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Program Goals

 

To create a vital and sustainable network of people interested in enhancing father involvement 

 

To increase Canadian research and knowledge on father involvement

 

To inform public decision making, community development, and policy development

 

To develop tools, resources and training to be used in practice

 

  

Activities

 

FIRA works to accomplish its goals by:

 

· Engaging for change through seven fatherhood research clusters which explore issues related to immigrant fathers, GBQ fathers, separated and divorced fathers, young fathers, indigenous fathers, new fathers, and fathers of children with special needs

 

· Creating a Canadian knowledge base on father involvement

 

· Policy analysis.
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· DadsCan

· Prospère

· The Father Involvement Initiative – Ontario Network
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· My Daddy Matters Because…
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	Gay/Bi/Queer Fathers: 
Entitlement, Visibility, Pride

 Rachel Epstein, Scott Duggan, Chris Veldhoven
The Research Project To Date
This research has involved three groupings of gay/bi/queer (GBQ) men – those who had children in the context of heterosexual relationships; those who became fathers in the context of GBQ identity; and those who are not yet fathers.  We have included non-fathers because issues of entitlement are central to GBQ parenthood and can be illuminated by the perspectives of those who are not parenting.  We used two methods of data collection: an online survey and individual face-to-face interviews.  The online survey was used mainly to collect demographic data and, to a lesser extent, to tap into thematic questions.  The advantage to the online survey is that we were able to collect data from across Canada (we had participants from six provinces).  The downside is that often these responses lack the detail that comes from a personal interview.  The interview data is much deeper in scope, and provides a more experiential view of non-heterosexual male parenting.

In total, we obtained 99 usable responses to the online survey and conducted 40 personal interviews.  We are currently in the process of analysing the data.  Following are some preliminary findings and speculations.  It should be kept in mind that these may be subject to change as new analyses are completed.

Extreme Invisibility of GBQ Fathers

A prominent and recurring theme is the overall invisibility of GBQ fathers.  Many participants spoke about an extreme lack of awareness of their existence, and an associated lack of programs and services.  Most would like to see increased public awareness of the existence and experiences of GBQ fathers. This is sometimes combined with a hesitation due to a desire to protect their children from public attention.  The majority indicated how excited they are that someone is finally doing research on this group of fathers in hopes of increasing visibility, countering some of the commonly-held negative stereotypes about GBQ fathers, and increasing the availability of services. 
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“Nobody thinks I’m gay.” / “Personne ne pense que je suis gai.”

Issues of Entitlement and Pride

The issue of entitlement to fatherhood is significant for GBQ men.  Many give up the desire to parent when they “come out” and experience the impact of negative stereotypes about GBQ men and parenting.  For men without children, this lack of entitlement can be increased by lack of available information about the options available to GBQ men to become parents.  Some participants who had children in heterosexual contexts spoke about how hopeless they feel about gaining access to their children through the court system.  Some allow their former female partners to dictate where and when they can see their children, for fear of going to court and losing the access they do have.  More research is required to determine how GBQ fathers are actually faring in Canadian courts, and whether these men’s fears are based on legal realities and/or perceived homophobia and heterosexism in the court system.  Do court decisions reflect deeply-held cultural stereotypes about GBQ men being pedophiles and fears about GBQ men being in the proximity of young children?

Many men spoke of a sense of pride in fatherhood, and also a sense of pride at developing an identity that could incorporate both being GBQ and being a father.  Some of the men were struggling with a newly-acquired GBQ identity and the integration of this with identity as a parent.  This struggle is often most acute for men who had children in the context of a heterosexual relationship and later “came out.”  

Disclosure of Sexual Orientation to Children and Spouses

Participants identified many complex issues related to “coming out” to children and spouses.  These included fear of their children’s and spouse’s homophobia and the consequences of this homophobia on access to children.  A few of the men interviewed were still married.  Some had disclosed their sexual orientation to their wives; some had not.  Experiences varied widely from men who, after coming out to their heterosexual spouses, were able to transform these relationships into deep and, in some cases, co-habiting relationships, to men who do not come out to their spouses for fear of deep animosity and potential loss of access to children.

Becoming Fathers as GBQ Men

GBQ men who have children after “coming out” faced different, but no less challenging issues.  First and most significant are the complexities involved in acquiring children through adoption, surrogacy or co-parenting arrangements.  Participants described the time, energy and financial resources required, and the emotional toll of the process.  For some, it had taken years to become parents, and some had spent enormous amounts of money doing so.  Those with fewer financial resources felt they did not have the same options available to them, often resulting in less access to parenting opportunities.  Constraints included factors such as the necessity to work long hours in order to pay debts and co-parenting arrangements which involved more shared parenting than they would have ideally chosen. 
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Community Support: LGBT Parenting Network, Sherbourne Health Centre
The Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Trans (LGBT) Parenting Network, based in Toronto, provides leadership to the GBQ Fathers Cluster of the FIRA project.  The LGBT Parenting Network is a community-based network that provides resources, information and support to LGBT parents and their families.  The organization publishes queer parenting brochures, newsletters and other educational materials; offers forums, courses and workshops; sponsors social and recreational events; conducts community-based research; and provides training for health care, legal, social work and education professionals about how to make services accessible to LGBT parents.  

The LGBT Parenting Network has recently been funded by the Ministry of Health and Long-Term Care in a collaborative partnership between the Family Service Association of Toronto, the Sherbourne Health Centre and The 519 Church St. Community Centre. 

One of the courses offered is Daddies and Papas 2B.  This nine-week program for gay, bisexual and queer men considering parenting explores some of the practical, emotional, social and legal issues relating to queer fatherhood.  Topics discussed include co-parenting, adoption, surrogacy and more.  

To learn more and access their newsletter, Pride and Joy, visit their web site at 
http://www.fsatoronto.com/programs/lgbtparenting.html.
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Next Steps: Visibility & Empowerment: Web-Based Visuals and Stories
Two key themes which have emerged from the GBQ Father’s Research Cluster are extreme invisibility and issues of entitlement.  Many of those interviewed spoke about an extreme lack of awareness of the existence of GBQ fathers generally, combined with widely-held societal views that GBQ men can’t and/or shouldn’t become parents, and highly-charged negative stereotypes about GBQ fathers as parents.  For example, the Parenting Network recently received a phone call from a GBQ father living in a small northern city who had gone into a school library asking for resources on GBQ parenthood.  Two different librarians handed him call numbers for books about incest.  

This combination of lack of visibility and negative stereotypes has meant that many GBQ men give up the idea of bringing children into their lives.  Many are unaware of the options available to GBQ men for becoming parents.  As well, many men who have had children in heterosexual contexts experience high levels of fear about accessing legal systems to try and gain access to their children because of the perceived homophobia and heterosexism of these systems. 

As part of the knowledge mobilization stemming from our research, we are proposing a pilot project designed to increase visibility, the sense of entitlement to parent, and empowerment in parenting among GBQ fathers and prospective fathers.  The project will involve the creation of a series of web-based visuals with accompanying text that can be viewed on-line and/or downloaded for local use and display.

We plan to invite GBQ fathers to submit their stories and accompanying photos or other visuals to be part of this project.  Our aim is to collect a series of images and stories that reflect the ethno-cultural and geographic diversity of GBQ fathers, as well as the diversity that exists in how GBQ men become fathers.  
The interviews done for the project were conducted primarily in Toronto and Calgary, and we anticipate re-contacting interview participants to ask if they would be interested in participating in this phase of the project.  This work might involve selecting a particular aspect of their taped material to shape into a “story,” possibly re-interviewing if there is something new they want to add.  Visuals might include existing photographs, newly-taken photographs, and/or art work that relates to the material.  

As part of the new funding and revitalization of the LGBT Parenting Network, we are planning some significant website modifications and development.  We see this project fitting well with our overall plans to improve web access to information and resources on LGBT parenting.  

We view this project as the initial phase of longer term work which will develop and expand.  For this pilot project, we plan to produce ten scenarios which use graphics and narratives to portray some of the richness and diversity in the experiences and lives of GBQ fathers.  These ten scenarios will be available for viewing on the LGBT Parenting Network website and for downloading by those who want to make use of them locally.  

We plan to launch the project on Father’s Day, June, 2007 with an event that includes all the community partners in the larger FIRA project as well as local LGBT parenting communities.  The event will be a celebration of GBQ parenting as well as an opportunity for us to share research results from the GBQ Fathers Cluster and to display the visual/text images. 
For more information about this Father Visibility Project for Canadian gay/bi/queer/trans dads, granddads or dads-to-be: www.the519.org/programs/Queer_Parenting/father_visibility.shtml.

For more information on the GBQ Fathers Cluster, contact parentingnetwork@sherbourne.on.ca.


 

