
Teen Dads Project Evaluation 

with North East Young Dads and Lads (NEYDL)  

funded by BBC Children in Need 

May 2023 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Dr Michael J Richardson michael.richardson@ncl.ac.uk 

School of Geography, Politics and Sociology, Newcastle University 

   

mailto:michael.richardson@ncl.ac.uk


2 
 

Contents          

  

Executive Summary         4 

 

1. Introduction          6 

1.1  Problems identified after Year 1 

1.2  Areas to be addressed in Year 2 and 3 

 

2. The Children and Young People      11 

2.1 Impact Data 

 

3. Parenting in a pandemic        14 

3.1 Methodology 

3.2 Key Findings 

3.3 Equal Play 

 

4. Key Differences         23 

4.1 Improving Teenage Fathers and Expectant Dads Parenting Skills 

4.2 Improving Teenage Fathers and Expectant Dads Relationship Skills 

4.3 Improving Social Networks 

4.4 Reducing Social Isolation 

 

5. Lessons Learned         30 

 

6. References          31 

 

Images used within this report are taken from North East Young Dads and Lads ’ work with Baltic 

Centre for Contemporary Art through the co-created publication Is There A Right Time? Through 

the Eyes of Young Fathers. They should be credited as follows: 

Edited by: Albert Potrony, Artist and Vicky Sturrs, Head of Learning and Civic Engagement, 

Baltic Centre for Contemporary Art  

Design: Founded.Design  

The publication and associated project was supported by Newcastle University.   

 

 

 



3 
 

 



4 
 

Executive Summary 

 At entry point to NEYDL, teen dads and expectant dads are often identified as 

socially isolated and severely marginalised. With no access to professional 

parenting support due to their age and gender, social isolation from their 

immediate peer group and lost friendship networks often follows, due to 

changes in their circumstances.  

 Young dads often reported poor mental health, exacerbated by the lack of 

available support services.   

 The COVID-19 pandemic had major impacts on the range of specialist services 

that NEYDL offer to young fathers and their children through the Teen Dads 

Project. The pandemic created unique pressures for NEYDL’s service offer. 

Most notable has been the need to rapidly shift support to an online offer, which 

was done in accordance with government guidance as well as the specific 

advice of the National Youth Agency (NYA 2021). 

 NEYDL had already taken steps to move towards the direction of hybrid and 

distant working 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).  

 Over the course of this evaluation, NEYDL has become a key contributor in the 

UKRI funded (and internationally significant) Following Young Fathers Further 

work, based at the University of Lincoln. This has helped NEYDL carve out a 

position as a national leader in digital youth work with young men and their 

children – seen most prominently through the launch of the DigiDAD campaign.  

 Year 2 of the Teen Dads Project saw NEYDL change 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.  

 Year 3 of the Teen Dads Project saw the establishment of the Regional Young 

Dads Council, with their inaugural work contributing to the Equal Play exhibition 

at Baltic Centre for Contemporary Art.  

 Following a successful first year, NEYDL took up residence in a new office at 

Baltic Centre for Contemporary Art. This has laid the foundation for future work 

and has been seen as a case study of threshold crossing within the arts and 

cultural sector.  

 This evaluation included 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, as well as with the Family Nurse Partnership as 

key stakeholders  

 In addition, the evaluation focussed on the case study work of the Regional 

Young Dads Council and their work at Baltic which culminated in the publication 

of Is There A Right Time? Through the Eyes of Young Fathers.  

 These young men have worked as peer researchers, board members and peer 

link workers and offer great insight to the work of the project. 
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1. Introduction 

Born in 2015, the North East Young Dads and Lads Project (NEYDL) began life with 

a clear brief. It set out into this world to find out what, if anything, could be done to 

support young dads (aged under 25) who live, work or study in the North East of 

England. At the time, there was no blueprint for this work. Instead, NEYDL set out to 

draw on their experience in youth and social work, meeting young men on their 

terms and figured things out together. Their approach saw young men as ‘experts in 

their own lives’ (Richardson 2020) and these values run to the very core of charity – 

with young dads sitting on the board of trustees and former service beneficiaries now 

in paid employment within the organisation as peer link workers and peer enablers.  

CEO, Kevin Stoodley recently made use of metaphorical child development 

milestones in framing his introduction to NEYDL’s most recent Annual Report:  

1) Speech is very clear. 

2) Knows own name, address, and age. 

3) Sense of humour is increasing. 

4) Uses more imagination.  

5) Greater independence. 

6) Likes listening to and telling stories.  

They are both talking the talk and walking the walk. NEYDL is a unique youth 

support service that is dedicated to helping young men and young fathers to play an 

active and meaningful role in the lives of their children, within families and wider 

society. They offer a service without judgement, preconception of stigma that is 

instead based on mutual trust, respect and honesty. They listen and respond to the 

challenges facing young men and work with them to find positive and long-term 

solutions.  

NEYDL operate a ‘revolving door’ policy that enables young men to return time and 

again for help, assistance and friendship. Through the period of my evaluation I have 

seen this. Some young men who were service beneficiaries were present at the 

beginning of my working relationship with NEYDL, were absent for a period of time 

and then made a return when it suited them. This return was for different reasons, 

and what is impressive about the work of NEYDL is their lifelong commitment to 

supporting young dads. Some of these ‘young’ men are no longer teens. Some are 

now longer even classed as ‘young men’ at all (i.e. they are older the age of 25). 

However, due to the continued working relationships, NEYDL now has a better and 

longer standing knowledge of the difficulties facing young men who are fathers 

across different lifecourse stages.  

Whether it be through peer supported offers of football, the Wheelie Good Dads 

Cycling Club, community beekeeping or the DigiDAD e-learning portal, NEYDL 

provides a safe non-judgmental space where young dads can express themselves, 

talk about their children and families and be a part of ground-breaking youth work. 

What is more, some young men see wider benefits through the introduction of family 

group days which sees the invite and offer extended to partners, children and other 

family members.  
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Inspired by these ideas, I worked closely with the newly formed Regional Young 

Dads Council in their inaugural project at Baltic Centre for Contemporary Art. 

Alongside Teen Dads Project Lead, Doug Laidlaw, Peer Support and Education 

Officer, Jonah York, and artist Albert Potrony I participated in workshops with young 

dads.  Driven by a central question of how young men perceived equality in terms of 

play and childcare, in doing so we also helped respond to threshold-crossing 

critiques of arts and cultural organisations. What emerged was a journey from 

threshold-crossing to radical hospitality, through the creation of a space that young 

dads and their children not only felt part of, but took pride in and a sense of 

ownership over. In other words, the project saw young dads and their families 

welcomed into a space that they had never previously felt was for them. By 

unlocking creative potential the project tapped into the young men’s emotional 

intelligence. I want to personally thank everyone involved for their emotion, 

enthusiasm and expertise.  

 

This evaluation report covers the final two years of the Teen Dads Project (referred 

to as Year 2 and Year 3), with the first year evaluation completed by staff at North 

East Young Dads and Lads (July 2019 – June 2020, referred to as Year 1). I was 

asked to conduct the evaluation of Year 2 (a period covering June 2020 – July 2021) 

and Year 3 (covering July 2021 – June 2022). Dominating the timeframe of this 

project are the adverse impacts of the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic and the effects 

this has had on the ability for the North East Young Dads and Lads Project 

(henceforth referred to as NEYDL) to conduct their work during these times. In the 

months since the evaluation window has closed, I have worked with NEYDL in their 

new residence at Baltic Centre for Contemporary Art through an Innovation and 

Knowledge Exchange Sabbatical (between September 2022 and February 2023), 

funded by the School of Geography, Politics and Sociology and the Humanities and 

Social Sciences Faculty at Newcastle University. This has given me unique insight to 

the legacies of the Teen Dads Project, especially through the continued development 

of the Regional Young Dads Council.  

 

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). 

 Additional challenge of accounting for the behind the scenes work of staff 

(e.g. time spent at child protection meetings). 

 Year 1 saw less referrals, but hours worked for and behalf of children and 

young people increased. 

 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. 

 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). 
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 NEET (Not in Education, Employment or Training) status of young dads. 

 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). 

 Closure of libraries presented a real problem of computer access, alongside 

identification of digital poverty.  

 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 addressed in Year 2 and Year 3: 

 Changes in working practice as well as loss of drop-in centre.  

 Re-starting group work in a post-pandemic era with aim of reducing social 

isolation seen as a key priority.  

 Video work became a vital resource through the emergence of the DigiDAD 

portal. 

 DigiDad seen as a innovative response to the need to evidence change. 

 Increased time spent on building relationships (lockdown restrictions means it 

is taking longer to do that). 

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

can trust young men). 

 Finding space is a key challenge (space in domestic setting and lack of 

outside space). 

 Privacy as well as digital poverty implications. 
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2. The Children and Young People 

It is important to note that notwithstanding 2020, the year in which the pandemic 
affected work most directly through the implementation of national lockdowns, 
NEYDL has continued to grow and work with more young fathers, year on year. Over 

the time of this evaluation period, on average 58% of NEYDL’s work was with Teen 
Dads (under 19s): with approximately 68% in 2020, 74% in 2021 and 31% in 2022.  

 
Successful access to Teen Dads reflects the development of more sophisticated 
referral pathways, growing credibility and the higher needs within this age group. 

This has included particular relationships with Family Nurse Partnerships, Family 
Hubs and Perinatal Mental Health Teams.  NEYDL’s growing evidence base is 

supported by the impact data below. These records were made public through 
NEYDL’s most recent Annual Report. 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.  

 
 

2.1 Impact Data 
 

 
Reason for referral                    2022               2021               2020             2019                                                                

Young father / expectant dad  68             63       46  61 
Other young man   4  2  1  1  
Total:     72  65  47  62 
 
 
Engagement by young men           

New referral     25  33  25  53  
Ongoing support   47  32  22  9 
Total:     72  65  47  62 
 

         
Locality 

Sunderland    23  26  22  19 
Gateshead    26  32  20  31  
South Tyneside   6  6  2  5 
Newcastle upon Tyne   7  1  3  7 
Durham     6  0  0  0 
Northumberland   1  0  0  0 
North Tyneside   3  0  0  0 
Total:     65  65  47  62 
 
 
Young Men Living in Areas of Highest Deprivation (based on IMD2019) 

10% in most deprived area  71  Not Previously Recorded (NPR) 
Other     1  Not Previously Recorded (NPR) 
Total     72 
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Age at entry point 

Under 16    4  12  4  5 
16-18     18  36  28  21 
19-25     50  17  15  31 
Not given    0  0  0  5 
Total:     72  65  47  62 
 
 
Referral pathway 
Youth work charities   8   11  11  16 
Social services   21  18  11  7 
Early Help Teams    3  0  1  1 
Family Nurse Partnership  18  16  17  17 
Self-Referrals     6  5  4  14 
School & Education   1  2  1  2 
Housing    8  4  2  4 
Health     6  0  0  0 
Criminal Justice   1  0  0  0 
Other      0  9  0  1 
Total:     72  65  47  62 
 
 
Individual Help Received         

Child Protection proceedings  24   23  12  27 
Child/Team around the family  1  1  3  7 
Family law proceedings  5  5  0  8 
NEET status    17  14  13  27 
Career progression    11  5  4  8 
Housing, and benefit support  16  9  4  8 
Completing essential paperwork 16  13  5  19 
Poverty and debt management 9  17  10  12 
Domestic abuse   21  12  7  21 
Offending behaviours   6  16  3  10 
Mental & emotional wellbeing  23  30  26  31 
Substance misuse & addiction 7  8  6  12 
Sexual health    5  3  5  2 
Physical health conditions  6  4  4  6 
Learning difficulties   3  8  5  8 
Social isolation and loneliness 72  60  47  51 
Parenting skills   35  34  20  46 
Relationship skills   23  27  24  25 
Beareavement & loss   8  4  6  8 
Volunteering    74  3  8  25 
School exclusion   6  5  3  2 
Total:     388  301  215  363 
 
 
Individual contact time (hrs) 

Dads and Toddlers groups  12  0  106  44 
1:1 support (face to face)  408  440  350  306 
1:1 support (telephone and online) 234  450  140  92 
Professional meeting attendance 
with young person   460  250  190  119 
Peer supported group work  202  850  959  912 
Training delivered to professionals 51  40  56  101 
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Research activities   451  254  134  420 
Campaigning, media and film work 257  428  142  238 
Community beekeeping  196  131  250  98 
Peer mentoring and volunteering 1491  280  230  216 
Other activities   17  20  36  NPR 
Total:     3,779  3,143  2,593  2,546 
 
 
Average individual contact time 52.5  48  55  41 
 
 
Key Outcomes 

Child Protection Plans 
downgraded or completed  18   9  5  8  
Child-In-Need plans 
completed and closed   10  3  3  4 
CAF/TAF process completed  1  1  2  7 
Progressed into full time work/study 9  10  5  8 
Accessed specialist medical help 15  2  5  5 
Total:     53  25  20  32 
 
 
Social Media Metrics since DigiDad Launch 6th April 2021 
YouTube Channel views  12,400 
Watch Time (hours)   903 
Organic subscribers   80 
Impressions    41,600 
 
Gender demographics   
Male     58.2% 
Female    41.8% 
 
Age demographics 
18-24     33% 
25-34     40% 
35-44     19.4% 
44+     7.6% 
 
Twitter 
Current followers   887 
Average monthly impressions 20,000 
 
Facebook 

Followers    624 
Likes     549 
Average reach per post  209 
 
E-Learning Platform www.digidad.uk was launched 24th February 2022 

Average monthly views  250 
Organic membership   43 
 

 

 

http://www.digidad.uk/
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3. Parenting in a Pandemic  

 

3.1 Methodology 

NEYDL’s process of co-creating with young men, saw them mitigate against 

increased isolation, loneliness and loss of access to children they might have 

otherwise experienced. Methodologically, while Weller (2017) noted it can be harder 

to build rapport and to be aware of particular points of sensitivity through distant 

methods, Gibson’s (2020) reflections help argue that moving to online and digital 

methods can represent a democratisation of the research process. These young 

fathers are digital natives and while noting issues of digital poverty, are often more 

comfortable with the medium. The evaluation was conducted by making use of digital 

technologies for some interviews and focus groups, while also recognising many 

young dads’ desire for in-person working again, through the group workshops at 

Baltic Centre for Contemporary Art.   

My previous role as a trustee of the North East Young Dads and Lads (2018-2022) 

positions me uniquely to conduct this important work. Stepping down from the board 

this past year has allowed me to conduct this independent final evaluation. During 

the write up of this evaluation I have been on an Innovation and Knowledge 

Exchange sabbatical with NEYDL and Baltic, from September 2022 – February 2023 

which has given me access to the growing relationship of both of these organisations 

and the ways in which their work continues to support Teen Dads.  

 

3.2 Key findings 

Parenting in a pandemic emerged as a key facet of this evaluation period and 

NEYDL’s work during this time typifies their nuanced and user-centric approach. 

Young fathers (under the age of 25) are known to be at a high risk of social isolation 

and loneliness, which was amplified in the context of COVID-19. This evaluation 

period saw NEYDL responding to immediate needs as well as longer term impacts.  

Ultimately, NEYDL’s work has helped young disadvantaged men remain present in 

the lives of their children, which the impact data of the previous section is testament 

to. Their work advances understanding of the lives of young fathers in the North East 

of England, and works by way of advocacy for examining the impacts of different 

societal pressures on their ability to care for their children.  

 

From my notes on focus group discussions with young dads during early stages of 

the evaluation: 

In terms of most significant issues facing the dads during lockdown contact 

was raised as a concern. For non-resident dads they just had to wait it out – a 

lot of control from the mother of the child’s side of the family.  

Access to employment another concern, especially for those reliant on 

cash-in-hand type jobs. Even for those whose employment has continued, it’s 
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taking them longer to get paid since the pandemic as the work has become 

increasing cashless (customers paying via card and direct debit more).  

Overly reliant on technology. In terms of the contact many dads have, they 

were reliant on video updates sent through from child’s maternal family. 

One young dad stating: ‘what’s the point in going to see her as even if I 

can see her, I can’t touch her due to coronavirus restrictions’.  

 

By working closely with a group of young men through this evaluation of the Teen 

Dads Project, I was able to glean insight on the interrelated factors of fatherhood and 

structural disadvantage (especially pronounced for non-resident dads). In evaluating 

NEYDL’s work at this time, what became clear were the frailties of parenting by 

young disadvantaged men (aged under 25) in these unprecedented circumstances. 

NEYDL’s growing work with the Following Young Fathers Further programme has 

helped to influence the evolving policy responses by better recognising the 

challenges facing young men as they seek to establish positive and meaningful 

relationships with their children.  
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By championing co-created methods I have seen how the charity has helped to 

better connect young fathers with their children and in doing so explore a solution to 

their loneliness and social isolation, at a time when the impacts of social distancing 

and remote working was still being felt. This is something the newly created Regional 

Young Dads Council have taken a leading role in.  

 

Their work resulted in a growing relationship with Baltic Centre for Contemporary Art, 

and the workshops which accompanied Albert Potrony’s Equal Play exhibition were 

the first group work activities NEYDL provided as we moved towards a post-

pandemic era. This group now has hosts parent and child stay-and-play sessions 

once a month at Baltic’s Learning Lounge.   

 

Interviews and focus groups with NEYDL staff and service beneficiaries made clear 

the challenges that social distancing posed towards both in working with young men 

as well as for young men to spend safe and meaningful time with their children. Due 

to a prohibitive combination of factors including: 

 

 public transportation costs 

 associated COVID-19 transmission fears 

 overprotective parenting by maternal family members 

 digital poverty 

 

This evaluation over the past two years of the Teen Dads Project has shown that the 

vast majority of young fathers feel stigmatized by mainstream services representing 

social care, education and health, forcing them to confront the pressures of 

navigating family, partner and peer relationships often alone. As other researchers 

have shown, this can lead to negative assumptions which in turn translate into 

further marginalisation by practitioners (Neale and Davies 2015). Pandemic 

experiences only intensified the sense of extreme loneliness and social isolation 

commonly experienced by young fathers, who are all too often overlooked by key 

services who view them as troublesome rather than vulnerable (Duncan 2007). By 

working with the Following Young Fathers Further team, NEYDL helped to generate 

knowledge and make policy recommendations on the impacts of COVID-19 on 

young disadvantaged fathers and their children in the wake of COVID-19 and 

associated social distancing rules.  

 

NEYDL rapidly moved to an online support offer. The organisation had already 

started using a range of technologies prior to the pandemic, but in order to maintain 

regular online contact with young dads both on a 1:1 basis and within group chat 

environments – the value of face-to-face contact was made clear to me within this 

evaluation.  
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As a charity however whose capacity is stretched, there are clear advantages to 

encouraging digital approaches and remote working. This includes: 

 

 the potential to reach and connect with young men in a manner that is far 

quicker and cheaper  

 remote working is also more environmentally friendly than more traditional 

approaches 

 digital youth work has clear advantages at ‘speaking the language’ of 

younger people 

 there is scope to explore this further (e.g. exploring the role of gaming for 

young men)  

 

In evaluating these changes therefore, this report contributes to ongoing literatures 

on inequalities within health service provision. The evaluation included interviews 

with two members of the Family Nurse Partnership (FNP) team – with connections to 

the National Unit at Public Health England. 

 

One of the Family Nurses said: 

‘We knew Doug (Teen Dads Project Lead) couldn't take every client. You 

know [because of] capacity. However, I think, for us, in maintaining that aim 

and probably out of that, has come the ability to offer the DigiDad [e-learning 

resources]…and actually spread the word of the DigiDad nationally amongst 

the Family Nurse Partnership teams around the country’. 

 

Ultimately, what stakeholder interviews like this one revealed was that NEYDL’s 

work was simultaneously reaching more and more people, while the need for it was 

ever-growing. A key indicator of this was that where the FNP team used to only 

mention the work of NEYDL to families at moments of crisis, they have moved 

towards introducing NEYDL’s offer at initial recruitment meetings universally. 

 

Previous research has shown that young fathers face unique challenges in times of 

reduced funding for statutory services (Davies and Neale 2015). The pandemic, and 

the more recent cost-of-living crisis, are contemporary examples of such times of 

scarce resources. For teen dads, often living separately to their children, there is a 

very real possibility of limited opportunities to practice parenthood, which the 

pandemic has highlighted. Concurrently, these same young men often face 

unrealistic expectations of their parenting abilities by social care professionals. They 

have had little or no access to father-friendly parenting support (Tarrant and Neale, 

2017), have no positive male role models in their lives and tend to avoid public 

appearances involving their children through fear of harassment, abuse or physical 
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violence (Hanna 2018). National lockdown rules became a key barrier to accessing 

support and this evaluation notes the role of digital technology and the part it 

continues to play in sustaining the relationships young fathers have with their 

children. It is a new form of support that thus far is only beginning to be explored in 

the literatures on young men as fathers (Robb 2020; Tarrant 2021; Tarrant et al 

2023). 

 

This evaluation has highlighted some of the frailties of parenting by young 

disadvantaged men, and is supported by an evidence base consisting of earlier 

studies which show how pre-existing patterns of disadvantage have shaped abilities 

to cope with the COVID-19 pandemic. Social distancing has proved challenging for 

lots of young dads, especially those living in high rise accommodation with no private 

communal green spaces. In reviewing the impact of social and physical isolation 

during national lockdowns, concern tended to be reported for older people’s 

experiences which dominated the focus.  Yet these issues reflect any community on 

the fringes of society, including young fathers and expectant dads. Single men 

separated from their children can feel the effects acutely. With ONS figures (2018) 

showing men account for three quarters of suicides registered in the UK, this 

continued importance of NEYDL’s work is clear.  

 

Studies carried out by gender equality charity the Fawcett Society, the Women’s 

Budget Group, and academic researchers focussed on cohabiting couples and 

families with a female primary carer. Their work showed that 51% of parents with 

young children were struggling to make ends meet in early national lockdowns 

(Women’s Budget Group 2020). Ultimately, in conducting this evaluation of the Teen 

Dads Project, it became clear that young fathers and their children in the North East 

of England were also particularly vulnerable at this time.  

 

The COVID-19 pandemic has proved to be anything but the great leveller that was 

purported by the UK government (de Ruyter and Hearne, 2020; Resolution 

Foundation, 2020). It did in fact prove to exacerbate social divides and in the case of 

young fathers, has magnified aspects of their loneliness and social isolation which 

ultimately, predates the crisis. This evaluation was conducted in a new post-

pandemic context at a time when NEYDL was in a period of significant transition 

(location as well as working style and practice) in order to continue to meet the 

needs of the young men they work with. This made traditional ways of working less 

accessible, but it also represented an opportunity to champion methodological 

innovation in youth and social work with teen dads.  

 

The Teen Dads Project has provided a range of services to support young dads and 

expectant dads, including 1:1 support, paediatric first aid courses, peer support 

groups and support to attend Child Protection, Child in Need and Early Help 
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meetings (see 2.1 Impact Data). Face to face work has been delivered by NEYDL 

staff within family homes as well as more public and community settings. 1:1 support 

continues to be central to NEYDL’s work, which includes befriending and in-depth 

conversations, in order to both understand the young dad's life and identify, as well 

as his support needs and aspirations.  Alongside face-to-face support, NEYDL also 

connect and converse with young men via telephone, text and social media. 

Telephone contact is often the initial contact tool to reach young men following a 

referral. Social media is used to promote the service and activities, celebrate young 

dads’ achievements, stay in contact with young men and their families and talk 

directly to young dads via video link.  

 

Support with Child Protection, Child In Need and Early Help meetings have included 

pre-meetings before appointments, support with access and transport, talking 

through associated paperwork, advocating on behalf of young dads and 

their children and completing reports which evidence young men's progress / 

achievements. 

 

A return to peer support groups for young dads / expectant dads have been provided 

in a variety of forms, and the Regional Young Dads Council is an important 

figurehead for such approaches.  
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3.3 Regional Young Dads Council  

The Regional Young Dads Council was established in 2021 and meets 12 times per 

year to inform strategic planning and delivery of services for and with NEYDL. The 

group’s inaugural project was working with Baltic Centre for Contemporary Art 

through Albert Potrony’s Equal Play exhibition. For Baltic’s wider publics, they 

consulted constituents through face to face discussion, artist-led making workshops, 

paper and digital survey and through social media channels. 113 responses were 

gathered. 92% said they wanted to connect more with their local environment, 93% 

looked to Baltic as a place to find out more about the world and its issues/ideas and 

94% want Baltic to be a space where they can stop, think and take action. Events 

that bring people together to learn about the challenges in a friendly and informal 

way were highly rated, as was learning from peers rather than ‘experts’. This is what 

marked NEYDL’s contribution to the elite arts organisation as so special and why it 

serves as a clear example of successful threshold crossing.   

 

Images, quotes and extracts from NEYDL’s work with Baltic are scattered throughout 

this evaluation report and their inclusion is to both recognise the contribution which 

they have made to this evaluation but also as part of an effort to decentralise the 

knowledge base – and the shared value that participants are experts in their own 

lives (Richardson 2020).  

 

As Albert Potrony reflected on the contribution that NEYDL participants made: 

‘We hope it carries the warm, wise, funny and sometimes angry voices of the 
young fathers, opening a window into their experiences. A clear message runs 

through its fragments; the importance and value of care as a tool to build a better 
future’. 

 

Equal Play explored the principles of non-gendered and non-hierarchical play. It was 

an exhibition which considered men and childcare in relation to feminism and gender 

equality. It drew on the work of Dutch architect Aldo van Eyck designed hundreds of 

playgrounds in post-war Europe. Though largely forgotten in our contemporary cities, 

the ideas these playgrounds inspired represent architectural intervention and 

innovation. Exploring them in a post-pandemic world with NEYDL shone a new light 

on their significance. Through the newly established Regional Young Dads Council, 

the Teen Dads Project had a unique opportunity to shape conversations around the 

organisation of space in the Baltic Centre for Contemporary Art. This was not just of 

interest to modern functionalist architects or arts critics but because of the nature of 

van Eyck’s emphasis on bottom-up architecture as inspirational, collaborative and 

imaginative, this gave scope for young men to reflect on ways in which they could 

take similar action within their own lives.  

Potrony’s interpretation of van Eyck’s designs saw a conscious effort to present a 

playground which was equipped in a minimalist way. The logic was to stimulate the 
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imagination of its users and as you can see from extracts of the Is There A Right 

Time? publication – the young men involved in this project made connections back to 

their everyday experiences of fatherhood and raising their children. This project also 

saw young dads from NEYDL brought together through intergenerational workshops 

with members of Achilles Heel, an anti-sexist men’s movement of the 1970s and 

1980s.  
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4. Key Differences 

 

4.1. 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 the 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 

DigiDAD1 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.  

 

 

 

 

                                                                 
1 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  

https://www.digidad.uk/
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCkAeSuiuO3JJpef71p7uxhA
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4.2. 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 quality 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 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. 
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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.  
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4.3. 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’2. 

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.   

 

 

                                                                 
2 Videos from the Diverse Dads pilot can be found here: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YBJDeQLOxGE&list=PLS-wMhJQuiUj0GiSEwOsNNRT8NRVNx-Wz  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YBJDeQLOxGE&list=PLS-wMhJQuiUj0GiSEwOsNNRT8NRVNx-Wz
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4.4. 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 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.  
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5. Lessons Learned  

 

Key learning points from across this work have been: 

 The value of a flexible support offer. This centres on being responsive to 

participants’ needs and not assuming any particular method of communication 

will be desired. This evaluation has shown how there are a range of 

approaches and a variety of reasons why one might be preferable over 

another at that point in time  

 There is a clear need for early intervention. Due to the isolating factors 

brought about by young fatherhood (including a withdrawal from social 

networks, exacerbated by non-resident fatherhood or indeed through social 

distancing restrictions) young men are at particular risk of a deterioration of 

mental health and wellbeing. Early support can help provide important routes 

to both peer and professional support.  

 The value of DigiDad as an online resource. There is a growing recognition 

that young people are digital natives and live digital lives, and as such the 

DigiDad e-learning portal is an appropriate medium for young men to access 

support, learning and associated social (peer group) experiences. This both 

serves as a response to parenting in a pandemic but also brings with it a 

range of benefits (including environmental and financial for the charity) which 

are already being evidenced with relevant stakeholders. This was made clear 

through the uptake in referrals coming from health and social care as well as 

the direct change in policy from family nurses who are now universally 

referring young men to NEYDL’s online provision.  

 In spite of the aforementioned significance of online resources, there is a 

continued value placed on face-to-face contact. This is echoed by both 

young men and staff through the Teen Dads Project. A key aspect of 

NEYDL’s success stems from their involvement of young men by experience 

at all stages of their work and this peer involvement is a strong feature of the 

face-to-face work. This is something that is clearly and continually important 

to young men.  

 

The success of the Regional Young Dads Council and continuing relationship at 

Baltic Centre for Contemporary Art epitomises NEYDL’s response to all four of the 

key differences identified through the Teen Dads Project. Looking forward, and for 

this project to continue to succeed, NEYDL should maintain an openness to develop. 

By accepting feedback, NEYDL will be able to continue to reflect upon, and 

implement, identified changes. 
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