Single Moms, Absent Dads: Neglecting Fathers and Burdening Mothers in Social Work Practice with Separated Families
Abstract
The low participation of non-resident fathers in family- and child-oriented social work interventions is a well-documented fact, as are the adverse effects of their absence on the outcomes of these interventions and the welfare of their families. However, research on the reasons for this low participation is scarce and tends to focus on personal views and perceptions of social workers and fathers.
In this paper, we propose a systemic perspective to understanding the low participation of non-resident fathers, focusing on families rather that fathers and on organizational aspects rather than on social workers' views.
Using an institutional ethnography in 6 Israeli Departments of Social Services, we examined work proceures and routines with separated families in the social welfare and child protection system in Israel.
Our findings show that workers fail to include non-resident fathers in their interventions with separated families. Using the theoretical framework of the Mother-Based Intervention, we show how the organization of the services promotes a focus on mothers.
These findings, we claim, have dire consequences for both fathers and mothers. While fathers are denied the possibility to take an equal part in their children lives, mothers are expected to bear the entire burden of the intervention's requirements.
Introduction
The low participation of non-resident fathers in family- and child-oriented social work interventions is a well-documented fact, as are the adverse effects of their absence on the outcomes of these interventions and the welfare of their families. However, research on the reasons for this low participation is scarce and tends to focus on personal views and perceptions of social workers and fathers.
In this paper, we propose a systemic perspective to understanding the low participation of non-resident fathers. The move to a systemic perspective means focusing on families rather than fathers (or mothers); second, it involves focusing on the welfare system and not on individual social workers. Thus, the research question leading this paper is what characterizes the interaction of the welfare system with separated families?
To answer this question, we employ two main concepts, which move the focus to the systemic level: The Mother-Based Intervention, denoting the focus on mothers in interventions lead by social workers, and the Primary Contact Person assumption, denoting the assumption of the welfare and child protection system that family-oriented intervention should be based on a primary contact person.
Using these concepts, and based on an institutional ethnography in six Israeli Departments of Social Services, we show how the system's focus on mothers is problematic for separated mothers and fathers. This focus leads workers to neglect integrating non-resident fathers into interventions concerning the welfare of their children; simultaneously, it shows these workers to place heavy requirements on the shoulders of mothers, neglecting the responsibility of these fathers for their children.
The paper opens with a review of existing literature on social work with non-resident fathers. We then move to introduce the theoretical framework of the article. After describing our methodology, we turn to the findings, describing workers' perceptions and work routines with separated families. We then discuss how these incorporate into the Mother-Based Intervention and the Primary Contact Person assumption, and then draw conclusions to future research and practice.
Literature Review
The low participation of fathers in the social services, and specifically in family-oriented social work interventions, has been noted in numerous studies. The sparse quantitative data on father participation indicates that fathers' participation is less than 50% of mothers, and sometimes much less (Haworth, 2019; Strega et al., 2008; Strug & Wilmore-Schaeffer, 2003). Qualitative data from various countries and contexts also indicates that fathers are often missing from these interventions, and when they are present, their role in the intervention is secondary to that of the mother (See, for example, Clapton, 2009; Davies, 2016; Maxwell, Scourfield, Featherstone, Holland, & Tolman, 2012).
Specifically, research on fathers who live separately from their children and their interaction with the social services is surprisingly sparse (Haworth & Sobo-Allen, 2020; Higgs, Gomez-Vidal, & Austin, 2018) and tends to focus either on caseworkers' attitudes and perspectives or on the macro-level.
Fathers, in general, are considered secondary or less central in family- or child-related interventions. Workers tend to ignore fathers and exclude them from interventions (Brown, Callahan, Strega, Walmsley, & Dominelli, 2009; Ewart-Boyle, Manktelow, & Mccolgan, 2015). Even when they do include them, they tend to view them instrumentally, either as a risk factor or as a potential resource, but rarely perceive them as complete subjects by themselves (Featherstone, 2013). Workers tend to view fathers negatively and refrain from working with them (Baum, 2015, 2017). Specifically, regarding non-resident fathers, O'Donnell et al. (2005) find that child welfare caseworkers treat non-residential fathers as 'marginal' or as an 'afterthought.' 
Another strand of research tends to attribute the negative attitudes of workers to macro-level factors. Higgs et al. (2018) identify policy-level factors, such as the focus on financial contribution, and broader societal factors, such as poverty, incarceration, unemployment, and racial discrimination. The effect of race and ethnicity is also stressed by Arroyo & Peek (2015). They found both the worker's race and ethnicity and the father to affect the worker's attitude significantly. Gupta & Featherstone (2015) also point to the importance of race in workers' attitudes toward non-resident fathers.
Haworth & Sobo-Allen (2020) point to perceptions of masculinity as an additional macro-level factor affecting the welfare system's attitude toward non-resident fathers. Such fathers, they claim, challenge common perceptions of masculinity and father role, and therefore workers tend to treat them negatively.
Alongside the scarcity of research on this topic, the central gap is the disregard of the mezzo level. The studies described above examine the micro-level of the single caseworker or the macro-level of societal perceptions and discrimination while ignoring the mezzo-level, specifically social services and the family.
By neglecting this organizational level, the research is blind to structural barriers that affect existing attempts to engage non-resident fathers. These barriers may originate on the level of policy design, affecting rules and procedures that are organized top-down, or they may arise from the street level in the work culture of bureaucrats.
Another aspect of the mezzo level that is missing from existing research is that of the family-based outlook. Existing studies focus on the relationship of the social worker with the fathers themselves, not considering the nature of the family as a system.
Theoretical Perspective
This paper aims to address these two gaps on the mezzo level – the lack of research on the welfare system as a system and the focus on fathers as individuals. Thus, we change our focus – instead of focusing on child and family welfare workers' interaction with non-residential fathers, we focus instead on child and family welfare system interaction with separated families. 
This change of focus . First, we assume that the organizational level is substantial in shaping the worker-client, and specifically worker-father interaction. Workers are not influenced only by their personal attitudes and perceptions or by society-level mechanisms such as discrimination and stigma. Rather, the worker's organizational surrounding – work procedures and routines, organizational culture, and so on – affect their interactions with non-resident fathers.
The second hypothesis is that the worker-father interaction should be viewed as part of a broader worker-family interaction. The focus on family- and child-related interventions implies that the worker-father interaction cannot be understood separately from the worker's interactions with the mother and the children, who affect the interaction with the father and are affected by it.
Adopting these two hypotheses, we wish to explore the child and family welfare system interaction with separated families, as mentioned above. To achieve that end, we adopt the Mother-Based Intervention theoretical framework (Authors, 2020, forthcoming). 
The Mother-Based Intervention (MBI) is a theoretical framework to account for the organizational aspects affecting workers' interactions with fathers. The framework states that while workers often perceive their practice as gender-neutral and sometimes even perceive themselves as encouraging father participation, they fail to incorporate fathers in their practice successfully (Authors, 2020).
The MBI framework posits that the welfare services are based upon the Primary Care Person assumption. According to this assumption, family- and child-oriented interventions are based on a connection with a primary contact person, through which the majority of the interactions with the family occur. While this assumption is not gendered by itself, other societal factors, such as gendered division of labor in the household, stereotypes regarding fathers' ability to care for children, and so on, lead to the contact person being almost exclusively the mother – thus leading to the Mother Based Intervention.
The theoretical framework of the Mother Based Intervention allows us to consider both gaps in the literature, first, as it focuses on organizational and institutional aspects of the system rather than on the personal attitudes and perspectives of the worker; and second, as it focuses on the interaction with the family as a unit, rather than on the father as an individual subject.
Following these two hypotheses and the theoretical framework of the MBI, the research question leading this paper is what characterizes the interaction of the welfare system with separated families?
Methodology
To inquire into this question, we used the methodology of Institutional Ethnography (Campbell & Gregor, 2004; Ferguson, 2016; Smith, 2013). Institutional ethnography is a methodology and a research philosophy that allows an inquiry into "work knowledge" (Smith, 2013, p. 151) – the ways people, and specifically bureaucrats, organize their day-to-day work and the impact of this organization on the lived experience of the clients of their services.
We have conducted an institutional ethnography in six Departments of Social Services (DSS) in Israel. The DSS are the mainstay of the Israeli Social services, forming the first line of response for the personal welfare services. Each Israeli municipality is required by law to maintain a DSS and to provide social assistance. Family Social Workers, standing in the focus of this study, are responsible for general assistance to singles and families aged 18-65.
The six DSS included in this project were selected to represent subgroups in Israeli society. They included a high-income rural department; a low-income rural department (A'yeret Pituach); low- and high-income urban departments; an urban department serving mainly Ultra-Orthodox Jews; and a rural department serving Palestinian citizens in Israel. The last two were added as existing literature shows that fatherhood patterns in these groups differ from other Israeli groups (Strier, 2015; Strier & Perez-Vaisvidovsky, 2021).
As is customary in institutional ethnography (Campbell & Gregor, 2004), we have used various data collection methods: interviews, ethnographic observations, and the collection of written texts. However, as we have discovered during fieldwork, the nature of the work in the DSS includes a low reliance on written material. Due to ethical reasons, our ability to conduct observations that include clients was limited. Thus, the collected body of texts includes mainly interviews.
Following the central role of Family Social Workers, they have been chosen as the starting point of the ethnography (Smith, 2013). We have begun by interviewing Family Social Workers, and moved on to any worker deemed relevant to the interaction with fathers. A total of 32 workers were interviewed, including family social workers, intake workers, child protection officers, addiction and violence specialists, and department managers and vice-managers. By profession, the participants included 30 social worker, one family therapist and one animal-assisted therapist. The data collected was analyzed to identify work pattern and routines and to map their effect on the lived experience of fathers and families who receive services from the DSS.
Data analysis has focused on understanding 'how things work' (Smith, 2013) – analyzing the flow of work in the DSS regarding separated families. Special attention was given to the power relation between interviewer and interviewee (Lavee & Benjamin, 2014). All participants in the research team come from the world of social work and hold advanced degrees in the field, which have lead, at certain points, to research participants attempting to give what they perceive as 'correct answers' from the perspective of the social work profession.
A note on terminology
Before examining workers' views and practices regarding fathers who live separately from their children, it is essential to review the terminology used to refer to these men and families. As Somers (1995, 2008) notes, 'concepts are words in their sites' – how we enact concepts in specific contexts affects the social reality.
The common terms for families in which the parents live separately with one of them – usually the mother – providing the majority of childcare has changed over the years. In Israel, similarly to many industrialized countries, the terminology changed over the years. Initially, it focused on the mother's marital status (divorced, widowed, unmarried, etc.). Later, the focus has moved to the solitary status of the resident parent – either solo mothers (אמהות יחידניות in Hebrew) or single-parent families (משפחות חד הוריות) (Helman, 2011; Herbst, 2013). In 2014, the formal terminology was changed through legislation, and the current term is 'Families Headed by an Independent Parent,' colloquially referred to as 'Independent Families' or sometimes as 'Independent Mothers.'
The common theme in all these terms is that they do not differentiate between families where there is no second parent (e.g., impregnated by a sperm donation), families in which the second parent is unavailable (deceased, living abroad, or otherwise not present), and those where the second parent actively takes part in childcare, even though they live separately. As shown below, this semantic distinction is essential, as it is mirrored in the way workers perceive separated families. 
Findings
'Single Moms' as an umbrella term
One of the most prominent aspects in interviews with social workers regarding fathers, in general, was the dominance of single-parent, female-headed families. When asked to describe their work with fathers, most of the workers noted the prominence of single-mother families. And indeed, according to the Ministry of Labor and Social Affairs (MOLSA), 35% of the families receiving services from the DSS are 'headed by an independent parent,' as opposed to 20% in the general public (Ben Simchon & Goren, 2017). Data on these families' gendered composition is not available, but 88% of single-parent families in Israel are headed by women (Central Bureau of Statistics, 2021).
Families defined as single-parent or independent are thus indeed dominant within the clientele of the social services. However, it is essential to examine how do workers reference these families. As mentioned before, workers report that a large portion of their clientele is single mothers. However, under the 'single mom' umbrella, workers refer to a large variety of family types and a multitude of reasons for father absence. This is how Dorit, a family worker and team head from a rural, low-income department, describes her clientele:
D: But generally, generally, almost all my families, when I think about it, are single parents. Many.
	Q: Single parent when the father is unknown?
D: The father… usually he's not known, in some cases […] he's known to the mother but not to us. Or fathers are in jail, or the parents are divorced, and the father no longer lives here, or the parents are divorced, and the father doesn't want any contact with the children and the family, so he doesn't want any contact with the welfare. Many cases like this, many many cases like this. But when there's a father at home, there's usually full cooperation.
אבל בגדול, בגדול, בגדול, כמעט רוב המשפחות שלי, כשאני חושבת על זה, הן חד הוריות. המון. 
ש: חד הוריות שהאבא בכלל לא ידוע?
ת: האבא בכלל... לרוב הוא לא ידוע, מקרים שהוא שייך למגזר הבדואי והוא בכלל לא נמצא כן, שהוא ידוע לאמא, לנו הוא לא מוכר. או שאבות נמצאים בכלא, או שההורים גרושים והאבא כבר לא גר כאן, או שההורים גרושים והאבא בכלל לא רוצה קשר עם הילדים והמשפחה, אז הוא גם לא רוצה קשר עם הרווחה. המון מקרים כאלה, המון המון מקרים כאלה. אבל כשכן יש כבר אבא בבית, אז כן יש לרוב שיתוף פעולה מלא. (אופקים 1)
Dorit describes a range of familial compositions and types of father-mother-children connections, from fathers that are unknown to the mothers themselves to divorced fathers that may be in ongoing contact with their children, but for some reason (such as living distantly or being incarcerated) do not or cannot maintain contact with the DSS. This quote's closing sentence refers to 'a father at home' as an antithesis of 'single parent' – putting all separated families in the 'single' basket.
Thus, Dorit – and the rest of the research participants – define families in which the parents do not share a household as 'single-parent,' regardless of the father's connection with the mother and children. Untangling the different varieties of single parenthood, as seen by the workers, shows a complex picture. When relating to parents who do not share a household[footnoteRef:2], 'father absence' may refer to a variety of situations: the complete absence of fathers from the lives of their children; fathers who are in touch with their children but do not take part in childcare; and fathers who fulfill their role in childcare (fully or partially), but are not in contact with the social worker. [2:  Absense is also attributed to fathers sharing a household with their children and their mother. See Authors (forthcoming)] 

In many cases, fathers are totally absent from the life of the family. Families in which a father's presence wasn't relevant (such as sperm donation parenthood, single mother adoption, or same-sex female partners) were practically absent from our study. However, research participants reported many cases of fathers who were not present in their children's lives – either because they avoided contact with them or did not acknowledge their fatherhood. Yael, a worker from a rural low-income department, describes one of the families she works with:
	Q: In this case, is there a man in the picture? Any man?
A: The child's father didn't acknowledge him. She started a process of claiming alimony, having him get a paternity test, 'cause she knows who it is and she has his ID number. So like everything she starts, she leaves it. And she's not carrying it on. So she didn't carry on. She did share that he contacted her recently, and suddenly his parents or his brothers started bringing presents to the child. But he's not living with her.
: במקרה הזה יש גבר בתמונה, איזשהו גבר?
ת: אבא של הילד לא הכיר בו. היא התחילה תהליך של כן קביעת מזונות, שיעשו לו בדיקת רקמות, כי היא יודעת מי זה ויש לה תעודת זהות שלו. ואז כמו כל דבר שהיא מתחילה, היא עוזבת. והיא לא ממשיכה. אז היא לא המשיכה. היא כן שיתפה שהוא יצר איתה קשר לא מזמן, ופתאום ההורים שלו או אחים שלו התחילו להביא מתנות לילד. אבל הוא לא גר איתה
The father's absence, in this case, is clear cut: the (supposed) father does not recognize the child and does not support him or take part in caring for him. In other cases, separated fathers are recognized as fathers but disappear from their children's lives. As Marina, from a high-income urban department, describes:
She just told me that he's, she said he's a guy she wasn't married to, he's not someone you can build with, that he's probably a little addicted, smokes pot, she didn't want to say much, but she said he wasn't taking responsibility. And today I asked her if he's in touch with the kids, she said he's occasionally with the big one, on the phone. Not something, not regular. […] so she tells me, why does he have to be? Me, I'm responsible for the kids. She, I wasn't married to him.
היא סיפרה רק שהוא, היא אמרה לי שהוא בחור שהיא לא הייתה נשואה לו, הוא לא אדם שאפשר לבנות איתו, שהוא כנראה קצת מכור, ממעשן גראס, היא לא רצתה כל כך ללהרחיב, אבל היא אמרה שהוא לא לקח אחריות והיום שאלתי גם אותה אם הוא בקשר עם הילדים, היא אמרה מדי פעם עם הילד הגדול טלפונית. לא משהו, לא על בסיס קבוע, לא על זה וגם מעניין ה, היא אמרה לי אז למה הוא צריך להיות? אני, הילדים באחריות שלי. היא, אני לא הייתי נשואה בו.  
The third tier of father absence is absence from the intervention. in these cases, the absence is not from the family life but the intervention. Orly, from a high-income urban department, describes such a case:
It would've been wonderful if the dad was there, but he just didn't answer phones, yes, yes I'll come, we set a meeting and he didn't come, so you see he isn't serious.
[…] we made efforts. Me, I did huge efforts. Some may say it's not enough, but from my perspective, I did everything I could, cause I think a grownup person, who has a job, they call you once, twice, three times inviting you to a meeting – you don't come. Calling you again. I don't know, you have a child, they're important to you, so you understand where the father is. Where's the motivation, where's the will, where are the intentions.
זה היה מעולה אם האבא היה, אבל הוא פשוט לא ענה לטלפונים, כן, כן אני אבוא, קבענו, לא הגיע, אז את רואה את החוסר רצינות. אז זה למשל לא הצלחנו. 
מראיינת בסדר, לפעמים...
מרואיינת עשינו מאמצים. מבחינתי עשיתי מאמצים גדולים, יכול להיות שיגידו שזה לא מספיק, אבל מבחינתי עשיתי את המקסימום שאני יכולה, כי נראה לי שבן אדם מבוגר, שעובד, מתקשרים אליך פעם, פעמיים, שלוש, מזמינים אותך לפגישה – אתה לא מגיע. שוב מתקשרים. לא יודעת, יש לך ילד, חשוב לך, אז אתה מבין איפה האבא נמצא. איפה המוטיבציה, איפה הרצון, איפה הכוונות. ולא, אין לא עוד ילדים, לפחות בנקודת הזמן הזו. 
  In Orly's account, the father is absent from the intervention. She doesn't relate to (and possibly doesn't know) the father's involvement in childcare, but his lack of interest in the intervention is indicative, from her perspective, of his lack of interest in his children ('so you understand where the father is').
Thus, the father's absence can be from his children's lives, childcare, or the intervention. However, this distinction is not clear-cut, as shown in the quotes above – the father who does not acknowledge his child does contact him on rare occasions; and the father who does not take part in childcare has occasional phone talks with his children. As wil be discussed below, using the 'single motherhood' as an umbrella term leads workers to putting mothers in the center of the intervention and to ignoring fathers.
The role of the social worker in father absence
In the descriptions above, the father's absence appears to result from the fathers' own behavior. However, these accounts need to be reviewed critically. The source of information for these accounts is the social worker; she supplies the information available to her and represents her point of view. Moreover, one must consider that the social worker's account of 'absent fathers', those who have not been in contact with her, is mediated through the mother, and therefore dependent on her perspective and available knowledge.
A critical examination of the discourse and practices of social workers regarding separated, non-custodial fathers reveals that the absence of fathers originates, at least in part, in the actions of the social workers themselves, and not only in the behavior of the fathers. This can be seen in several points in the course of the intervention.
Intake meetings
First, non-custodial fathers are not invited to the intake meeting that takes place at the beggining of the intervention. While the presence of fathers living with the mother of their children is mandatory in some (but not all) of the DSS, and many intake workers encourage or even pressure fathers to come to these meetings (Authors, forthcoming), non-custodial fathers are rarely present in intake meetings. In fact, many workers see the presence of non-custodial fathers as superfluous. Ofri, a family worker from a high-income urban department, describes the work routine when beginning to work with a new family:
When single parent so you won't open a case for each divorced man, blow up the system and for what? So they don't count them. Because if they'll count the number of people they'll say, you are looking after two hundred, while it's actually two hundred and thirty because I have thirty more men that… but I'm not looking after them. I… when I'll need their involvement around something specific or they'll ask to be involved or the woman will ask….
כשחד הורים אז אתה גם לא תפתח תיק לכל גבר גרוש, תפוצץ את המערכת בשביל מה? אז לא סופרים לנו אותם. כי אם יספרו את מספר הנפשות יגידו את מטפלת במאתיים, כשבפועל זה מאתיים שלושים כי יש לי עוד שלושים גברים ש.. אבל אני לא מטפלת בהם. אני.. כשאני אצטרך את המעורבות שלהם סביב דבר מסוים עם הילד או שהם יבקשו להיות שותפים או שהאישה תבקש.. (אשדוד 3)
The absence of separated fathers from intake meetings was reported by all participants. However, some of the workers acknowledge the importance of sperated fathers, even when they are not present. Tania, a vice-manager and intake worker of a high-income urban department, describes her intake procedure with separated mothers:
I say, even though this case is a single mom with kids, you can't totally, you need to know where this father is. I ask it in the intake, what is his meeting arrangements with the kids, does he meet them, doesn't meet them, what does the divorce agreement say, like it says twice a week, but in practice, he takes them for a night once every other week. I always have some mention. Ask why, it's for initial data collection. This father exists, he exists for these children, or he doesn't exist, they'll possibly tell me we're divorced and we're not in touch, he cut the ties, don't know where he is. This is information too, because it's obvious what happens to children in the same or gone through a very very turbulent divorce process and every time they return from visitation they're very… not simple, not calm, very upset, so it's a data taken into account.
 אני אומרת אמנם התיק הזה של אימא חד הורית עם הילדים, אתם לא יכולים לגמרי, אתם צריכים לדעת איפה האבא הזה נמצא, אני גם שואלת את זה באינטייק, מה ההסדרי ראייה שלו עם הילדים, האם הוא נפגש, לא נפגש, מה כתוב בהסכם גירושים, נגיד כתוב פעמיים בשבוע אבל בפועל הוא לוקח אותם פעם בשבועיים רק ללינה, תמיד יש לי התייחסות תשאלי למה, בשבילי זה איסוף אינפורמציה ראשוני. האבא הזה קיים, הוא קיים לילדים האלה, או לא קיים, יכול להיות שיגידו לי התגרשנו והוא לא בקשר, הוא ניתק את הקשר, לא יודעים איפה הוא  נמצא. זה גם מידע, כי ברור מה קורה עם הילדים באותו או שעברו גירושים מאוד מאוד סוערים וכל פעם שהילדים חוזרים מהסדרי ראייה הם מאוד לא פשוט, לא רגועים מאוד נסערים, אז זה מידע שנלקח (אשדוד 4).
While Tania acknowledges the father's importance in his children's lives, for her, he is not seen as a client or as part of the familial unit she is working with but instead as an external force. The effect of the father's behavior on his children's welfare and, therefore, the intervention is acknowledged. However, addressing this behavior's impact (which is purely negative in Tania's account) is not seen as a possibility. The father's behavior is external 'data,' affecting the intervention but not subject to change.	
Thus, father involvement in the intake process is minimal. Separated fathers are not invited to the intake meetings, and while some workers see their role as necessary, they do not see them as a potential part of the future intervention.
Father involvement as an option
In later stages of the intervention, separated father involvement is more significant than in the intake process but is still minimal. The prevalent attitude towards separated fathers among the research participants sees father involvement as an option, not as an obligation. Orly, from the same department as Tania and Ofri, describes her relations with separated fathers:
It's not that I don't know the fathers, now it depends again on how much does the father wants to be involved, how involved he is, how active he is. It's, it's lots of lots of things, like, I meet fathers, but sometimes its specific. And sometimes its just a message from the wife or a message from him that he's not, like, okay, he came once, sometimes they also don't understand what do you want from them.
זה לא שאני לא מכירה את האבות, עכשיו זה גם תלוי שוב עד כמה האב רוצה להיות מעורב, עד כמה הוא מעורב, עד כמה הוא פעיל, זה, זה המון המון דברים, זאת אומרת, אני נפגשת עם אבות, אבל לפעמים זה נקודתי. ((צקצוק)) ולפעמים זה פשוט או שדר מהאישה או שדר ממנו שהוא לא, כאילו, בסדר, אז הוא בא פעם אחת, לפעמים הם גם לא מבינים מה רוצים מהם. זה הכל נורא סטגמטי (אשדוד 2 א)
According to Orly's description, her work with fathers is dependent on the father's involvment' and his 'activeness.' That is, fathers are involved when they wish to be involved. In Orly's description, the worker's active efforts to include fathers are minimal. A simple message from the father – or even from his ex-spouse – is enough to end this effort. This minimal effort stands in stark contrast to the efforts workers put into recruiting mothers.
Engaging fathers when the mother is missing
The pattern of workers making minimal effort to reach out to separated fathers is the rule. However, in some situations, workers report making substantial efforts into recruiting them. Workers reach out to fathers when the intervention reaches a critical point, which may be vital because of the mother's functioning (or lack thereof) or the intervention's development. 
In several interviews, participants described an extensive effort to reach out to fathers is when the mother is not functioning. When workers believe that custodial mothers fail to provide adequate care for their children, in some cases (but not all), they turn to the separated father as an alternative. Orly, mentioned above, describes such a case, starting with a 'single mom' scenario and involving the father when the mother's care fails:
The mother […] was in a period of post-partum depression, with personality disorder, and all the procedures where made with her. The father wasn't present… in this box, of the intervention […] the father wasn't present. Agreed, didn't agree, I don't know. It was just like that when I got the case. there were great difficulties between the mother and the children.
[…] So I ask myself: were's the father? OK, the parents were divorced, things were done with the kids, but what is the significance of the father? […] do the children see him? Don't see him? How involved are the children, in their experience, with the father? […] So I just asked for the father's phone […] I want to know him, hear his view, because your hear it from the children that they want to see the father, they want some contact, it's important. So I started, I called the father, and he was so happy. And I invited him here […] and with time we knew each other better and started making him present in the life of the kids.
האמא עם, [...] אז היא היתה בעצם בתקופת דיכאון אחרי לידה, עם הפרעת אישיות, וכל ההליכים נעשו מולה. האבא בכלל לא היה נוכח בתוך ה... בתוך המשבצת הזאת, של כל הטיפול. [...] אבל האבא בכלל לא היה נוכח. הסכים, לא הסכים. לא יודעת, פשוט זה ככה היה. שקיבלתי את המקרה, כבר היה, היו קשיים מאוד גדולים בין האמא לילדים. תקשורת מורכבת, כעסים אחד כלפי השני, חוסר תפקוד של האמא, הנראות של הבית היתה מזעזעת, ממש.
[...], כאילו אני שאלתי את עצמי: איפה האבא? בסדר, ההורים התגרשו משנת 2004, דברים נעשו עם הילדים, אבל מה המשמעות של האבא? [...] הילדים רואים את האבא? לא רואים? כמה הילדים בחוויה שלהם קשורים לאבא[...] ואז פשוט ביקשתי את הטלפון של האבא[...] שאני רוצה להכיר אותו, לראות מה עמדתו, כי גם את שומעת מהילדים שהם רוצים לראות את האבא, הם רוצים איזשהו קשר, זה חשוב. וככה בעצם התחלתי, הרמתי טלפון לאבא, הוא מאוד שמח. והזמנתי אותו כאן [...] וככה עם הזמן הכרנו ויותר התחלנו להנכיח את ה... להנכיח את הדמות שלו בתוך החיים של הילדים. וגם להחזיר את הקשר.
Thus, Orly describes an intervention going on for years without the father's presence or significant efforts to promote his involvement. Only when the mother's lack of functioning passed a threshold, she contacted the father. As discussed elsewhere (Authors, forthcoming), workers tend to see fathers in general as a 'mother substitute' and to engage them when the mother fails to fulfill her designated role. In the case of separated fathers, this pattern is more acute, as contact with the fathers is not seen as necessary in 'routine situations.'
Enagaging fathers in critical points in the intervention
Another point where workers tend to engage fathers is when the intervention reaches a critical decision point. Lea, from an low-income ultra-orthodox department, describes her work with separated fathers:
When it's definded as single mom so I do meet the mother, because the father is not living at home […] I meet only the mother during the intake […[ but today I can tell you, as a family worker, in significant junctions like intervention planning committees we invite the father. That is, we do not take substantial decisions without the father presence.
[…] As a single mom she can tell me – I want to open a file [for my family], I won't go inviting the dad. She's managing this unit at the moment. But when we have to take substantial decisions like out-of-home placement, or an intervention planning committee, we invite the father even if they're divorced.
ת: כשזה הוגדר כאם חד הורית אז אני כן פוגשת את האמא, כי האבא לא גר בבית. אבל בצמתים...
ש: את האבא, את מתכוונת?
ת: לא, אני מתכוונת את האמא. אם האבא לא גר בבית אז אני כן פוגשת רק את האמא בתהליך של האינטייק, כן פוגשת רק את האמא, אבל היום אני יודעת להגיד לך כעובדת משפחה, בצמתים משמעותיים כמו וועדות תכנון טיפול אז מזמינים את האבא. זאת אומרת, לא מקבלים החלטות משמעותיות בלי שיתוף פעולה של האבא. 
ש: אוקיי. 
ת: היא יכולה כאם חד הורית להגיד לי- אני רוצה לפתוח תיק, אני לא אתחיל להזמין את האבא. היא מנהלת כרגע את היחידה הזאת. אבל כשצריך החלטות משמעותיות כמו הוצאה לפנימייה, או בכלל וועדות תכנון טיפול, מזמינים את האבא גם אם הם גרושים (בוכרים 1)
In Lea's account, separated father involvement is irrelevant in the routine course of the intervention – but their presence is crucial when substantial decisions need to be made. While Lea's account refers to the decision to engage fathers at these points as originating in professional decisions, it has an important administrative aspect.
Regulatory requirements for father presence
Father absence from the intervention becomes problematic in procedures that require the presence of both parents. Lea refers to the Intervention Planning and Evaluation Committee (Va'adat Tichnun Tipul VeHa'aracha - IPEC), charged with making decisions regarding children at risk. The protocol for these committees requires the presence of both parents, forcing the social workers to make an active effort to engage the father. 
These efforts to engage fathers, inspired by legislative requirements, sometimes lead to greater father engagement in the committee and later. However, in other cases, these efforts substitute physical absence for non-physical one, in which fathers are physically present in the room but are not participating in the process. Shimrit, from a low-income ultra-orthodox department, describes these interactions in the committee:
It actually almost never happen, that [fathers] are totally absent. Like, they'll be passive present. They'll also say, 'my wife represents [me]' and such. 'She's holding the house, ask her'. 
Shimrit describes a situation in which while fathers are physically present, they do not participate in the process, leaving all matters to their wives. In her words, 'passive present'.
Social workers present fathers' lack of participation in the committees ('passive present') as a characteristic of fathers. However, when comparing workers' descriptions of their connections to fathers and mothers before the committee, other explanations to this absence arise. When relating to the preparation of mothers (and sometimes cooperating fathers), workers describe a lengthy process of explaining the nature, procedure, and possible outcomes of the committee; of mutual thinking on the desired results; of collaborative writing of reports; and other methods of engaging mothers in the committees. In contrast, fathers – and specifically separated fathers – often meet the social worker for the first time during the committee session. They have not developed a trusting relationship with the worker and are usually not familiar with the committee's goals and procedures. Their reluctance and non-cooperation are therefore understandable.
Administrative obstacles to father involvement
Thus, the mandatory requirement in the IPEC and other procedures promotes separated father's involvement. However, many other administrative aspects hinder the participation of fathers.
One such aspect is the manner of recording families in the internal computerized case management system of the DSS. The basic unit in the system is the household[footnoteRef:3]. When the mother and the father share a household, they are entered together into the same record, and the worker is required to enter both parents' data. However, in separated families, the record includes only the custodial parent (almost exclusively the mother). Data for the non-custodial parent is not required and does not have a designated field. Participants who did make an effort to engage separated fathers reported that they had to resort to provisional solutions, such as recording the non-custodial father's data in the 'comments' field in the program. [3:  It is woth noting that the Hebrew term for household used in this context is 'בית אב' – Beit Av, literally meaning 'fathers' home'. The fact that this term is preferred over non-gendered alternatives is not coincidental, as shown below.] 

The impact of household-based records is mainly symbolic. Other administrative obstacles have a more substantial effect. The departments' regional structure poses a significant impediment to father engagement when the parents reside in different municipalities. In Israel – as in many other countries – the social services are organized on a municipal basis, and each DSS is charged with the welfare of the residents of the municipal unit. Therefore, fathers living in a different municipality are not under the jurisdiction of the DSS. 
This administrative situation severely limits workers' ability to work with such fathers. First, fathers are not considered clients of the social worker, creating a clear incentive for workers to disregard them. 
Even when workers acknowledge and contact non-resident fathers, their ability to initiate interventions centered around these fathers is limited. Thus, in the best-case scenario, such connections can form a technical connection between father and worker regarding administrative aspects of the intervention and childcare. A psycho-social intervention with non-resident fathers from other municipalities is not an option.
The last administrative aspect regards the requirement for father presence in specialized programs. The DSSs offer various family- or parenting-oriented programs focused around parental capabilities, poverty alleviation, and more. Commonly, these programs require both parents' presence as a condition for participation – but only if the parents are cohabiting. When the parents are not sharing a household, the non-custodial parent's presence is not required and usually not encouraged.
While these programs encourage cohabiting fathers' participation both in childcare and in the intervention, according to the research participants' account, their role regarding non-custodial fathers is less beneficial. When the parents are separated, these programs serve to encourage the notion that non-custodial fathers are not part of the family intervention and that their role in childcare is secondary, to say the least.
Discussion
In the previous section, we have demonstrated how social workers in Israeli DSS fail to include separated, non-custodial fathers in their interventions and acknowledge their importance to childcare and intervention. They do not differentiate between different causes of father absence and assume that 'all separated families are alike.' Consequently, they fail to include them in the intervention. We have analyzed how non-custodial fathers are not considered a meaningful part of interventions and are approached mainly in one of two situations – when the mother is not functioning or when the situation seems dire enough to require the father's presence. Finally, we described administrative obstacles to father engagement.
Returning to our previous note on terminology, there appears to be an affiliation between the reference to resident mothers as 'single,' 'solo,' or 'independent' and social workers' treatment of non-resident fathers. Defining families as 'single parent' indicates that only one person is responsible for the children and family welfare. Similarly, when social workers interact with separated families, they focus on contact with the resident parent.
Thus, we can now examine the two hypotheses presented above. The first hypothesis was that the organizational level is substantial in shaping the worker-client, specifically worker-father interaction. As demonstrated, our findings strongly support this hypothesis, as the organizational level shapes the worker-father interaction both directly and indirectly.
While some of the causes for the exclusion of fathers are clearly organizational – from the definition of 'household' and 'single parent family' to the regional arrangement of the social services – others may, at first glance, be seen as originating in the personal level of the social worker. When workers treat fathers as secondary or optional caretakers in the course of the intervention, for example, they do not do so because of written regulations.
However, using the methodology of Institutional Ethnography allows us to uncover the roots of these practices in work practices and organizational culture. Workers fail to engage fathers not because they believe fathers are less important, but because families are defined in a way that excludes fathers, and because they were not brought into the picture at earlier stages and are thus not perceived as part of the intervention.
The second hypothesis, on the importance of the familial level rather than the personal one, is similarly supported. Examining the interaction of the worker with the family as a system, rather than with the father as an individual, provides a better understanding of father neglect – which is, in practice, a preference for work with a primary contact person.
Thus, we find that the framework of the Mother-Based Intervention and the Primary Contact Person provides a better understanding of excluding non-resident fathers from social work intervention. Father exclusion, we show, originates not only from the perceptions and views of the social worker but from the organization of the welfare system. 
As demonstrated by the Primary Contact Person assumption, the welfare system has an organizational preference to working with a single person in each family, engaging the second parent only in specific situations. When working with separated families, the physical absence of the father intensifies this preference.
Thus, social workers' professional interaction with separated families follows the pattern of the Mother-Based Intervention. Interventions focus on interaction with the mother as a rule, and interaction with the father is only deemed necessary in 'complicated' situations, when the mother is unavailable, or required by administrative requirements.
Conclusions
The research question leading this paper is what characterizes the interaction of the welfare system with separated families?  As shown, this interaction is characterized by organizational culture and work routines that favor working mainly – and sometimes exclusively – with the mother. Thus, the Primary Contact Person assumption and the Mother-Based intervention shape the interaction of social workers with non-resident fathers.
Following our findings, we believe that new terminology is required, both in academic writing and in the field of practice. The common terminology focuses on 'non-resident fathers' and 'single mothers,' treating them almost as if they were two distinct, unconnected populations. We offer a change of focus – looking at separated families as systems when working with each family member, especially when working with the family.
These conclusions extend, naturally, beyond the semantic level. On the academic level, our findings show that when research relates to separated families, and specifically to women and men in their capacity as parents, one cannot relate to them solely as individuals. Instead, both separated fathers and mothers should be seen as part of families when relating to their parental role and its consequences.
This insight is relevant, as shown above, to non-resident fathers. Existing research focused on fathers' relationship with social workers or the workers' perceptions of fathers. However, we believe that ignoring the roles of mothers in this relationship leads to neglect of essential portions of separated families' life and their relationship with the welfare system.
However, this understanding goes beyond the limited body of scholarship on non-resident fathers and has implications for the much broader literature on single mothers. This literature tends to blur the distinction between separated families – those where children live with their mother and separately from their father - and single-parent families - those with no father. We believe that, similarly to non-resident fathers, a familial outlook could lead to a better understanding of resident mothers' reality of life and the adequacy of the assistance they receive from the welfare system.
Our findings have implications for the practice of working with separated families. As shown, the existing practice focuses on working with the mother and engages the non-resident father only in specific situations. We believe that adopting a more systemic practice, which sees non-resident fathers as an integral part of the family and, therefore, of the intervention, could lead to better outcomes for fathers, mothers, and families as a whole.
It is important to note that adopting a familial-systemic outlook, both on the academic and practical levels, does not necessarily lead to favoring fathers over mothers or adopting their viewpoint. A systemic outlook includes understanding the power relations between the parents, which often tilts in favor of the father. Such an outlook draws attention, indeed, to fathers' parental rights, often neglected by workers' tendency to focus on mothers, but at the same time, it overlooks the excessive burden that the Mother-Based Intervention puts on the shoulders of mothers.
Demonstrating this extra burden exceeds the scope of this paper. However, to illustrate this point, we wish to return to a quote brought above, in which Yael regards father absence:
the child's father didn't acknowledge him. She started a process of claiming alimony, having him get a paternity test, 'cause she knows who it is and she has his ID number. So like everything she starts, she leaves it. And she's not carrying it on. So she didn't carry on.
Note how, in this quote, father absence – his reluctance to take responsibility for his children, either through financial aid or through caring, is seen by the worker as a failure of the mother and a testimony to her character.
Thus, in this paper we have demonstrated the advantages of a systemic perspective in understanding the low participation of fathers in separated families in family- and child-oriented interventions. However, the picture of this systemic perspective is still far from comprehensive.
First, this research has focused on a specific organizational setting – the Israeli Departments of Social Services. Paying attention to the systemic perspective requires accounting for differences in setting. Thus, study of the systemic level in other contexts and, preferably, in a comparative outlook.
Moreover, our research design focused on the standpoint of family social workers. A systemic outlook draws attention to the differing perspectives of fathers, mothers and workers. Further research is needed into these differing outlooks.
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