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Babies cannot exist or thrive 
without…

• A family
• A community
• A system of care

Early childhood work must be 
• 2-generational
• Include the community
• Involve system change 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
When we think about health promotion we tend to think about promoting health for the individual who will benefit from that behavior change. However for infants and children, this individual focus on health promotion is extremely difficult if not impossible.

In developmental sciences we have a have old quote that is applicable here, that there is no baby without the family around it. Babies and young children are absolutely dependent on adults for their survival and their health.  Taking a Brofenbrener socio-ecological centered approach to health promotion in early childhood is not a luxury, it is a necessity. 

Safe Babies work is built on this multi ecological approach to supporting and promoting development. All of our work is 2-generational, much of it includes analyses of the community, and systems analysis and change is intertwined will all of our approaches. 



Understanding Where Our Approaches Impact Health

• Intense individual focused 
programs will impact individuals, 
but will have small impacts on the 
population at large

• Less intense wide-spread 
programs will have small impacts 
on the individual, but will move 
the population

Frieden (2010). A framework for public health action: Health impact pyramid, 
Am J. Public Health



Involved Fathers

What happens when the father is involved?

Presenter
Presentation Notes
As scientists, and as a developmental scientist, in particular, we need to take a minute and acknowledge how we have contributed to the neglect of fathers as a positive and important influence on children. And that this neglect contributes to parental inequity. We need to acknowledge that we say “parents” but yet we only study mothers, and that we have neglected to adequately study their transition to parenthood.

It is this history that leads to a need to show that they are important part of birth and infant outcomes.



Fathers impact their infants’ 
development
• Positive paternal mental health buffers maternal 

depression’s impact on infant emotional 
development

• Negative paternal mental health impacts infant 
attention and emotional development



Fathers impact later 
development & 
achievement
Executive Functioning
Emotional Development
School Achievement
Mental Health



Paternity Establishment and Involvement

• Paternity is automatically established for married couples
• System and administrative barriers exist for unmarried couples

• For unmarried couples
• Father being present at one prenatal visit is predictive of paternity 

establishment
• Father being present at birth is predictive of paternity establishment
• Paternity establishment is predictive of father involvement after birth 

• Child Family Research Partnership

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The bare minimum of father involvement is paternity establishment. That is signing the birth certificate to legally acknowledge that he is the parent of the baby. 



• Paternity Establishment is protective of maltreatment for all race/ethnic groups
• Infants of white mothers are at the highest risk of maltreatment when paternity is 

NOT established at birth
• Take Home:

• There are important culturally-specific family dynamics (especially in African 
American families) that we should look at as strengths 

• Help dads 
• Help moms



Maternal healthy profile with lowest rate of removal and lowest rate of subsequent 
investigation, had: 

• Highest rates of paternity establishment
• Low rates of smoking
• High rates of acceptable prenatal care use
• High rates of breastfeeding in the hospital



When paternity is 
established the 
good things are 
better

• Paternity establishment does not 
start at birth

• Paternal involvement does not 
start at birth

• It is a journey

• How to we create the environment 
to make that journey positive?

How do we get to making the good 
things better?



Including Fathers

How are perinatal systems including fathers?



Mental Health
Supports

Affordable and
Nutritious Food

Stable Home 
Environment

Family Events and
Culture Centers

Faith-Based 
Organizations

Accessible
Healthcare

Quality Education and
Childcare

Parenting
Support

SUPPORTING
FAMILIES

Presenter
Presentation Notes
One of the first issues that we must acknowledge is that most “universal” systems in early childhood are for moms. Maternal health care, including mental health care, is an important priority, but there is not a corresponding priority for paternal health and mental health care. WIC, which is one of the most used nutrition programs for new families, provides benefits directly to mothers but not to fathers. As an aside, while I call out WIC as being for moms, I also want to commend many local WIC agencies here in Texas that have made a clear and explicit effort to make their services available and accessible to fathers.  

So, as we think about including fathers in systems, we also must be clear that the systems are not built for them. From a health promotion, perspective, this creates a major conundrum how do we do population-level health promotion if there is not a universal touchpoint or space to reach dads. This really leaves us to try to understand how fathers are involved in systems that are for mothers. 



Male involvement and the perinatal care 
systems
What we know

• Men want to be involved
• Men feel underprepared when the 

baby is born
• Men experience postnatal 

depression/anxiety, too

What we don’t know

• Are men being included in PNC visits?
• Are they learning about caring for their 

children in perinatal systems?
• What are the external motivating 

factors to attend PNC visits?
• What information “sticks” with men 

during PNC visits?
• What is the best way to present 

warning signs of complications to 
men?

• …



Fathers are not universally 
included in the perinatal 
system
• Fathers are expected to “know”… but 

not always taught

• Fathers are “othered” in a health 
setting… but expected to be there

• Providers are not adept at talking to or 
including fathers… but know they should



Fathers are left out, but 
trying to find their way

• Fathers believe that prenatal care is the 
realm of the mother and baby

• Do not feel prepared for the transition to 
parenting

• Navigating cultural pressures, family 
pressures, and societal pressures

• The prenatal system is not focused on the 
transition to parenthood… for either 
parent

Poulos NS, Donovan EE, Mackert M, Mandell DJ (under review). 
Thematic Analysis of Fatherhood Interviews: A Story of Missed 
Opportunity for Father Engagement During Perinatal Care.

Poulos, NS, & Mandell, DJ (in prep) Paternal perceptions of parenting 
control during the transition to fatherhood



Fathers need help, too
• 41.8% of fathers did not have a social 

support network of other dads they can 
rely on for support and advice about 
parenting

• 41.2% of fathers did not have a social 
support network they can reach out to 
when having a conflict with their partner

• Cunningham et al (in Prep) 



Supporting Fathers

Father’s Playbook App with 
Michael Mackert

Center for Health Communication
UT Austin

Paul Toprac
SAGA Lab
UT Austin



Health Promotion for Fathers

What do we want them to do?

• Support the mother during 
pregnancy

• Positively engage with the 
pregnancy

• Seek information that will 
support transition to fatherhood

What do fathers want?

• Financial planning support
• Knowledge of pregnancy related 

changes
• To support their partner



Health Promotion for Fathers

What are the barriers?

• Poor parenting transition support 
prenatally

• Interpersonal relationship with 
the mother

• Not knowing what they don’t 
know

• Receive information 2nd hand

How do we promote health behavior 
change

• ???



Father’s Playbook:

Features in V1 & V2:
• Prenatal article
• Calculator as buying progress
Added in V3
• Parenting Action Plans
• Postnatal articles

Goals: 
• Increase PNC attendance
• Increase financial planning



Use information:
App stores

• Doubled downloads since 
Jan 2022

• >5500 downloads since 
launch (10/1/2019)



Pregnancy Basics

•Changing Bodies
•Changing Emotions
•Nutrition and wellness
•Going to Prenatal Exams
•Building a Connection with 

Your Baby

Preparing for Baby

•Thinking about Finances
•Birth Preparation
•Financial Calculator
•WIC
•Establishing Paternity
•Setting up the Nursery

Staying Healthy

•Men Change Too
•Signs of Depression & 

Anxiety
•Helping Your Partner
•Vaccines for Baby
•Vaccines for Mom & Dad

Articles: Predicted read pattern of original 
articles



Pregnancy Basics

•Changing Bodies
•Changing Emotions
•Nutrition and wellness
•Going to Prenatal Exams
•Building a Connection with 

Your Baby

Preparing for Baby

•Thinking about Finances
•Birth Preparation
•Financial Calculator
•WIC
•Establishing Paternity
•Setting up the Nursery

Staying Healthy

•Men Change Too
•Signs of Depression & 

Anxiety
•Helping Your Partner
•Vaccines for Baby
•Vaccines for Mom & Dad

Articles: Actual read pattern of original 
articles

Mandell, DJ, Garcia, M, Mackert, M, (in prep), Intervention Mapping 
of the Father’s Playbook App. 



Consuming information

• All at once
• Time on app is about 1 month
• Most downloads are in the 1st to 2nd trimester transition
• Articles read in about two weeks
• Most sought after articles and information is to understand change in another 

person

• User Experience Testing
• Action plans!
• Want to customize calculator/budget
• Information to be curated and timed with pregnancy



What we’ve learned about fathers

• Fathers want the best prenatal care for their partners
• Fathers want to know and do all the things
• Fathers want information about their partner and coming baby

• Perinatal systems can be alienating
• Transition to fatherhood can be socially isolating



What we’ve learned about fathers



What we’ve learned about fathers



Next Steps



Father Playbook 4.0

• Adding timed snippets
• Timing all information
• More action plans
• Customization for budget
• Audio discussions
• Push notifications



Promoting Positive Father Involvement

Within Systems

• Education
• Tools to interact with fathers

With Fathers

• First-hand information
• Refining information be 

presented
• Add features to get users to the 

information we want them to 
have 



How do we promote health behavior change 
in new & to-be fathers?
• Change benefit is in another person, not the self

• Benefits for the pregnant partner
• Benefits for the child

• Reach them directly
• Planning versus Education



Thank you to the team!

• UT Austin Center for Health 
Communication

• Mike Mackert
• Erin Donovan
• Catherine Cummingham
• Eileen Artigas
• Weija Shi
• Dani DeLuca
• Ellen Shin

• UTHealth Houston SPH
• Dorothy Mandell
• Natalie Poulos
• Katherine Buek
• Jon Gibson
• Em Karimifar
• All our student designers!

• UT Austin SAGA Lab
• Paul Toprac
• All our student developers!



For more information:

dorothy.j.mandell@uth.tmc.edu

www.txsafebabies.org
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Android iOS

M1 shipped to 
ob/gyns across 

the state of 
Texas 

June 30, 2023

Online 
advertising 

paused for end 
of FY August 

15, 2023

iOS app 
temporarily 
pulled from 
AppStore 

August 1–7, 
2023

M1 shipped to 
Texas WIC 

clinics August 
31, 2023

M2 shipped to 
ob/gyns across the 

state of Texas 
September 22, 

2023

Online advertising 
re-started for 

beginning of FY on 
October 8, 2023*

* Online advertising restarted, but at half the previous budget

Summer + Fall 2023 Evaluation
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