty as a chronic condition in their lives. This paper addresses the complex
needs that domestic violence victims who live in impoverished communities
often face, not the economic deprivation that can result from leaving an abusive
relationship. As the following pages explore, this can be an important distinction
that holds significance for providing domestic violence services to low-income
women of color.
Victims – particularly those who are African American women – have asked that
service providers and the advocacy community figure out how to promote women’s
safety while simultaneously providing holistic services that address the economic
needs of both women and men in low-income communities. This paper adds to a
growing body of work that is striving to answer that request.
This paper also responds to advocates who are seeking more information about:
social welfare programs that currently serve very low-income men and fathers; the
implications of these services with regard to women and violence; and how some
services for men might address an unmet need for victims and survivors.

This project was supported by Grant No. 2007-TA-AX-K023 awarded by the Office on
Violence Against Women, U.S. Department of Justice. The opinions, findings, conclusions,
and recommendations expressed in this publication are those of the authors and do not
necessarily reflect the views of the Department of Justice, Office on Violence Against Women.
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It becomes an impossible task, in terms of meaning and practicability,
to seek to eradicate violence from women’s lives in the absence of attempts
to end all manifestations of violence in our society.1
X Gail Garfield x

Introduction
Founded in 1995 as the policy arm of the Ford Foundation’s Strengthening Fragile
Families Initiative, the Center for Family Policy and Practice (CFFPP or the
Center) provides analysis and education on the impact of national and state welfare,
fatherhood, and child support policy on low-income parents and their children.
In particular, the Center’s work concentrates on parents who are in financial
positions that would qualify them for Temporary Assistance for Needy Families
(TANF) and other public assistance programs. These parents typically have very low
earnings ($15,000 a year or less) and unstable, intermittent employment. Because of
limited advocacy and policy analysis from the perspective of very low-income and
unemployed men of color, the Center focuses on their perspective with regard to
these issues.
While the Center’s work concentrates on the unique barriers affecting no- and
low-income fathers, throughout our history, CFFPP has also reached out to and
worked with women’s organizations and domestic violence advocates. The intent
of this deliberate outreach has been to openly discuss the potential impact that
encouraging father involvement 2 or providing services to low-income men could
have on women and children in general, and on victims and survivors of domestic
violence in particular.3 The Center entered this discussion to provide additional
education and information about the need for comprehensive social services – for
both women and men – that promote safety and address the complex issues lowincome families face.
Over the years, CFFPP has facilitated a number of dialogues and served as a
bridge between community-based “fatherhood” programs (that provide voluntary
educational, employment, legal, and peer support services to low-income men)
and women’s advocacy organizations (primarily domestic violence agencies
and programs). Center-facilitated dialogues and cross-trainings have created
opportunities for fatherhood practitioners and domestic violence advocates to learn
more about each other’s work and explore how greater mutual understanding
may serve to increase the well-being and safety of all members of low-income
communities of color.
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In addition to conducting policy analysis and reviewing research literature,
the Center’s work draws heavily from the knowledge, experiences, and expertise
of service providers and the individuals who live in low-income communities.
This paper is, in part, informed by a series of meetings and listening sessions
CFFPP convened to discuss the complex challenges and barriers to achieving
safety and economic security that members of low-income communities of color
face. Between 2008-2011, the Center hosted: three meetings with national and
local domestic violence advocates and experts;
two national meetings with practitioners who
provide social services to low-income men;
and two sets of listening sessions. In one set of
listening sessions, low-income African American
men were invited to share their experiences
and challenges with regard to employment,
child support, and incarceration. Another more
extensive set of listening sessions focused on
domestic violence and social welfare services
in low-income communities.4 Participants
included: low-income African American and
Latina women who were victims and survivors
of domestic violence; African American and
Latina domestic violence advocates; and a variety
of social service providers. The Center asked
participants to discuss the kinds of domestic
violence and economic support services that are available to low-income women
of color, barriers that get in the way of women utilizing services, unmet and
outstanding needs, and the kinds of services that are available for men in the
community. The details and results of these listening sessions appear in the report
Safety and Services: Women of Color Speak About Their Communities.

Survivors have suggested that
providing support services for
men would ease the economic
burden that low-income
women are shouldering, may
have a positive impact on
violence reduction, and could
prove to be an effective
prevention strategy.

This paper builds upon Safety and Services by further examining one of the
outstanding needs that victims identify for their families and communities – social
welfare services for men. It is important to note that listening session discussions
about “men” focused on men in the community in a broad sense. These
conversations explored the kinds of services that exist for all low-income men,
not specifically or exclusively for men who have been victims or used violence
themselves. Victims and survivors talked about the availability of economic and
social support services for their brothers, fathers, sons, and so on. Overwhelmingly,
women expressed that social welfare services for men are largely unavailable, but
that such services – funded and structured in a way that does not take away from
services for women and children – could benefit women who live in low-income
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communities of color, including victims of domestic violence. Survivors suggested
that providing support services for men would ease the economic burden that lowincome women are shouldering, may have a positive impact on violence reduction,
and could prove to be an effective prevention strategy. It is this possibility that the
current paper seeks to investigate.
It is necessary to acknowledge that, for a very long time, people have been
intervening on behalf of women who experience violence at the hands of their
intimate partners, providing them with needed support and sanctuary. In recent
decades, efforts to respond and bring an end to violence against women have grown
ever more organized and have gained institutional support from the U.S. and state
governments in the form of both funding and legislation. The anti-violence against
women movement has continually strived to improve upon available services
and, as a result, has developed innovative advocacy approaches at the individual,
community, social, and policy levels. Further, our knowledge and research on
intimate partner violence has greatly expanded over the years. This growth has
brought a clearer understanding of the factors that place women at heightened risk
of violence (e.g. young age, previous exposure or experiences of violence, living
in neighborhoods with concentrated poverty, a partner’s use and abuse of alcohol
or other drugs, social marginalization, etc.). It has also provided insights into why
men use violence, the benefits of culturally relevant and responsive services, and
the creation of a variety of intervention and
prevention strategies directed at victims, youth,
and those who use violence. Countless lives have
been changed and saved by this work. However,
despite decades of resisting, responding, and
organizing to end violence against women,
advocates know only too well that women
continue to live in a state of crisis and fear.

Despite decades of resisting,
responding, and organizing to
end violence against women,
advocates know only too well
that women continue to live
in a state of crisis and fear.

The crisis is real. Women are at risk in their
own homes, living in fear of what their husband,
boyfriend, or partner might do, in danger of
being hurt or even killed. The responses to
domestic and sexual violence that exist are absolutely necessary. And, at the same
time, the work must continue to evolve. We know that a fraction of the women
who are victims of violence call the police or contact a domestic violence or
sexual assault program. We also know that women’s experiences of violence differ,
not every victim will benefit from the same service approach, and women from
marginalized communities face different challenges to accessing services and
achieving safety. Race and class matter, and both are relevant to the development
of intervention and prevention strategies. This work is complex, and there is no
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one response or single prevention strategy that will be effective for everyone.
Therefore, it is necessary to continue to refine our efforts and develop new
approaches that address the needs of victims who do not currently access services.
It is in this spirit that a handful of anti-domestic violence advocates and
practitioners who provide social services to very low-income men have come
together to discuss ways they might work to increase women’s safety in their
communities, particularly the safety of low-income women of color, who are
known to be at high risk of experiencing violence. The intent of this work is to
augment and complement existing services. It may be difficult to consider that
services for men could hold any potential as a response to violence against women,
and just thinking about this kind of work can raise multiple legitimate concerns.
Despite the challenges, many advocates are finding this to be a positive, holistic
approach to promoting safety for women of color from low-income communities.
This paper aims to address several current realities. Foremost, it responds to
victims and survivors who are low-income women of color who have asked that
we develop a deeper, more nuanced understanding of the complexities of life in
communities where most residents experience chronic economic insecurity and
racial discrimination. Victims have expressed that social welfare services are needed
for all members of their communities and that it is important to figure out how
to provide comprehensive services – including social welfare services for men –
while simultaneously attending to women’s safety. Secondly, community-based
fatherhood programs exist, and – while most of the men in these programs do not
engage in domestic violence – many practitioners want more information about
intimate partner violence and assistance addressing disclosures. Practitioners have
expressed their grave concerns about domestic violence and their fears of saying or
doing the “wrong thing.” While domestic violence intervention and prevention is
not the focus of these programs or part of their agencies’ missions, many fatherhood
practitioners recognize that they are in a unique position to make a positive impact
and possibly reduce violence against women. Further, as they develop and conduct
their services, programs that receive federal Pathways to Responsible Fatherhood
or Healthy Marriage grants are required by law to partner with domestic violence
programs. Therefore, the information in this paper can be useful to advocates who
are interested in, curious about, or invited to work with programs that provide
social welfare services to low-income men. Whether it is simply knowing the
landscape of services in the community, trying to help fatherhood programs be
better equipped to respond to domestic violence, or exploring more reciprocal
ways of working together to promote women’s safety, advocates (and the women
they serve) will benefit from a greater understanding of fatherhood programs and
agencies that provide social welfare services to men.
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The remainder of this paper:
• responds to the request from low-income women of color that their
experiences of domestic violence be considered within the fuller
context of their lives;
• explores issues that residents in low-income communities frequently
experience, particularly with respect to economic needs that women
and men share and some of the unique challenges that men face;
• examines common concerns regarding social welfare services for men;
• presents information on “fatherhood” programs, including the typical
services that they provide; and
• demonstrates that knowing about or working with a community-based
fatherhood program can respond to an unmet need for low-income
African American and Latina victims and may serve as a prevention
strategy.
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In a society where violence intersects our most basic needs, interests,
and aspirations, I find it difficult to isolate women’s experiences of
violence and the significance it holds for their lives from the
experiences of their children and the men that they love.5
X Gail Garfield x

Shared Needs (or‚ “Why are we discussing services for men?”)
Safety and Services: Women of Color Speak About Their Communities provides more
detailed information on the perspectives and experiences of low-income women of
color with regard to domestic violence, economic support services, and outstanding
need. It is worth briefly highlighting here that the people who participated in
CFFPP’s Safety and Services listening sessions expressed that there is a significant
amount of work being done on behalf of low-income women and their children.
Domestic violence shelters, programs, and advocates provide crucial services to
women who have experienced violence. Moreover, government-sponsored and
community-based programs are available to address some of the economic needs
that families in poverty face. Despite these services, however, low-income women
of color continue to encounter tremendous levels of outstanding need for both
safety and economic security.
Women who participated in these listening sessions expressed that they
experience extensive ongoing need when it comes to basic economic stability.
Family-sustaining employment, affordable housing, food security, health care,
reliable transportation, quality child care, mental health and addiction treatment
programs, and individual and community safety are all sought and desired, but
difficult to secure or maintain. Significantly, women (including victims and
survivors) identified that this list of needs does not apply solely to themselves, but
to all members of their communities. They shared stories of their own challenges
as mothers with few economic resources who
are struggling to make ends meet for their
families, and also expressed how difficult and
tenuous the situation is for the men in their
communities. In listening to women, it became
clear that when men are in economic need and
do not have access to employment, income, or
social welfare services, it further increases the burden on women. Women are
stretching what little they have to ensure that the men in their communities are
also fed and sheltered.

Stability, in many forms,
often proves elusive.
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This begs the question: what circumstances and challenges are very lowincome men of color facing that often lead other adults in their communities to
help support them? Similar to women, most men want to be gainfully employed,
have stable housing, provide for their children, and make their full and desired
contributions to their families and communities. However, stability, in many
forms, often proves elusive. Like women, it is difficult for men in low-income
communities to secure and maintain living-wage employment, particularly in an
economy that offers few jobs outside of the low-wage service sector to people with
limited formal educations. African American men, in particular, face additional
barriers to securing and maintaining employment, including discrimination in the
hiring process, high child support debt, and/or a criminal record.6
The unemployment rate for African Americans has historically been twice that
of white Americans,7 and African American men commonly experience the highest
rate of unemployment of any adult demographic. Every year since the U.S. Bureau
of Labor Statistics began tracking employment by race,8 the unemployment rate
of black men has greatly exceeded that of white men and white women. While
the difference is much narrower between African American men and women,
over the last three decades, black men have also consistently had higher rates of
unemployment than black women.9 Low-income African American women who
participated in CFFPP’s Safety and Services listening sessions shared that they see
these economic figures reflected in the lives of their friends, family, and neighbors.
Despite the challenges that low-income women of color face in securing and
maintaining employment, they considered it to be even more difficult for the men in
their communities to find and keep a job. As one woman said, “I actually think it’s
easier for a female to find a job than it is for males. It’s way harder for them. It’s hard
for us, but if you’re an African American man, it’s almost impossible to get a job.” 10
Additionally contributing to income insecurity, men typically have very limited
access to welfare or income support services. To be eligible, most economic
support programs require able-bodied adults to have custody of a minor child.
Since low-income fathers often do not have legally-recognized custody of their
children, they are frequently ineligible for economic support services.11 Similarly,
women who do not have children or who are noncustodial mothers are ineligible
for the majority of social welfare services and face comparable challenges to
achieving income security and meeting basic needs.
It is necessary to acknowledge that the economic support services that are
available to low-income parents with children are insufficient to meet the level
of economic need that families are experiencing. For those who receive income
support, TANF benefits are too low to lift families above the poverty line. Benefit
levels are less than one-third of poverty in 30 states, and‚ “...even the combined

Center for Family Policy and Practice | 11

TANF and food stamp benefit is below the federal poverty level in all states, and
less than 75% of the poverty line in over 40 states.” 12 Yet these meager resources are
being stretched to care for family and community members. Low-income women
(both with and without custody), as well as the men in their communities, would
benefit from expanded social services that better respond to basic needs and increase
economic security.
Without stable, secure income, a range of other issues become more difficult to
budget and balance, including safe, affordable housing, food security, and health
care. In CFFPP-led discussions focusing on the circumstances of men in lowincome communities of color, fatherhood practitioners and low-income African
American men identified four areas of urgent need: employment, assistance with
child support debt, housing, and medical care. Each of these topics warrants a
lengthy examination, which is beyond the scope of this paper. However, to better
understand the position of victims who are African American women from lowincome communities, it is necessary to also appreciate the complex intersection of
issues that create and contribute to these urgencies in the lives of men.
Research, service providers, and residents all report the following realities about
life in low-income communities of color. Foremost, there is a scarcity of jobs.
Combined with the fact that many adults have low educational attainment (as the
result of both underfunded, lower-quality schools and high dropout rates), residents
of low-income areas have few employment options – and even fewer chances for
stable, living-wage jobs. Income prospects for
African American men are further limited by
discrimination in hiring and disproportionate
rates of incarceration. Moreover, being
unemployed and having a criminal record makes
it extremely difficult, if not impossible, to obtain
a lease. As a result, the available housing options
for low-income men are commonly restricted
to high-risk, violent areas and/or staying
with family, friends, and partners in tenuous,
oftentimes temporary living arrangements.
Although all parents need to and most parents
want to fulfill their responsibilities to their
children, low-income men frequently owe large amounts of child support debt –
not to their children or to the mothers of their children – but to the government
as reimbursement for public assistance that their children received. As with most
income support programs, medical assistance also commonly requires able-bodied
adults to have custody of a child. Therefore, many men are not eligible for badly
needed health services. Despite high rates of undiagnosed and untreated trauma,

Without stable, secure
income, a range of other
issues become more difficult to
budget and balance, including
safe, affordable housing, food
security, and health care.
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mental health and addiction treatment services are often not available or accessible
in low-income communities of color.
Women similarly encounter a complex array of difficult circumstances. All
adults in low-income communities of color share some of the same challenges
to economic stability and well-being, while some barriers are unique to men or
women, noncustodial or custodial parents. Economic need is such that all adults –
both women and men – and their communities
would benefit from additional opportunities
and supports. Since women in very low-income
communities are slightly more likely to have
employment income or to receive social welfare
benefits (as a result of living in a gendered society
in which they are more likely to be caretakers
and have custody of children), women are sharing what limited resources they have
with the men in their communities. Victims and survivors expressed to CFFPP that
they are interested in men receiving services, not least because they care about the
men in their families and communities, but also because it would help ease their
own economic burden.

Safety is and must remain
advocates’ primary concern.

Safety and Services for Underserved Victims
Without question, safety is and must remain advocates’ primary concern.
Developing an understanding of the needs of low-income men of color is not
intended to and should not supersede or supplant our focus on the challenges
and risks that victims face. Rather, such knowledge can add greater depth and
complexity to our understanding of women’s lives, and thereby respond to the
request from low-income women of color that their experiences of violence be
considered within the fuller context of their lives, families, and communities.
This awareness can also help inform the development and provision of culturally
relevant, victim-centered services that address currently unmet needs.
Many victims do not access domestic violence programs because they do not
want to end their relationship, and they believe that services are not available
unless they sever contact with their abusive partner. Or, sometimes a victim who
remains in contact may meet with an advocate and express interest in connecting
her partner to social services (e.g. employment assistance, AODA treatment, etc.)
because she believes it will improve her situation and reduce his violence towards
her. Although addressing his social welfare needs is not likely to achieve the
ultimate goal of ending the violence, it may, according to her assessment, make
things better.13 Advocates can play a pivotal role supporting victims in this situation
by 1) knowing about local programs that provide voluntary (i.e. not mandatory)
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Low-income communities will
not benefit from providing
services for men at the
expense of women and children.
Rather, adequate economic
support and safety services for
every member of low-income
communities are necessary.

social welfare services for low-income men;
2) helping her to identify a range of available
options, including the possible pros and cons
of suggesting social services to him; and 3)
providing ongoing advocacy and safety planning
within the context of her relationship. This
strategy can respond to a currently unmet request
from victims, is victim-centered, and has the
capacity to increase the number of victims who
access and benefit from safety planning and other
domestic violence services.

Expanding the range of available strategies
or services that respond to domestic violence
requires an openness to innovation, which
may feel uncertain or even downright scary. Most importantly, however, the
careful, thoughtful development of new tools and resources will create possibilities
for working with victims who are currently navigating abusive relationships
without the support of an advocate. To be clear, this work is not about advocates
providing services to or working with men who have used violence, nor is it about
encouraging women to stay in abusive relationships. Advocates need to continue
to fill their crucial role of providing information about safety planning options
and services to victims. At the same time, additional services are needed to help
enhance safety for women who choose to stay. In this vein, understanding the
circumstances of low-income men of color and the community-based programs that
attend to their social welfare needs is emerging as a promising practice.
In addition to safety, the inadequacy of funding for both economic support
programs for women and children, and domestic or sexual violence services for
victims poses another legitimate concern when it comes to discussions about social
welfare services for men. Low-income communities will not benefit from providing
services for men at the expense of women and children. Rather, adequate economic
support and safety services for every member of low-income communities are
necessary. Although low-income mothers are struggling economically, they also
contribute to supporting many of the men in their communities. Therefore, the
additional provision of income support services for men – funded and structured in
a way that does not take away from women and children – would ease the burden
on women by adding to the overall resources that are available within low-income
communities. The goal is to provide such services to all community members while
simultaneously attending to women’s safety.
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Community-based “Fatherhood” Programs and Services for Men
It is critical to keep in mind that many, if not most, of the men who participate in
“fatherhood” programs do not engage in domestic violence. These programs and
their services are voluntary (i.e. not mandated), and practitioners often do not know
which, if any, of the men in their programs have used violence. While violence in
intimate relationships is a critically important issue for practitioners to address, this
section of the paper focuses solely on the kinds of services that many fatherhood
programs provide.
At a June 2011 meeting, CFFPP asked a room of practitioners who provide social
services to men (also commonly referred to as “fatherhood programs”) to discuss
their clients’ typical circumstances. The practitioners related that most of the men
they serve are 17-35 years old and are commonly
(but not exclusively) African American or Latino
fathers. Due to inconsistent employment, their
incomes range between zero and $15,000 per
year. These practitioners work with men who
experience high urgency with regard to meeting
immediate, basic needs; who often have no
lease or stable living situation, no bank account
or credit; and who commonly have extensive barriers to employment, high child
support debt, a criminal record, and additional debts associated with supervision,
restitution, and court fees. The men rarely have (nor are they seeking) legal custody
of their children. Some programs specifically work with men who are re-entering
the community from prison or jail. In general, practitioners work with men who
need, but lack access to medical care and mental health services. In other words,
this group of fatherhood practitioners primarily provides services to men like those
who share communities, families, and lives with the women who participated in
CFFPP’s listening sessions on domestic violence and economic security.

Most men, when they first walk
into a fatherhood program, are
in a state of crisis.

In another set of focus groups, CFFPP asked African American men from
low-income communities to discuss their lives and circumstances. Participants in
these groups shared a number of common experiences with regard to employment,
incarceration and the police, and, more generally, being a black man in America.
One participant said, “No matter what, we are viewed as drug dealers, the worst
of the worst... They believe that we all steal. You know – every black person you
see. If you walk in the store, the first thing, the security is on us.” Across a wide
spectrum of indicators, low-income men of color have largely been “alienated and
disenfranchised,” 14 criminalized, and relegated to the margins of American society.15
Understanding the circumstances and barriers to well-being that low-income African
American and Latino men encounter (including unemployment, racial discrimination,
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physical violence, and other challenges to their personhood) is foundational to the
services that community-based fatherhood practitioners provide.
Most men, when they first walk into a
fatherhood program, are in a state of crisis;
securing income and housing are significant,
pressing challenges; and, initially, a practitioner’s
top priority is to help the men become more
stable. The primary purpose of fatherhood
programs is to meet the economic and social
welfare needs of low-income men of color.
Oftentimes, the underlying principle is to support
and provide services to men so that they can contribute to their children’s financial
and emotional well-being and to the overall health of their communities. As one
practitioner said, “It’s about strengthening communities and developing capacities
for our families.”

The primary purpose of fatherhood
programs is to meet the economic
and social welfare needs of
low-income men of color.

To this end, fatherhood programs often provide a wide array of services. While
there is no formal set of services that constitutes a “fatherhood program,” many
provide some combination of:
• initial or up-front needs assessment;
• employment services, such as job readiness and‚ “soft skills” training,
job search assistance, job placement referrals, and/or job skills training;
• access to a computer lab and/or basic computer skills training;
• adult basic education and/or GED preparation;
• support services for men re-entering the community from prison or jail;
• child support information, legal clinics, and/or driver’s license recovery;
• financial literacy and budgeting classes;
• ongoing and follow-up case management and employment retention services;
• peer support groups;
• life skills training, including parenting classes or parent education groups,
healthy relationship classes and workshops, and/or rites of passage programs;
• leadership development; and/or
• referrals to other support services in the community.
In addition to collaborating with a wide variety of social service agencies
throughout their communities, fatherhood program practitioners also commonly
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develop partnerships with employers. These
working relationships often make it possible for
practitioners to connect their clients to needed
services and jobs.

Employment is a top priority
for fatherhood programs, and
helping men navigate the child
support system is another.

Without question, employment is a top
priority for fatherhood programs, and helping
men navigate the child support system is another.
In fact, a common program goal is to help men
find employment so that they can become current
with their child support orders. While the
majority of low-income fathers want and try to
provide economic support to their children, they
are frequently unable to do so due to chronic
un- and underemployment.16 In a series of CFFPP
listening sessions, low-income African American
men expressed that during times when they were
employed, they provided money to the mothers
of their children, helped pay rent, and bought food and clothes for their children.
Their situations and their ability to take care of themselves and their children
invariably became more difficult during spells of unemployment.

In fact, a common program
goal is to help men find
employment so that they
can become current with
their child support orders.

Men’s efforts to support their children can also become more complicated when
custodial mothers receive cash assistance. Although such assistance is necessary,
applying for TANF sets the automated child support system into motion, which
poses unique challenges for very low-income noncustodial parents. Child support
orders for no- and low-income adults are often based upon a calculation of what a
noncustodial parent could earn if they had a job – regardless of actual employment
status. Every month the order cannot be paid in full adds to the child support debt
they owe. As a result, very low-income noncustodial fathers (i.e. earning $15,000 a
year or less) commonly owe child support debt,
despite their inability – not an unwillingness – to
pay. Furthermore, for this group of noncustodial
parents, child support debt is often not owed
to their children or to the custodial parent,
but to the government as reimbursement for
welfare payments their children received. Any
contribution a noncustodial parent makes
directly to the custodial parent or children does
not count toward their official child support
obligation. Further complicating the situation
for noncustodial parents and the well-being of

Further complicating the
situation, some child support
enforcement mechanisms
actually make it more difficult
for low-income men to meet
their child support obligations.
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This relationship between
practitioners and participants –
solidly grounded in respect, trust,
and understanding – may be
the most important aspect of
the services that fatherhood
practitioners provide.

their children, some child support enforcement
mechanisms actually make it more difficult for
low-income men to meet their child support
obligations. For example, driver’s license
revocation and incarceration for nonpayment are
common enforcement measures that compound
the difficulties low-income men of color have in
securing and maintaining employment, which
obviously has a negative impact on their ability to
support their children.

In CFFPP-led focus groups, men who were
unemployed, struggling to make ends meet, and
in debt to the state for the reimbursement of cash
assistance their children had received, shared their perspectives on the child support
system. They expressed wanting to meet their responsibilities as parents, searching
for work, knowing that the child support they paid went to the state rather than their
families, and understanding the penalties for nonpayment.
It’s not that I didn’t want to pay [child support]. The problem was
that I was laid off.
...we tell [child support], look I’m unemployed. And if they check
my background they see I done had multiple jobs, good paying jobs
– railroad, road construction, carpentry, construction. I get paid
well, they just never last long... [The child support agency] didn’t
take none of that into consideration, that, you know, most of my
work is seasonal. I can do anything. I can cook or whatever. But if
people are not going to hire you, what are you supposed to do?
Well, I think that what [child support agencies] are doing is trying
to make sure that the money that went out there and covered [the
child(ren)’s needs] when the man has no job, they try to force them
to pay it even though they don’t have it. If you don’t pay it, you
gotta pay the consequences. The consequences is – get locked up or
get your license suspended.

Fatherhood program practitioners understand the circumstances low-income men of
color are facing and attempt to respond to the needs and well-being of noncustodial
fathers and their children by helping men secure employment and navigate the child
support system.
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Establishing strong, consistent relationships with the men who come to their
programs is fundamental to fatherhood practitioners’ work. As one practitioner
said, “You have to continually reach out to these men. They don’t reach out
to anyone because no one really wants to accept them.” This relationship
between practitioners and participants – solidly grounded in respect, trust, and
understanding – may arguably be the most important aspect of the services that
fatherhood practitioners provide. It enables programs not only to connect men to
necessary services, but also creates space for practitioners to hold high expectations
of the men and demand responsible behavior from them, particularly with regard to
their families and communities.
As one example, a fatherhood program asked participants to commit to the
following pledge:
In response to President Obama’s call for a national conversation on
responsible fatherhood and healthy families, I pledge to renew my
commitment to family and Community. I recognize the positive
impact that fathers, mothers, mentors, and other responsible adults
can have on our children and youth, and pledge to do all I can to
provide children in my home and throughout my community the
encouragement and support they need to fulfill their potential.
This approach is common to the work of community-based fatherhood practitioners.
The goal of most programs is to attend to the needs and challenges that low-income
men of color face so that they can make their full, desired, positive contributions to
their families and neighborhoods. Fatherhood programs are one of the few agencies
where low-income men of color receive this recognition and support.

Domestic Violence and Social Services for Men
There are multiple ways that domestic violence advocates can use the knowledge of
fatherhood programs to address unmet needs for underserved victims and increase
safety for low-income women of color. This section explores a range of promising
practice options. Domestic violence programs are encouraged to determine the best
approach for their community and tailor any potential strategy to fit local needs
and strengths. This section also highlights some important aspects of fatherhood
programs to keep in mind for advocates who consider pursuing any of these
approaches.
Most simply, domestic violence programs can learn about the agencies in
their communities that serve low-income men. Developing an understanding
of the services that are provided, meeting with or getting to know some of the

Center for Family Policy and Practice | 19

people who work at the agency, and learning about the organization’s underlying
philosophy or guiding principles can be useful, in and of itself.17 Additionally, this
knowledge can help advocates determine whether a local fatherhood program
would make an appropriate addition to their resource list.
Beyond learning about local services, advocates may decide that it could be
helpful to share information about a particular fatherhood program with some of
the victims they serve. As with all referrals, advocates would, in the process of

PROMISING PRACTICE STRATEGIES
Advocates are encouraged to develop the most useful strategies for promoting the safety of
underserved victims in their community. Not every approach is relevant for every community,
nor are they relevant for each victim. As always, victim safety comes first.
Identify local agencies that provide social services to low-income men*
• learn about the services
• meet people who work there
• learn about the agency’s mission and philosophy
When appropriate, share program information and safety plan with victims around:
• how will she tell her partner about the agency
• where will they have the discussion
• what escape routes will be available
• what will signal that she should stop the conversation
Provide technical assistance to local service providers who want to learn more about:
• domestic violence dynamics
• promoting safety in the context of their program
• responding to disclosures of intimate partner violence
Explore further opportunities to partner or collaborate
• conduct cross-trainings at each other’s agencies
• develop MOUs
• provide referrals to one another
• design prevention strategies
* See CFFPP’s “Enhancing Safety: A Guide to Help Advocates Identify Community-Based Agencies that Provide Social
Welfare Services to Low-Income Men” for more guidance.
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listening to each individual victim’s needs and concerns, identify when it is relevant
to provide her with information on social welfare services for men. Most often, this
will be in response to a victim who specifically asks where her partner can go, for
example, to receive help finding employment. Advocates who currently use this
strategy remain mindful of victims’ safety and work with each woman to decide
how to pass the referral information along to her partner. Together, they develop a
safety plan around that discussion – what it will look like, where it will take place,
what escape routes will be available, what she might say, and what words or actions
from him will signal to her to stop the conversation or leave. In this way, currently
underserved victims who are low-income women, who are still in contact with
their partners, and who want to help him find resources (e.g. assistance looking
for work, addressing his drinking, etc.) can receive victim-centered advocacy that
responds to her particular situation and promotes her safety.
Aside from providing referrals, advocates may find that a local fatherhood
program is interested in receiving technical assistance on domestic violence. Many
fatherhood practitioners would like to have a better understanding of domestic
violence dynamics, how to promote safety within their programs, and especially,
how to respond when a man discloses that he has used violence against his current
or former wife, girlfriend, or partner. Again, many (if not most) of the participants
in fatherhood programs do not use violence against their partners. At the same time,
practitioners are often aware of the fact that some participants do. Despite wanting
to play a positive role in enhancing women’s safety, practitioners commonly lack
confidence in addressing domestic violence and express that they would benefit
from the assistance and expertise of a local domestic violence advocate.
As advocates and practitioners get to better know one another and their
respective services, they may discover further opportunities to partner or
collaborate. Agencies may choose to work together, for example, to conduct crosstrainings at each other’s programs (e.g. on each other’s services, clients, roles, etc.),
create memorandums of understanding, develop processes for providing mutual
referrals (i.e. from a fatherhood program to a domestic violence agency and vice
versa), and/or design new prevention strategies.
While implementing any of these approaches requires additional time, each
draws upon skills that advocates already possess. Over the years, the advocacy
community has broadened its scope and, in some cases, bridged philosophical
divides in order to work with other professions and promote women’s safety.
Advocates have spent years developing relationships, learning about, educating,
and partnering or collaborating with law enforcement, prosecutors, judges, health
care providers, schools, faith communities, and other systems and institutions.
The advocacy community has a solid foundation for working across professions.
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Learning about or engaging with fatherhood programs would serve to expand the
number and types of partners in this work.
Each domestic violence agency must determine the most useful and relevant
approaches for promoting the safety of underserved victims in their community,
which may or may not result in a working relationship with fatherhood
practitioners. Just knowing who the practitioners are and what they do, or being
able to answer a victim’s request for information about where her partner can go
for help with his search for employment may be the extent of what is needed or
possible in a given community. Advocates are encouraged to utilize and build
upon their knowledge and strengths to assess
the extent to which relationships, partnerships,
or collaborations are feasible and, from there,
develop the most useful strategies for their
community.

Even when fatherhood
programs do not directly
address domestic violence
or have working relationships
with advocates, many already
increase women’s safety and
help prevent incidents of abuse.

It is worth noting that even when fatherhood
programs do not directly address domestic
violence or have working relationships with
advocates, many already increase women’s safety
and help prevent incidents of abuse. Certainly,
practitioners have expressed that they would
benefit from working with advocates who
understand their programs and the population
they serve. At the same time, just having an abusive partner connected to support
services and/or getting him out of the house for a few hours can provide respite
and increase safety for some women. Early in the development of fatherhood
programs, intake processes commonly asked about domestic violence, and men
who had used violence were screened out and could not participate. Over time,
however, fatherhood practitioners and domestic violence advocates came to learn
that turning men away from services is often not the best way to promote women’s
safety. Further isolating men who are already
marginalized (by race and class) and possibly
removing their one chance at social support
services can increase the likelihood that he will
use violence against his partner. Instead of asking
men about domestic violence at intake, it now
appears that first developing a strong relationship
with practitioners holds greater potential for
promoting women’s safety. Practitioners commonly form mutually respectful,
trusting relationships with program participants. Nonviolence and responsibility
to self, family, and community are part of the expected standard. Although

Nonviolence and responsibility
to self, family, and community
are expected from the men.
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fatherhood practitioners rarely know when they are working with someone
who has used violence and they do not provide batterer intervention services,
experiences of violence may be disclosed over time. Further, practitioners do create
an environment of accountability. While they may not call it such, “accountability,”
defined as: actions toward or involving others that reflect the integrity of the person
that you want to be,18 is precisely the standard that is developed within fatherhood
programs. All participants are expected and supported to live up to this principle.
Promoting women’s safety is a positive, but unintended outcome of fatherhood
programs. Domestic violence is outside of their mission and core services. They are
not designed to be prevention programs, nor do they provide batterer intervention
or fathering beyond violence services. At
the same time, most programs do promote
“responsible” fatherhood, which includes the
message that good fathers are, by definition,
nonviolent. Furthermore, in peer support groups,
men have the opportunity to wrestle with ideas
of masculinity and discuss how, for very lowincome men of color, the traditional route of
performing masculinity – being the breadwinner
– is often out of reach. Practitioners spend time
talking with the men in peer support groups
about the fact that a man’s worth does not come
from his income. They discuss ways of being a responsible man and father when
you don’t have economic resources (e.g. by caring for and spending quality time
with children). They also talk about the fact that, for men who do not have access
to employment or a steady income, violence is often the mechanism for proving
manhood. They contrast this with the definition of a “real man,” which includes
nonviolence. Peer support groups provide unique opportunities for low-income
men of color to address and challenge social norms in culturally relevant and
responsive ways.

Peer support groups provide
unique opportunities for
low-income men of color to
address and challenge social
norms in culturally relevant
and responsive ways.

Lastly, fatherhood service providers’ ultimate role is to help men gain and
maintain economic stability through employment. Therefore, practitioners make
the very practical point that choosing to use violence will negatively impact
multiple areas of men’s lives. Domestic violence adversely affects not only their
children, their partners, and their relationships, but can also interrupt efforts toward
achieving employment, education, and career goals.
Regardless of whether a fatherhood program directly addresses domestic
violence, nonviolent expectations and norms are often promoted within the
agency. In this way, fatherhood programs may increase the safety of women who
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are partnered with the low-income men who access their services, even for women
who are victims but may never approach or be connected with a domestic violence
advocate. One of the challenges facing fatherhood practitioners, therefore, is not
necessarily being able to accurately identify which participants do or do not, have
or have not, will or will not perpetrate domestic
violence, but rather, how to work with all of the
men in the program to increase the safety of all
women in the community.

Fatherhood programs are also
places where men support and
challenge one another to be
responsible men and fathers,
which requires being nonviolent
with their partners and/or the
mothers of their children.

It is important for advocates who are
interested in working with local programs
that provide services to low-income men to
be aware that some practitioners will not have
any understanding of domestic violence. It may
not be on their radar or they may not believe
that any of their participants have ever engaged
in violence against women. Furthermore,
some advocates might feel uncomfortable with
the kinds of services, the language, or the
environment of fatherhood programs. This
discomfort is not necessarily a signal to avoid
working with a program or exclude it from an
advocate’s resource list. Fatherhood programs
are not structured to be feminist organizations.
Practitioners often focus on promoting men’s responsibility as fathers. Many
programs offer anger management or healthy relationship classes and address men’s
issues around child support, access, and visitation. These issues alone can potentially
scare off advocates. However, fatherhood programs are also places where men, as
they come together, support and challenge one another to be responsible men and
fathers, which requires being nonviolent with their partners and/or the mothers of
their children. In other words, men in fatherhood programs often hold each other
accountable. The language that participants and practitioners use will not sound like
it comes from the anti-violence against women movement, but that does not mean
fatherhood programs cannot or do not promote women’s safety, prevent violence,
and change social norms.

Men in fatherhood
programs often hold each
other accountable.
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In the absence of other resources, many men rely heavily upon violence
for achieving manhood privileges… that is, violence becomes one of the
simplest ways of doing masculinity, of expressing manhood “rights,”
and of asserting male power, control, and dominance over others –
especially over lesser men and weaker women and children.19
X Gail Garfield x

Conclusion
Anti-violence against women advocates have historically and continue to develop
prevention and intervention services based on the lives, experiences, and needs of
victims and survivors. One promising approach to addressing an unmet need for
low-income women of color is to learn about and/or work with local programs that
provide social welfare services to low-income men.
Women and children in low-income communities of color face a wide range
of challenges to securing income stability and personal safety. At the same time,
women often share limited resources with the men in their communities. One
innovative way to work with underserved communities is to understand the role
that social welfare services for men can play in supporting and promoting the
safety of low-income women of color. It is crucial that such services be funded and
structured in a way that does not take away from women or children, but that adds
to the overall resources available in low-income communities.
African American and Latina women have approached domestic violence
programs seeking help for their current and former partners who have used
violence. Sometimes, they are looking for a place where he can go to get assistance
looking for employment and being connected to other services, or to be supported
in a community of other men who understand his position in American society.
Although limited, such community-based services exist. “Fatherhood programs” can
be found across a range of agencies – as small programs housed within neighborhood
centers, services provided within other nongovernmental organizations, or as stand
alone programs that are dedicated to addressing the needs of low-income men,
predominantly men of color. And practitioners at these programs are often receptive
to the information and expertise advocates can provide.
Equipped with information about the kinds of services that are frequently
available at fatherhood programs, advocates are better positioned to understand the
potential for working together and responding to the needs of low-income women
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of color. Victims have expressed that service providers can and must figure out how
to comprehensively address the economic needs of all community members while
simultaneously promoting women’s safety.
It is not being suggested that programs that provide services to low-income
men become more like batterer intervention programs, nor that domestic violence
advocates stray from their crucial work of providing safe havens and advocacy
for victims of violence. Rather, developing a greater understanding of the issues
that low-income women and men face and the kinds of services that each type
of program provides will have a positive effect on service delivery and women’s
safety. It is important that each agency follows the mission of its work. There
are clearly defined roles for each type of service provision, and the services each
provides address a critical need. In the end, achieving economic, racial, and gender
justice for low-income women of color will require that the needs of the whole
community be addressed.

I honestly think that some of the men may be stressed out like we are
about not getting assistance. I’m thinking that if they got some assistance,
like to help them get a job and help them get housing to get on their feet,
then maybe it may cut down on domestic violence against women.
And maybe all of this would slow down some kind of way.
X Domestic violence survivor at a CFFPP listening session x
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