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What is If I were a Dad? 

 
 

 It’s the first Relationships, Sexuality and Future Fatherhood programme to be 
delivered in prisons. 

 It was designed with young men in prison for young men in prison (Hydebank Wood 
College, Northern Ireland and Young Offenders Institute, Polmont, Scotland). Queen’s 
University Belfast developed the programme with a group of young men in both 
prisons and in close consultation with Barnardo’s and the Northern Ireland and 
Scottish Prison Services and Morrow Communications. So it’s a joint programme. 

 It’s delivered by Barnardo’s – together with the prison service - over 8 weekly two 
hour sessions – fostering a learning together approach. 

 A universal programme covering four themes: Being a Man, Being a Partner, Being a 
Father and Future Fatherhood – focussed on impacting on the whole prison now. 

 It’s called if I were a Dad because the young men in prisons told us they wanted to 
be Dads and wanted to be good Dads. 
 
PREPARING FOR RELATIONSHIPS AND FATHERHOOD 
COULD BE KEY TO THE REHABILITATION OF YOUNG 
OFFENDERS

 

 



 

 

What is Unique About the Programme? 
 

It happens early: Most other parenting interventions target men who are 
already fathers but this can be too late – and relationships lost. 
It’s a first: the first relationship and sex education programme designed for 
men in prison – uniquely also linked up with the nurse-led sexual health clinics 
that Queen’s helped NI Prison Healthcare set up, again first service of its kind in 
the UK. 

It’s co-designed with the young men in prison, and in consultation with 
Barnardo’s and prison staff. 

It uses video drama scripted with young men in the two prisons – as key 
mechanism to engage with the men-  to prompt realistic points of change.  All 
the session activities are also developed with the young men in prisons. 
It appeals to young men but will challenge attitudes and behaviours in relation 
to being a man (masculinities) being a partner (sex and intimacy) and being a 
father (understanding children’s needs and good parenting together or apart). 
It’s evidence based: Built on over decade of research on what makes effective 
relationship and sexuality education to achieve outcomes especially for men; 
guided by United Nations’ understandings of a rights based approach to bring 
men’s agency into the change process allowing people to claim their rights and 
uphold the rights of others; and World Health Organisation understandings of 
gender-transformative programming – so that we can challenge men’s 
behaviours where necessary to impact positively for children and women as 
well as men themselves. 

 

Aims of the Programme  
 

 Explore, challenge, and build young men’s knowledge, attitudes and self-
esteem around relationships and future fatherhood. 

 Encourage attitude and behaviour change towards positive and healthy 
sex, relationships and parenting. 

 Enable young men to gain a better understanding of how their life 
choices impact on their wellbeing and that of their future partners and 
children. 

  



 

 

How was it made? 

Step 1    

Needs Analysis carried out at Hydebank Wood College (NI) 
Governor Austin Tracey invited us into Hydebank to test our 
schools programme - If I were Jack  

We learned the young men wanted relationship and sexuality education – at times more 
than they wanted to go to the gym – but ‘Jack’ was too young and, besides, they weren’t 
interested in preventing pregnancies – they wanted to be Dads, good Dads 

      
 
Step 2   
Co-design of If I were a Dad with young men in prison for 
young men in prison and in consultation with Barnardo’s and 
prison services in Scotland and Northern Ireland  
 
We formed a wider team & received a grant from Medical Research Council [grant 
number: MR/RO14450/1]. We spent eight sessions in with young men in both prisons 
(researcher (Michelle), drama expert (David) and film director (Moya), developing scripts, 
assisted with puppets, to tell stories about their relationships, challenges and their desires. 
We asked them about how to get men thinking and tested the programme activities. 
 
Step 3   

Feasibility Pilot in which Barnardo’s delivered the programme 
in Hydebank and Polmont (co-delivered with a prison officer) 
and research team evaluated through participant, facilitator and 
prison management feedback 

We learned that it is a success – Barnardo’s want to deliver it (with prison staff) and will 
trial with peer mentor; participants really appreciate it; and prisons are supportive. 

 
Future steps are to evaluate longer-term pro-social outcomes.  



 

 

What do young men have say about it?  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“Most courses are crap and 
you are forced to go and 
complete things but in this 
one you’ll learn something 
useful for your life and have 
a bit of craic” 

“If I had of done this course 
before my daughter was born, I 
wouldn’t be here [in prison],  
I would have settled down.” 

“If you want to achieve the best 
for your child you’ll go.” 

“Being a Dad still seems 
really surreal to me, this has 
made it more real for me.” “I really hate this programme.  

It wraps all my issues up into one 
ball and shows me them. I hate 
it but I love it and need to do it.” “This physically shows you 

how to be a dad and how to 
be a man. Responsibility, 
Jobs, and that. You don’t get 
anything like that out there.” 

“I know now I’m not ready to be 
a dad because it highlights the 
two lives and it needs sacrifice. 
It’s manning up and putting past 
experience aside.” 

“It’s easy to be a dad but it 
takes a father to be there.” 



 

 

What do facilitators have to say? 

  

“The boys said because they 
already had a relationship with 
me it made it a whole lot easier 
to come into and group and to 
be open, and to talk about 
things.” 

“They get that fatherhood 
piece because that’s a role 
that’s respected. But being nice 
to a woman, that’s not 
respected, not where they 
come from.”  

“All the sessions work really well 
and are relevant to them all if 
you are a dad or not” 

“You put on the videos and there 
isn’t a peep out of them, they’re 
watching it, taking it all in and as 
soon as it’s finish then the 
discussion gets going.” 



 

 

What do prison staff have to say? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“Boys turned up every week 
which speaks volumes 

 “[If I Were a Dad] ties in with 
prison principles” 

“Barnardo’s, the work they do is 
frightening! We can learn so 
much from Barnardo’s ... This 
kind of delivery builds better 
relationships with the boys and 
boys will not forget that.” 

“The results of this partnership 
should be a win for Hydebank 
and Polmont.” 
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