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Introduction  

The This policy brief examines the current landscape of 
fathers’ engagement in early diagnosis and care for YCOD 
in the UAE. Drawing on policy dialogues conducted with 
fathers, healthcare professionals, educators, and other key 
stakeholders, it identifies critical barriers and enablers to 
paternal involvement. The policy brief proposes evidence-
informed policy recommendations to enhance fathers’ 
roles and create a more supportive environment for their 
engagement in supporting YCOD.

Enhancing fathers’ involvement can improve outcomes 
for YCOD, strengthen family dynamics, and promote more 
inclusive approaches to early childhood development and 
disability support in the UAE. By addressing key challenges 
and leveraging opportunities, policymakers can help 
unleash the positive impact of engaged fatherhood for 
some of the UAE’s most vulnerable young children.

Early diagnosis and intervention are crucial for supporting 
the development and well-being of young children with 
disabilities or developmental delays. While mothers are 
often seen as the primary caregivers, research increasingly 
highlights the critical role fathers can play in supporting their 

This policy brief examines the role of 
fathers in early diagnostic practices and 
care for young children of determination 
(YCOD) in the United Arab Emirates 
(UAE). Drawing on insights from policy 
dialogues with fathers, professionals, 
and stakeholders, it identifies key 
challenges and opportunities to enhance 
paternal involvement. The brief proposes 
policy recommendations aimed at 
creating a more supportive and inclusive 
environment for fathers of YCOD, with 
the ultimate goal of improving outcomes 
for these children and their families.

Summary
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children’s growth and progress. However, paternal 
involvement in early diagnostic practices and care 
for young children of determination (YCOD) remains 
limited in many contexts, including the United Arab 
Emirates (UAE).

Policy Context

The UAE has made significant strides in recent years 
to support people of determination and promote 
inclusive education and development. Key policies 
and initiatives include:

• �Federal Law No. 29 of 2006 on the Rights of
People of Determination guarantees the rights of
people with disabilities to education, healthcare,
rehabilitation and employment.

• �The National Policy for Empowering People of
Determination, launched in 2017, which aims
to create an inclusive society that ensures
empowerment and promotes quality of life.

• �The Abu Dhabi Early Childhood Authority focuses
on early childhood development, including for
children of determination.

• �Initiatives by the Ministry of Community Development
to support families of people of determination.

However, challenges remain in terms of early 
diagnosis, access to specialized services, and family 
support - particularly when it comes to engaging 
fathers. Cultural norms, workplace policies, and 
gaps in the healthcare system can limit paternal 
involvement in supporting YCOD.

There is growing recognition of the need to actively 
promote father engagement, as highlighted in the 
UAE’s National Family Policy. However, targeted 
policies and programs to support fathers of YCOD 
are still limited. This creates an opportunity to 
develop evidence-informed approaches to enhance 
paternal involvement in early diagnostic practices 
and ongoing care.

Stakeholder Mapping

Key stakeholders involved in supporting YCOD and 
their families in the UAE include:

Government Agencies:
- Ministry of Health and Prevention
- Ministry of Community Development
- Ministry of Education
- Abu Dhabi Early Childhood Authority
- 	�Zayed Higher Organization for People of

Determination

Healthcare Providers:
- 	�Hospitals and medical centers
- 	�Pediatricians and developmental specialists
- 	�Therapists (speech, occupational, physical, etc.)
- 	�Early intervention specialists

Educational Institutions:
- 	�Schools and nurseries
- 	�Special education centers
- 	�Teacher training institutions

Civil Society Organizations:
- 	�UAE Down Syndrome Association
- 	�Dubai Autism Center
- 	�Sharjah City for Humanitarian Services
- 	�Other disability advocacy groups

Private Sector:
-	� Employers 
- 	�Insurance companies
- 	�Private therapy and support service providers

Families:
- 	�Fathers of YCOD
- 	�Mothers of YCOD
- 	�Extended family members

Community:
- 	�Religious and cultural leaders
- 	�Media organizations

International Organizations:
- 	�UNICEF
- 	�World Health Organization

Each of these stakeholder groups plays a unique 
role in the ecosystem of support for YCOD. Effective 
policy solutions will require coordinated efforts 
across multiple sectors and stakeholders.
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Theory of Change

To enhance fathers’ roles in early diagnosis and care 
for YCOD, a multi-pronged approach is needed that 

addresses individual, family, workplace, healthcare 
system, and societal factors (Figure 1).

The theory of change outlined below illustrates how targeted interventions can lead to increased paternal 
engagement and ultimately improved outcomes for YCOD:

Inputs:
- 	�Policy changes to support paternal leave and

workplace flexibility
- 	�Training programs for healthcare providers on

engaging fathers
- 	�Awareness campaigns to shift cultural norms

around fatherhood
- 	�Support groups and resources for fathers of

YCOD
- 	�Improved coordination among service providers

Activities:
- 	�Implement father-friendly policies in workplaces

and healthcare settings
- 	�Conduct training for professionals on effectively

involving fathers
- 	�Launch public awareness initiatives on the

importance of father engagement
- 	�Establish peer support networks for fathers of

YCOD
- 	�Create centralized information hubs on services

and resources

Outputs:
- 	�Increased availability of flexible work

arrangements for fathers
- 	�Higher competency among professionals in

engaging fathers
- 	�Greater public awareness of fathers’ roles in

supporting YCOD
- 	�More fathers participating in support groups and

accessing resources
- 	�Improved service coordination and information

sharing

Outcomes:
- 	�Increased father attendance at medical

appointments and therapy sessions
- 	�Higher father involvement in home-based care

and developmental activities
- Improved father-child bonding and relationships
- 	�Reduced stress and improved well-being for both

parents
- 	�Better-coordinated and family-centered care for

YCOD

FIGURE 1. Sphere of critical sectors for father›s role in the early diagnosis of YCOD

Education

Community 
Development

Healthcare

Workplace
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Impact:
- 	�Enhanced developmental outcomes for YCOD
- 	�Stronger and more resilient families
- 	�More inclusive society for people of determination
- 	�Shift in cultural norms around fatherhood and

caregiving

This theory of change recognizes that enhancing 
fathers’ roles requires interventions at multiple levels 
- from individual knowledge and skills to broader
policy and societal changes. By implementing a
comprehensive approach, policymakers can create
an enabling environment for increased father 
engagement in supporting YCOD.

Theory of Change diagram: 

FIGURE 2. The Young Children of Determination Logical Model

Inputs Activities Outputs Outcomes Impact

1. Awareness
Campaign to
shift cultural
norms around
fatherhood

Launch public 
awareness 
initiatives on 
the importance 
of father 
engagement

Launch public 
awareness 
initiatives on 
the importance 
of father 
engagement

Improve father 
- child bonding
relationships

More inclusive 
society of people 
of determination

2. Improved
coordination
among service
providers

Create 
centralized 
information hubs 
of centralized 
resources

Improve service 
oordination and 
information 
sharing

Better 
coordinated and 
family centered 
care for YCOD

Enhanced 
development 
outcomes for 
YCOD

3. Policy
Changes

Implement father 
friendly policies 
in workplaces 
and healthcare 
settings

Increase 
availability of 
flexible work 
arraignments for 
fathers

Increase father 
attendance 
at medical 
appointments 
and therapy 
sessions

Strong and more 
resilient families

4. Training
programs for
healthcare
providers on
engaging fathers

Conduct training 
for professionals 
on effectively 
involving fathers

Higher 
competency 
among 
professionals in 
engaging fathers

Higher father 
involvement in 
home-based 
care and 
developmental 
opportunities

Shift in culture 
norms around 
fatherhood and 
care giving 

5. Support
groups and
resources for
fathers of YCOD

Establish peer 
support networks 
for fathers of 
YCOD

More fathers 
participating in 
support groups 
and accessing 
resources

Reduced stress 
and improved 
well-being for 
both parents
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Policy Recommendations

Based on insights from the policy dialogues 
and stakeholder consultations, the following 
recommendations are proposed to enhance fathers› 

roles in early diagnosis and care for YCOD in the 
UAE:

The policy recommendations are:

1. Develop National Guidelines on Father Engagement in YCOD Care

2. Enhance Parental Leave and Workplace Flexibility Policies

3. Establish Specialized Training Programs for Professionals

4. Create a Centralized Information and Resource Hub

5. Launch Public Awareness and Advocacy Campaigns

6. Establish Father Support Programs and Networks

7. Improve Service Coordination and Case Management

8. Enhance Early Screening and Intervention Programs

9. Conduct Ongoing Research and Evaluation

1. Develop National Guidelines on Father
Engagement in YCOD Care

Recommendation: Create comprehensive 
guidelines highlighting the importance of paternal 
involvement in early diagnostic procedures and 
ongoing care for YCOD. These should be integrated 
into healthcare, education, and social service 
systems.

Rationale: Clear national guidelines can help 
standardize practices across different sectors and 
promote a culture of active father engagement. 
They can provide a framework for professionals to 
effectively involve fathers throughout supporting 
YCOD.

Implementation:
- �Establish a multi-stakeholder working group to

develop the guidelines
- �Consult with fathers, professionals, and experts in

the field
- �Pilot the guidelines in select healthcare and

education settings before the national rollout
- �Integrate the guidelines into professional training

programs and institutional policies

2. Enhance Parental Leave and Workplace
Flexibility Policies

Recommendation: Implement policies that provide 
fathers equitable parental leave and workplace 
support, enabling them to be involved in early 
diagnosis and care without facing career or financial 
barriers.

Rationale: Workplace inflexibility and inadequate 
leave policies are major barriers to father engagement. 
Enhanced policies can facilitate fathers’ involvement 
in critical early stages and ongoing care.

Implementation:
- �Review and update labor laws to ensure adequate

paternal leave provisions
- �Provide incentives for employers to adopt family-

friendly policies
- �Launch awareness campaigns to promote the

uptake of paternal leave
- �Monitor and evaluate the impact of policy changes

on father engagement
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3. Establish Specialized Training Programs for
Professionals

Recommendation: Develop mandatory training 
programs for healthcare, education, and social 
service professionals to engage fathers in YCOD 
care effectively.

Rationale: Many professionals lack the skills and 
awareness to involve fathers actively. Targeted 
training can enhance their ability to engage fathers 
as equal partners in the care process.

Implementation:
- �Develop a standardized curriculum on father

engagement for different professional groups
- �Integrate the training into existing professional

development programs
- �Offer both in-person and online training options to

maximize reach
- �Include modules on cultural sensitivity and

overcoming barriers to engagement

4. Create a Centralized Information and Resource
Hub

Recommendation: Establish a comprehensive 
online platform providing information, resources, 
and support services for fathers of YCOD.

Rationale: Fathers often lack access to centralized, 
reliable information on available services and 
support. A dedicated hub can empower them with 
knowledge and connect them to needed resources.

Implementation:
- �Develop a user-friendly website and mobile app
- �Curate and regularly update content on early

diagnosis, interventions, and support services
- �Include features like service provider directories

and appointment booking
- �Offer peer support forums and expert Q&A sections

5. Launch Public Awareness and Advocacy
Campaigns

Recommendation: Initiate large-scale public 
awareness campaigns to promote positive 
representations of engaged fatherhood and combat 
stigma around disability.

Rationale: Cultural norms and societal attitudes can 
discourage father involvement. Targeted campaigns 
can help shift perceptions and create a more 
supportive environment.

Implementation:
- �Partner with media outlets, influencers, and

community leaders
- �Develop culturally sensitive messaging tailored to

different demographic groups
- �Utilize diverse channels, including social media,

traditional media, and community events
- �Highlight success stories and role models of

engaged fathers of YCOD

6. Establish Father Support Programs and
Networks

Recommendation: Create and fund dedicated 
support programs for fathers of YCOD, including 
peer support groups, workshops, and counseling 
services.

Rationale: Fathers often lack emotional support 
and opportunities to connect with others in similar 
situations. Targeted programs can provide much-
needed support and build resilience.

Implementation:
- �Partner with community organizations to establish

local support groups
- �Develop both in-person and online support options
- �Train facilitators to run father support programs

effectively
- �Integrate psychosocial support and stress

management components

7. Improve Service Coordination and Case
Management

Recommendation: Implement integrated case 
management systems to better coordinate services 
for YCOD and actively involve fathers in the care 
process.

Rationale: Fragmented services and poor 
coordination can discourage father involvement. 
Improved systems can facilitate more seamless 
engagement between parents.

Implementation:
- �Develop shared electronic health records accessible 

to families and service providers
- �Assign dedicated case managers to support

families in navigating services
- �Establish clear communication protocols among

different service providers
- �Ensure fathers are included in all case conferences

and decision-making processes
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8. Enhance Early Screening and Intervention
Programs

Recommendation: Strengthen and expand 
early screening and intervention programs for 
developmental delays, focusing on engaging fathers 
from the outset.

Rationale: Early identification and intervention are 
crucial for improving outcomes. Actively involving 
fathers from the beginning can set the stage for 
ongoing engagement.

Implementation:
- �Expand routine developmental screening in 

healthcare and childcare settings
- �Develop father-friendly screening tools and 

processes
- �Ensure follow-up and referral systems actively

engage both parents
- �Provide training for fathers on supporting early

intervention at home

9. Conduct Ongoing Research and Evaluation

Recommendation: Invest in research to better 
understand fathers’ experiences, needs, and the 
impact of interventions to promote their engagement 
in YCOD care.

Rationale: There is limited UAE-specific data on 
father engagement in YCOD care. Ongoing research 
can inform evidence-based policymaking and 
program development.

Implementation:
- �Fund longitudinal studies on father involvement

and child outcomes
- �Evaluate the impact of policy changes and new

initiatives
- �Conduct regular surveys and focus groups with

fathers of YCOD
- �Establish a national database on YCOD to track

trends and outcomes

Conclusion

Enhancing fathers’ roles in early diagnosis and care 
for young children of determination represents a 
significant opportunity to improve outcomes for 
some of the UAE’s most vulnerable children. The UAE 
can strengthen families, promote child development, 
and create a more inclusive society by implementing 
comprehensive policies and programs to support 
father engagement.

The recommendations outlined in this policy brief 
provide a roadmap for action, addressing key 
barriers and leveraging opportunities to promote 
paternal involvement. Successful implementation will 
require coordinated efforts across multiple sectors 
and stakeholders and a long-term commitment to 
shifting cultural norms and practices.

By investing in father engagement, the UAE can 
build on its existing efforts to support people of 
determination and position itself as a leader in 
inclusive early childhood development. Ultimately, 
empowering fathers to be active partners in their 
children’s care can help ensure that all young children 
of determination have the opportunity to reach their 
full potential.

Next Steps

It was agreed that further steps must be taken 
to build on the discussion and its findings, and 
the participants offered support in disseminating 
the dialogue summary and policy brief within 
their teams. In addition, both documents will 
be communicated with relevant departments, 
institutions, and professionals to advocate for action. 
All relevant stakeholders, subject matter experts, 
and institutions in public and private sectors shall 
be engaged in agenda-setting, priority-setting, and 
implementation in the policy brief report. Additional 
work is needed to set the implementation plan and 
evaluation process to ensure evidence is collected 
throughout the implementation and not only at the 
end stage. Generated evidence can aid in planning 
the next steps.
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