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1. Introduction

This evaluation covers the second year of the project, between 15t May 2020 and
30t July 2021. The extension to this evaluation period reflects the adverse impacts
of the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic and the effects this has had on the ability to
conduct this work during these difficult times.

The COVID-19 pandemic has had major impacts on society at large as well as, in
this case, on the range of specialist services that NEYDL offer to young fathers and
their children through the Teen Dads Project. The pandemic has created unique
pressures for them and for the young men and their children whom they support. Most
notable has been the need to rapidly shift support to an online offer, which has been
done in accordance with government guidance as well as the specific advice of the
National Youth Agency (NYA 2021)%.

While many services who previously worked in face-to-face settings had to adapt
to remote working and amend their support offer accordingly, NEYDL had already
taken steps to move towards this direction, pre-pandemic. This helped the Teen Dads
Project adjust quickly to the changing needs through the work of the Teen Dads Project
Lead (Doug Laidlaw) and the Peer Support and Education Officer (Jonah York, funded
by the Esmee Fairbairn Foundation). In addition to the first year of the project, this
second year has helped NEYDL carve out a position as a national leader in digital
youth work with young men and their children — which is seen most prominently
through the launch of the DigiDAD campaign.

Year 2 of the Teen Dads project has seen NEYDL move to manage change in their
own working practice through the implications of social distancing rules and
regulations, which was worsened further by the loss of their community venue in
Dunston, Gateshead (and move to a new temporary home), while dealing with an
increasing demand for support under constrained working conditions.

This evaluation draws on interviews with the Teen Dads Project Lead, Peer
Support and Education Officer and three young dads who have progressed to take on
roles within NEYDL. These young men have worked as peer researchers, board
members and peer link workers and offer great insight to the work of the project.

1.1 Problems identified after Year 1:

¢ Nature of one-to-one working is time intensive (varying from catch up phone
calls to in depth parenting training sessions)

e Additional challenge of accounting for the behind the scenes work of staff
(e.g. time spent at child protection meetings)

e Year 1 saw less referrals, but hours worked for and behalf of children and
young people increased

e COVID-19 effect led to no referrals in early lockdown but with a high level of
need identified, with an emergence of many delayed referrals

1 NYA (2021) Managing Youth Sector activities and spaces during COVID-19. Version 5.0 March 2021



e Lack of support services elsewhere and benefit sanctions (e.g. young men’s
literacy skills and lack of access to the internet leading to problems with
Universal Credit)

e NEET status of young dads

e Computer literacy was mostly evident but access on small screen a real
problem (e.g. accessing forms via a phone due to a lack of computers)

e Closure of libraries presented a real problem of computer access

e Time intensive work again from NEYDL staff, offering help with online access
but often involved sitting next to someone to talk through in person and on
shared screens — this work was threatened by COVID-19 restrictions

1.2 Areas to be addressed in Year 2:

e Changes in working practice key for this second year

e Challenges of replicating group working in pandemic conditions

e Aim of reducing social isolation as a key priority (can this happen digitally?
Appointment of new workers?)

e ‘How to’ videos will become a vital resource through the emergence of the
DigiDAD work

e Focus on evidencing change (how can we test this? Easy in-person, more
difficult over the screen)

¢ Increased time spent on building relationships (lockdown restrictions means it
is taking longer to do that)

e Building rapport (that this is a service young men can trust and where NEYDL
can trust young men)

e Finding space is a key challenge (space in domestic setting? Space outside?)

e Privacy as well as digital poverty implications



2. The Children and Young People

It is important to note that despite the pandemic NEYDL has worked with more
young fathers this year than ever before (65), the majority of whom are Teen Dads
aged 18 or under (48) which reflects the development of more sophisticated referral
pathways, growing credibility and the higher needs within this age group. This
growing evidence base is supported by the impact data which demonstrates that the
charity’s biggest referral partner is now Social Services. The Teen Dads Project
Lead reported that nearly all of the young men he and the Peer Support and
Education worker have worked with are involved with Social Services. This is either
as Looked After Children, Care Leavers or due to Child Protection, Child in Need
and Early Help proceedings relating to their own children.

Impact Data covering the period from 1st May 2020 to 30th April 2021

Reason for referral 2021 2020 2019 2018
Young father / expectant dad 63 46 61 46
Other young man 2 1 1 2
Total: 65 a7 62 48
Engagement by young men

New referral 33 25 53 48
Ongoing support 32 22 9 6
Total: 65 47 62 54
Locality

Sunderland 26 22 19 7
Gateshead 32 20 31 44
South Tyneside 6 2 5 0
Newcastle upon Tyne 1 3 7 3
Total: 65 47 62 54
Age at entry point

Under 16 12 4 5 7
16-18 36 28 21 21
19-25 17 15 31 24
Unknown 0 0 5 2
Total: 65 47 62 54
Referral pathway

Youth work charities 11 11 16 23
Social services 8" 11 7 7
Early Help Teams Ov 1 1 2
Family Nurse Partnership 16 v 17 17 7
Self-Referrals 5A 4 14 5
School & Education 2N 1 2 4
Housing 4" 2 4 0
Other gn 0 1 6
Total: 65 a7 62 54



Of particular note are 14 young men who have attended training relevant to their role
as peer educators, with their achievements including:

e Completion of a Level 2 Award in Youth Work Practice, which involved over 28
hours of work by 1 young dad

e Level 3 Youth Work Diploma with over 10 hours of work by 6 young dads

e Black, Asian and Minority Ethnic Cultural Competencies Training over 2 hours
by 3 young dads

e NSPCC/CEOP certified Digital Safeguarding training over 4 hours attended by
4 young dads

e Safeguarding Adults & Reporting Concerns (Level 2) and Child Protection
Awareness (Level 2) training by 1 young dad

In addition, 4 young dads are represented on the charities board and 2 young dads
are members of a new advisory group which oversees the development of parenting
education programmes to feature in our forthcoming e-learning and digital service
platform (DigiDAD). These young men entered the service as Teen Dads and have
progressed to a point where they are employable by the charity.

3. Key Differences
3.1. Improving Teenage Fathers and Expectant Dads Parenting Skills

A review of relevant literature reveals that young fathers have not been engaged early
enough in their parenting journeys which reaffirms the significance of this Teen Dads
Project. The Teen Dads Project has emerged as a national leader in championing
work with and for children and young people and their ongoing involvement (through
a research partnership) with the internationally recognised Following Young Fathers
Further project (FYFF, see Tarrant et al. 2020 a and b) helps to connect local efforts
with national and international action.

The pandemic brought about specific challenges to the ability for services to
engage with young men early, and indeed hospitals themselves were proving
prohibitive to the very involvement of men through the pre-natal and labour processes.
Earlier research shows that early support in young men’s parenting journeys can
facilitate longer-term engagement with their families (Maxwell et al. 2012) as well as
encouraging care and support for the mother of their children throughout pregnancy
and early parenthood (Ferguson and Gates 2015).

Despite reduced attention to the needs of young men in their children’s lives,
this Teen Dads Project helped create space for teenage fathers and dads to be to
developing their parenting skills. Often overlooked by statutory and VCSE services
which all too often focus on the needs of the mother, young men are able to become
better parents through engagement with the Teen Dads Project and the specific



development of the DigiDAD? e-learning platform has helped make this possible even
under the strict limitations brought about by the pandemic.

The pandemic brought about a shift to new ways of working that had been difficult
to implement before the pandemic because of rigid organisational cultures. Quick
adaption saw services adopt digital technologies and platforms in service approaches
in ways that will ultimately benefit services and young fathers in the longer term. The
key point here is that while many of these individuals and organisations saw the need
to change working practice pre-pandemic embedded cultures of work prevented such
innovation. While for some, the pandemic forced the change and opened up newer
and often more appropriate working practices — NEYDL were ready for these changes
having already advertised for a new Digital Youth Worker post to further support the
work of the Teen Dads Project Lead.

3.2. Key Difference 2 -
Improving Teenage Fathers and Expectant Dads Relationship Skills

Online and remote support affected relationship building and maintenance between
professionals and young fathers as well as concurrently functioning as a vital source
of connection and interaction for young fathers themselves in a context of government
restrictions on social distancing.

The biggest change for NEYDL project workers was in how they were able to
engage with the dads, as opposed to how often; a phenomena identified through the
national and international work of FYFF. Research shows that sustained support
based on strong working relationships, between practitioners and young fathers,
positively influence the lives of young men and fathers (Neale and Davies 2015; Ward
et al. 2017). In evaluating the Teen Dads Project over the past year, what became
clear was that this would be more challenging to achieve, with implications for the
guality of support the professionals felt they were able to provide, especially in relation
to establishing new relationships with referrals to the service.

A key aspect of previous work within NEYDL was their group work, which was
always an asset and focal point for the building of relationship skills. The group
dynamic brought with it allied benefits of improving social networks and reducing
isolation on top of the influential role of fellow young dads as peer mentors. This aspect
in particular was identified as important for young men who lack some social skills, are
more bounded by gendered notions of stoicism and who would benefit from the
promotion of emotional intelligence (e.g. Ruxton and Burrell 2020).

NEYDL workers, while adhering to the oft-changing government guidance as
well as consulting sector specific advice such as that of the National Youth Agency,
developed ways of working with young men to help create small group work. When
permitted to do so, the Teen Dads Project offered walk-and-talk meetings and cycle

2 Check out the DigiDAD e-learning platform https://www.digidad.uk/ , and dedicated YouTube channel for full
access to full online resources produced by NEYDL
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCkAeSuiuO3JJpef71p7uxhA
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sessions (especially useful in helping those inner city dads looking for green space).
For some young men this offer was seen to be inappropriate, with the notion of walking
closely with another man around their local area (staff member of NEYDL) rejected.
Responses including safety concerns, stigmatisation, and general reluctance to open
up in this way within their own locale were all cited. The cycle sessions proved more
popular, not least because they gave the young men greater scope to work within staff
at a distance further away from their homes. This brought the added benefits of making
green space more accessible than by foot (time constraints) and public transport
(financial limitations as well as COVID-19 transmission concerns).

Again, when permitted to do so, NEYDL established a regular football group
who meet on weekday evenings — offering both an opportunity to work on health and
fitness to aid in the wellbeing of the young men in the project, as well as a vital source
of peer-to-peer conversation and support. The football activities made these
connections possible.

For others in the project, online gaming became a route to developing interpersonal
skills and relationships. Led by a peer link worker (who is a former service user and
fellow young dad) an online gaming group was established as part of the NEYDL offer.
This group worked to quickly establish a safeguarding policy and their innovative work
in this field offers a strong counter narrative to the negativity that often surrounds
young men in online spaces. Instead, this gaming community has helped function as
a new route to the development of inter-personal communication and skills
development, with young men taking on leadership roles and leading to greater
accountability in their leisure time.

3.3. Key Difference 3 -
Improving Social Networks

As outlined in previous sections, work within the Teen Dads Project has helped foster
improved social networks through the development of parenting and relationships
skills at a time when physical (and social) distancing has been enforced through the
pandemic.

Before the pandemic, family support services had an essential role to play in
enabling young fathers to remain actively involved in the lives of their children across
their parenting journeys. Given the wider, positive societal implications of father
involvement, attention to the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic and lockdown on the
family support landscape is vital. However, low engagement with family support
services is sometimes hampered by the widespread perception that young fathers are
“hard-to-reach” (Neale and Davies 2015; Davies 2016). The work of NEYDL and FYFF
would challenge this notion and as scholars like Neale and Davies (2015) would
advocate, the Teen Dads Project has shifted the emphasis looking for how they can
become more accessible to young fathers.



NEYDL with support from FYFF developed some scoping work into ‘Diverse
Dads’. Open accessibility of inclusive services is therefore key if they are to be able
to offer the support they need to, to more young fathers and their children with a wider
range of needs and priorities. This has led to a greater consideration of cultural and
religious influences on young fatherhood as well as more intersectional concern over
protected identity characteristics such as race and gender.

3.4. Key Difference 4 -
Reducing Social Isolation

The challenges of the past year presented the project with a paradox. On the one
hand, working remotely meant that project workers were actually able to make contact
and engage with more men and their children as travel time was no longer a factor.
Yet simultaneously, logistical concerns persisted with challenges of digital poverty,
access to private space and online technologies presenting a new set of accessibility
issues.

In some cases NEYDL were able to source technology to support some of these
young men (providing them with mobile phones, laptops and iPads) which helped
facilitate their engagement with the project. For others though, more fundamental
concerns about a lack of private space to speak with project workers was proving
prohibitive. For those individuals in shared accommodation, space and time alone
were at a premium, even when phone or video calls were available. Access to green
and outside space became much sought after — although this too was hard to come
by for many young men living in inner city contexts, especially those in high rise
accommodation. At the height of the pandemic, this was especially important as
guidance discouraged working indoors.

Loneliness and social isolation are often characteristics associated with young
fatherhood and have been known to NEYDL for a long time. As an organisation they
have commissioned research into this phenomena previously, although the pandemic
has exacerbated some of precipitating factors. Developing young men’s confidence,
creating greater access to peer support, and fostering a sense of belonging are key
differences this Teen Dads Project has sought to make. Research confirms that this
is a long standing priority in working with young men as fathers, as they often feel
marginalised in their interactions with services (Hanna 2018).

Remote working brought about by the pandemic has created new barriers in
terms of the accessibility of services, made only worse by the closure of the NEYDL
social space. This limited the opportunities as a ‘drop-in’ service, forcing interactions
to become more formal, organized and arranged. The accessibility of services
operating remotely was made worse by the social disadvantages facing many young
fathers. Limited access to technology, especially mobile phone data led to pronounced
digital poverty. In countering this digital exclusion, as well as varying levels of digital
literacy, the Teen Dads Project has worked hard to source, provide and offer training

3 Videos from the Diverse Dads pilot can be found here:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YBJDeQLOXxGE&list=PLS-wMhJQuiUjOGISEWOsNNRT8NRVNx-Wz
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with better technology (e.g. providing mobile phones, laptops and iPads to young men
— and supporting them to complete online forms, such as for Universal Credit).

In addition to technological provision, new funding was found to support the
provision of push bikes for young dads and their children. Initiatives such as this made
a key difference across the range of work offered by the Teen Dads Project with bikes
offering a literal route towards better parenting and relationship skills provision as well
as improving social networks and reducing isolation.

4. Lessons Learned

The findings through this evaluation of Year 2 of the Teen Dads project suggest that
while the challenges posed by the shift to remote working brought about by the
pandemic increased pressures on service provision and on the maintenance of
relationships between young fathers, their children and professionals — it also created
new opportunities for flexible support.

e While the pandemic produced opportunities to rapidly develop a digital service
offer (DigiDAD), its reach is hampered when young fathers have poor access
to IT resources

e Face-to-face working and the provision of community-located spaces were
identified as a significant loss for young fathers, further exacerbating the
experiences of loneliness and social isolation that young men as fathers can
experience

e Remote working is not a clear replacement, and this evaluation has highlighted
that young fathers benefit most from face-to-face support from both
professionals and peers

e Early intervention work and progress in engaging young fathers early on in their
parenting journeys was halted in the early days of the lockdown. The Teen
Dads Project responded flexibly to those experiencing crisis to produce a
bespoke service offer, which while necessary put a strain on staff capacity

e More flexible support offers have led to more varied hours of work which has
been valued by young men. This inevitably challenges the work/life balance of
staff and a balance must therefore be struck if these new working conditions
are to be sustainable
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