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Meet the author


It seems to me that learning about fatherhood from a book is a bit like learning about sex from a book – as my teenage self will testify, no amount of reading can prepare you for the real thing. But that never stopped me doing my homework.


When my wife first fell pregnant, she soon built up a pile of well-thumbed, pastel-coloured parenting books by her bedside. But when I went looking for advice specific to me as a dad-to-be, I found – with very few exceptions – either unisex and uniformly dry reference books that gave no sense of the actual experience, or larger-print manuals that seemed to assume I’d really rather be down the pub than involved with my child.


That’s not to disparage the reference books – I’d recommend having at least one of those weighty bibles on your shelf. They’re informative, comprehensive and authoritative, and can be hugely reassuring at almost every stage of the pregnancy and beyond (see Taking it further at the back for some suggestions).


But while I needed to know the facts about fatherhood – how to bath a baby, deal with toddler tantrums and spot a chickenpox rash at 50 paces – I also wanted some idea of how I might feel about being a dad. Because, for pretty obvious reasons, I figured my experience of fatherhood would be predominantly emotional rather than physical. And I wanted to hear about those emotions from someone who credited me with the ability to read a page of text without needing a desperate gag in every paragraph to hold my attention. Did I really want to learn about something so subjective as feelings, I wondered, from an author who assumed I lacked the maturity to work a washing machine?


I needed a book that spanned the abyss, that taught me the facts while also being not only comfortable with the idea of a father really wanting to be involved, but actually based on that assumption. That an abyss existed between the two – between objective knowledge and subjective experience – was becoming increasingly clear as my wife slipped further and further into it. Because despite being a doctor in possession of all the dry facts, within minutes of falling pregnant she’d morphed from seasoned medic into terrified, first-time mum. And that was months before our daughter even arrived.


Search as I might, I couldn’t find a book that effectively straddled that divide. Now, thanks first to my daughter and then my son, I’ve had the chance to experience fatherhood first-hand. And thanks to this book I’ve had the opportunity to talk to many other dads, and to share our experiences, while hopefully adding a few of the facts at the same time. A lot of it is common sense but, at three in the morning, when you’re tearing your hair out with frustration and worry, common sense can be understandably lacking.


Raising a child is an immensely personal experience, with infinite variables impacting on everyone’s circumstances – there is no one way to be a great dad. So the chances are you won’t agree with everything you read here. And because the role of father is so infinitely diverse, I can’t ever cover all there is to cover. Instead, my aim is a book that leaves you with a little more confidence and sufficient information – or at least advice over where to find sufficient information – to make up your own mind.


As I said at the start, it’s not easy to communicate what being a dad is actually like. As with sex, theory is no substitute for experience. All I can hope is that – as with sex – you’re soon too busy enjoying yourself to worry too much about whether or not you’re doing it right.


Andrew Watson
London, 2010





1: Only got a minute?



 




	As a father, you’ll be your child’s principal male role model, and fundamental in forming the type of person they’ll become. So consider carefully the values you’re demonstrating in your every action.





	Given the chance, you’re no less capable than your partner in caring for your child, and your contribution is of crucial and distinct importance. So take every opportunity to be actively involved as much as possible, right from the start.





	A large part of your role, especially early on, will be to support your partner in any way you can. No one is better placed or better equipped to offer her the comfort and reassurance she’ll need.





	
Don’t be timid in your dealings with health professionals – if you’re ever concerned about something or in doubt, ask.





	There’s no one right way to raise a child. Sift through the mass of advice and apply a little common sense in taking whatever works for you.





	Be practical about your finances – recognize the difference between want and need, and communicate with your partner.





	Discipline should be founded on love, and is about the enforcing of clear and consistent boundaries established for your child’s benefit, not yours.





	Parenting can be tough, so be forgiving of yourself and your partner.





	You will be tired, physically and emotionally, but you’ll also surprise yourself with strengths you never knew you had.





	
As much as you’ll want to protect them, your child has to live in the real world, so be wary of bolstering them with false praise, or sheltering them from failure.





	Avoid the temptation to compare your child’s development to others’ – most children progress at hugely varying rates but soon end up much the same.





	There are few jobs on this earth more important than raising a child, so it’s natural to be apprehensive. But there are few jobs that can offer so much in return.








5: Only got five minutes?



 




	As a father, you’ll be your child’s principal male role model. Your behaviour will be one of the most important influences on their behaviour. It’s no good just telling them how to behave – you need to show them. So consider carefully the values you’re demonstrating in everything you do.


	The traditional – and outdated – roles of mothers and fathers only exist if you let them exist. Aside from actually giving birth and breastfeeding, there’s nothing your partner can do that you can’t. So get stuck in right from the start, and set a pattern for your future involvement. Your role in the raising of your child is of crucial and distinct importance, and you’ll never get this time back.


	First-time parenthood can be nerve-wracking. Complications can arise at any stage. So never feel embarrassed about approaching your doctor or health visitor for advice – it’s a large part of what they’re there for.


	New parents are often swamped with advice from all directions. But there’s no one ‘right’ way to raise a child, so sift through the suggestions and apply a little common sense before adopting whatever works for you and your child.


	Because your partner’s journey is so hugely physical, she may also be far more emotional as well. Your principal role, especially through pregnancy and the early months, must be to support her in whatever way you can. No one is better placed or better equipped to recognize and meet her need for comfort and reassurance.


	Carry out a comprehensive review of your finances as early as possible, and make yourselves aware of the range of benefits and entitlements available. And when it comes to shopping, recognize the difference between want and need. Don’t let your natural desire to provide your child with the best push you into overspending. You needn’t fork out a fortune to provide your child with the basics.


	
Children come hand in hand with worry. Parenthood requires an element of fatalism, even before they’re born – without invasive and potentially risky tests during pregnancy, you can’t rule out every possible abnormality. And you can’t wrap them in cotton wool once they’re out. After a certain point, all you can do is limit the risks, and hope for the best.


	Avoid the temptation to compare your child’s development to others’, or to push your child to progress. There’s no research to suggest that the early achievement of learning milestones is linked to future success. Most children develop at hugely varying rates but soon end up much the same.


	Discipline should be founded on love, and is about the setting and enforcing of clear and consistent boundaries established for your child’s benefit, not yours. And punishment should be a last resort, used only when the other more positive disciplinary techniques have proved unsuccessful.


	Praise can be a valuable means of encouraging and guiding your child, but it should be grounded in substance. The real world won’t prop up their self-esteem with false praise, or shelter them from failure.


	There’ll be times when you and your partner will be exhausted, physically and emotionally, but you’ll also surprise yourself with strengths you never knew you had. And while life will be different, it’ll soon settle down, and then you’ll find you wouldn’t want it any other way.


	Being a dad is one of the most responsible roles anyone could have – it’s natural to be worried about what lies ahead. But it’s a learning experience – you’re allowed to get things wrong. So be forgiving of yourself. And recognize that the hardest challenges really are the most rewarding. Nothing else has the potential to offer you so much joy and satisfaction as being a dad.








10: Only got ten minutes?



 




	You will always be the principal male role model in your child’s life, and representative of half the world’s population. Your behaviour will be one of the most fundamental influences on your child’s behaviour. And it’s no good just telling them how to behave – you need to show them. Your actions demonstrate your values – how you treat others, your attitude to work and money, the priority you put on time as a family, etc. So consider carefully the values you’re modelling in everything you do.


	Parenting styles are not hard-wired according to gender, but adapt according to context. As in everything, practice makes perfect, so unless you get involved from the start, you’ll risk conforming to the outdated roles of father as provider and mother as carer. Given the same opportunities to develop childcaring skills, men are no less capable than women, and no less nurturing. Aside from giving birth and breastfeeding, there’s nothing your partner can do that you can’t.


	By being actively involved in your child’s life, you give them the best possible chance of a healthy, balanced, happy future. So consider your priorities and seize every opportunity to get stuck in, right from the start – you’re setting a pattern of involvement now for all the years ahead. You can never reclaim the passing minutes, and your child won’t be a child forever.


	Pregnancy and childbirth is an unavoidably physical process, with endless opportunities for worry. And even the healthiest of babies or young children will pick up bugs with gruelling regularity. So never feel embarrassed about approaching your doctor or health visitor for advice – it’s a large part of what they’re there for.


	It’s easy as a new parent to be overwhelmed by the mass of advice thrown out by friends, family and the media, whether it’s about the benefits of routine, the use of a dummy, or what type of nappy to use. But there’s no one ‘right’ way to raise a child, so sift through the suggestions and apply a little common sense before adopting whatever works for you and your child.


	While your journey into parenthood will be predominantly emotional, your partner’s will be hugely physical as well. And her physical state, whether in labour, breastfeeding, or recovering from the birth, will only further disrupt her emotions. Your principal role, especially through pregnancy and the early months, must be to support her and encourage her in whatever way you can. Your involvement can make an enormous contribution to her experience of motherhood, and no one is better placed or better equipped than you to recognize and meet her need for comfort and reassurance.


	Carry out a comprehensive review of your finances as early as possible, and make yourselves aware of the range of benefits and entitlements available. Consider the many cutbacks possible that won’t impact on your lifestyle. Make a will and, if you haven’t got one yet, start a pension. And keep communicating with your partner – don’t imagine finances are your sole domain any more than nappy changes are hers.


	When it comes to spending money on your baby, recognize the difference between want and need. Despite what the brand-sponsored ‘experts’ might say, you don’t need to fork out a fortune to provide your child with the basics, so don’t let your natural desire to provide your child with the best be exploited. An ability to spend money doesn’t make you a good parent.


	Children come hand in hand with worry. Parenthood requires an element of fatalism, even before they’re born – without invasive and potentially risky tests during pregnancy, you can never rule out every possible abnormality. Nor can you wrap them in cotton wool once they’re out. After a certain point, all you can do is limit the risks, and hope for the best. The reward for your worry is to watch them develop into independent, self-sufficient individuals.


	
Avoid the temptation to compare your child’s development to others’, or to push your child to progress. There’s no research to suggest that the early achievement of learning milestones is linked to future success, only that pushing children too hard can backfire. Most progress at hugely varying rates but soon end up much the same.


	Discipline is founded on love – clear and consistent boundaries provide certainty and security. Still struggling to make sense of the world around them, children will naturally push against restraints. When they do, it’s our job as parents to let them know that those boundaries – established for their benefit, not ours – can be relied upon.


	The best way to avoid bad behaviour is to encourage good behaviour, through praise, consistency and modelling. And when the inevitable bad behaviour emerges, there are a number of techniques available for dealing with it, from distraction to compromise. Punishment should be a last resort, used only when the other more positive techniques have proved unsuccessful.


	Praise can be a valuable means of encouraging and guiding your child, but it should be grounded in substance. After all, you’re raising them to live in the real world, a world that won’t prop up their self-esteem with false praise or shelter them from failure.


	Your childcarer’s influence will be enormous, so treat their role with the respect it deserves and do your homework. Find someone who can provide love, security and stability. And stay involved – you will always remain your child’s principal teacher.


	There will be times when you and your partner are exhausted, physically and emotionally, perhaps more than ever before. But you’ll also surprise yourselves with strengths you never knew you had. And while life will be different, you will regain a sense of equilibrium, by which point you are unlikely to want things any other way.


	Being a parent is one of the most important and responsible roles anyone could have. Neither of you has done anything like it before, so it’s only natural to be worried about what lies ahead – that in itself is recognition that you’re taking the responsibility seriously. But like any learning experience, you’re allowed to get things wrong – as long as you deal with those mistakes in the right way. So be forgiving of yourself and your partner, and look after each other.


	Fatherhood is about growth – not losing who you were, but building upon it. And it doesn’t mean you’re doing anything wrong or not up to the task if you find it difficult at times. It’s the enormity of the challenge that makes it one of the most rewarding roles you could ever have. Nothing else in life has the potential to offer you so much joy and satisfaction.
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What being a father really means


In this chapter you will learn:




	how to demonstrate the sort of person you want your child to be, rather than simply tell them


	how to be realistic in your expectations


	how to sift through the mass of parenting advice without guilt.





Responsibilities and qualities


Ask me to list a father’s typical responsibilities and I’d probably suggest a few pretty general duties, from the obligation to protect, maintain and discipline, to the need to make decisions about education, religion and medical treatment. But ask me to say what qualities are required to meet those responsibilities, and my answer wouldn’t be quite so obvious.


 


The fundamental quality I associate with my dad is acceptance. He’s always been there for me, no matter what.


Michael, father to Amy and Tom


 


Every day, consciously or not, our idea of what it means to be a father, already instilled in us by upbringing and education, is further shaped by the many examples to which we’re exposed, be it by friends, the wider family, the television or other media. Each one impacts on our assumptions of what qualities are required. But without doubt the greatest contributor to a man’s sense of fatherhood is his own dad.





Insight


Whether you want to emulate him or do all you can to avoid turning into him, your own dad will influence your notion of fatherhood more than anyone else.





 


It took me a long time to realize it, but my dad was actually quite manipulative. He used guilt to enforce discipline.


Christian, father to Adrian, Kelly and Alice


 


For more on your legal responsibilities as a dad, go to www.direct.gov.uk/en/Parents/ParentsRights/DG_4002954.


Role model


There’s no escaping, then, the obvious point: for better or for worse, you as a dad are going to be the first and principal male in your child’s life. How you behave will be one of the fundamental influences on what sort of person they become. Our children learn to be adults from us.





Insight


To instil the values in your child that you think important, you have to demonstrate them every day. It’s no good merely telling them how to behave – you have to show them.





If you have a son, he’s going to at least start off by seeing you as the wisest and strongest man in the world. He’s going to do all he can to imitate not just your mannerisms, but the way you interact with everyone else around you.


If you have a daughter, your relationship with her will be the most profound influence on her future relationship with the male sex. You’ll be her reference point against which to judge other men. And who better than her father to teach her that she’s lovable and to be valued for who she is, regardless of what she looks like?


How you respond to strangers, how you treat women, how quick you are to argue and how willing you are to apologize – your behaviour exhibits your values, and is central to the development of your child’s character. In all things, all the time, you have to strive to act as you would wish them to act when they become adults.


 


It never fails to amaze me, the parents I see who shout at their children to stop shouting…


Dan, father to Tricia and Miles


 


What type of person are you?


So at the risk of getting too psychoanalytical, this might be a good time to consider the values you’ve adopted, and work out which ones you admire and which ones you’d rather not pass on. For example:


 




	Are you a glass half full sort of person, or always noting the negative?


	Are you affectionate, or uncomfortable displaying emotion?


	Are you spontaneous, or do you like your days to be regulated?


	Do you get energized from socializing, or prefer being alone?


	Are you always stressing about money?


	Do you worry about the future, or live more in the present?


	Are you outspoken about your opinions, or reserved?





A greater awareness of your own character and qualities will allow you to work on those aspects you’d rather improve, and limit any possible negative impact on your child.


 


I had a tough childhood, and I wonder if I’m overprotective of Adam as a result.


James, father to Adam


 





Insight


I’m not advocating a rushed course of therapy, just suggesting that it’s helpful to be aware of the sort of person to whom your child will be exposed on a daily basis.





Shared values and new values


I knew when I married my wife that we shared similar values. But becoming parents exposed us to new circumstances that, in turn, exposed slight differences.


 


Jess is far more particular about what Nathan watches on TV, while I’m always the one reminding him to say please and thank you.


Oliver, father to Nathan


 


It’s difficult to know in advance how you’ll feel about some aspects of fatherhood, especially as some of your values may well change when you become a dad. You may start to look at things differently and develop new attitudes. Similarly, you may re-evaluate old qualities in light of your new responsibility, and judge yourself according to new criteria. I guess that could be part of what they call growing up.


 


Ella used to ridicule my tendency to worry about money, despite us both having reasonably well-paid jobs. Now she’s glad I’m more cautious than spendthrift.


Conor, father-to-be


 


Me, a dad?!


Those lofty preconceptions of what qualities are necessary to be a father can be difficult to live up to. Add to that the thought that your every action is under scrutiny and contributing directly to your child’s development, and it’s no wonder that the responsibility of fatherhood can terrify. Who ever really feels ready, or suitably qualified?


 


There’s no way I feel old enough or wise enough to be a dad.


Winston, father to Joel and Anita


 


But the truth is, of course, that no adult truly feels as mature or knowledgeable or all-powerful as we as children imagined adults to be. There’s no magic moment when life clicks into place and you’re able to face each day with unwavering confidence. Unfortunately, our fears grow with us.


Be realistic


There is good news, though – you’re allowed to get things wrong. In fact, it’s important for your child to see that you can be wrong. After all, you’re raising a human being, not a god, and they’re going to make mistakes in life as well, from the minor and everyday to the major and life altering. What’s important is that they learn from you how to deal with those mistakes, how to take responsibility, how to apologize where necessary, and how to move on.





Insight


You’re allowed to get things wrong, as long as you deal with those mistakes in the right way.





Whether it’s through making up after an argument with your partner, saying sorry to the neighbour after overreacting to the dog crap in your garden, or acknowledging that you forced your kid to wear that top only because your mum was coming to stay, by dealing with your negatives in a positive way, you’re equipping your child with a blueprint for dealing with similar mistakes in their own lives.


That’s not an excuse to expose them to your every fault, but your child will benefit from experiencing these dynamics in the safety of their home before they have to deal with them in the wider world.


The avalanche of advice


Telling people with kids that you’re about to have one yourself is taken by some as an invitation to smother you with titbits of what they’ll consider hard-won wisdom – whether you want their opinions or not.


 


My mother-in-law seems to think it’s her job to dispense advice whenever she sees me. I think I could live with that, if most of the time she didn’t turn out to be right.


Callum, father to Jack and Sam


 


On top of the unsolicited recommendations, there’s the endless wave of warnings and opinions available through books, newspapers, magazines and the internet. And almost every week there’s a new survey or study trumpeting the discovery of the definitive parenting method. The sheer diversity of information can be overwhelming, especially as it’s so often conflicting or changing from one day to the next.





Insight


The internet is a fantastic resource, offering more access to information than ever before. But always bear in mind the difficulty of guaranteeing a website’s credibility. Especially when dealing with medical issues, it’s always best to see your own doctor or health visitor.





We all need a little support now and then, especially if we’re exhausted and feeling the strain. Sometimes it can be a relief to offload responsibility onto a routine or technique that you can be confident won’t harm your baby but will get you through the night. And sometimes, amongst the cacophony of information, you’ll find something that will really help.





Insight


I’m not suggesting you ignore all the advice thrown your way, merely that you question its source and sift and pick judiciously. Read or listen with an open mind and a healthy scepticism and then, from amongst the mass, adopt whatever works for you and your child.





Whether you believe it yet or not, when it comes to your own child, you’ll soon be an expert as well. So choose whatever techniques or methods work – as long as your decisions are based on love and respect, they’ll be the right decisions for your family.


The ‘perfect’ father


While it’s always good to strive to be a better person, it’s just as important to recognize that no one’s perfect, neither you, your own dad or – whatever your partner may say – your child. Unfortunately, the ability to get a woman pregnant is no guarantee of an infallible sense of judgement, omniscience, or the ability to get by on three hours’ sleep.





Insight


Parenting is a learning experience. At times you’ll wonder what to do, and frequently you’ll be just too exhausted to give your child or partner the attention they deserve or demand. But you don’t have to be perfect – just good enough.





Don’t set yourself up with unrealistic expectations, or writhe in a lather of guilt if you fail to adhere to every recommendation. There is no one ‘right way’ to parent. Be content to do things your way and recognize that, even with the best will in the world, at times you’ll fall short of your ideal and get things wrong.


Inevitably, as in all things, there’ll be moments when you’ll look back and realize that you could’ve done better. And that’s when it’ll be a comfort to know that you acted according to your best judgement, not simply reacted according to received wisdom, expectation or the memory of how things were done to you.





Insight


We all have different strengths and weaknesses, and limited time and resources with which we can only do our best. It’s important to acknowledge that, and to teach our children the same. Don’t reproach yourself or each other with the benefit of hindsight.





Time


In today’s world, where children are exposed to so much so young, your guiding influence as a parent is needed more than ever. Yet because of that world we live in, you’re likely to have less time than ever before.


 


That’s become one of the hardest things to accept, knowing that the best thing I can give my girls is my time, yet having so little of it to spare.


Harry, father to Paige and Taylor


 





Insight


In the years ahead, time will become your greatest ally and your worst enemy – it’ll flash by fast enough to comfort and console when things are tough, and obstinately refuse to slow when you want to savour every minute.





As a result of a world that refuses to stop just because you have a baby, you may soon find yourself forced to achieve a greater level of efficiency at home and at work than ever before.


 


I can’t believe how wasteful I was of my days before Becky came along. Now I’m ruthless over anything that risks stealing me of my time with her.


Sean, father to Becky


 


It’s been said that we spend two years of our lives just looking for things. So the more organized you can become, the less time you’ll spend down the back of the sofa and the more you’ll have to enjoy being a dad.


The irreversible change


Making the most of the time that you have also means recognizing that life will never be the same. Faced with even more to do and less time to do it, an ability to compromise and prioritize becomes essential.


And from a life focused on yourself and your partner, everything will now revolve around the new arrival as you find yourselves redefined.


 


Even the clothes I wore changed. No more designer jeans, but an old pair that were soon through at the knees, and didn’t matter if they were crusted in milky yack.


Dan, father to Tricia and Miles


 


Yes, at times you’ll feel pulled in all directions. And yes, you’ll be forced again and again to relegate your own needs beneath those of your partner and baby. Don’t underestimate what’s required.


But the more you throw yourself in and participate, in both the good and the bad, the more confidence you’ll gain, and the more you’ll get out of your new role as you and your child grow ever closer.





Insight


Keep expectations low. Accept that life won’t go on as before. But while it may take months to regain a sense of control, it won’t take a fraction of that time to start appreciating what you’ve gained.





 


I loved my life before we had kids. Every day was my own, with no real worries. But now that I’m a dad, I wish I’d got round to starting a family sooner.


Michael, father to Amy and Tom


 


Modern parenthood


As the traditional roles of men and women change for the better, there’s a corresponding blurring of expectation and subsequent loss of stability in the home that’s yet to be replaced. The majority of fathers still assume the role of main provider but, as many women put in long hours themselves, men are also increasingly required to be hands-on dads.


The result can be a status quo in which more and more mothers and fathers struggle to achieve a balance between work and family, leading to a sense of persistent compromise and often soul-sapping guilt.


Fortunately, though, these changes are being driven not just by women in the workplace, but by a growing recognition of the importance of fathers. Society now offers dads more opportunities than ever before to be directly involved in the raising of their sons and daughters. And the more you grasp those opportunities, the faster the world will turn towards a working – and fulfilling – equilibrium.


As I hope this book will show, the potential benefits – for you and your child – are enormous.


 





10 THINGS TO REMEMBER




	
Your own father will be the greatest influence on your idea of what it means to be a dad.





	
You’ll be the principal male role model in your child’s life, and they’ll learn from your actions how to be the adult they’ll become.





	
It’s no good just telling your child how to behave – you’ve got to show them.





	
Be aware of the type of person you are and how that can impact – positively and negatively – on your child.





	
The responsibility is huge – it’s quite normal to feel unprepared.





	
You and your partner are allowed to get things wrong, so don’t expect too much of yourselves, and don’t beat yourselves up over mistakes with the benefit of hindsight.





	
Don’t get intimidated by the inevitable barrage of parenting advice – when it comes to your own child, you’re an expert too.





	
When times are tough, or as happy as you could hope for, remember that all things must pass.





	
More and more, society is recognizing the importance of your role in the raising of your child, and providing opportunities to be directly involved.





	Parenting is tough, but it has the potential to offer more happiness and fulfilment than you ever knew was possible.
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Fathers and mothers


In this chapter you will learn:




	that children with actively involved fathers live happier, more balanced lives


	that mothers and fathers both have important and complementary roles to play in raising their children


	that men are no less capable than women in caring for children.





The myth of equality?


More than ever before, men and women are playing an increasingly equal role, both in the office and at home. But strive as we may for true equality, some think we’ll inevitably fall short, not just because of the obvious physical discrepancies, but because men and women are intrinsically different in thought and action.


We’ve all heard those clichéd generalizations according to which women can’t read maps or parallel park and are prone to smother with advice, while men hear that advice only as criticism, hate shopping, and will never stop to ask for directions.


These differences are thought to overflow into our parenting styles as well. To repeat a few oft-cited examples:



Encouraging independence


A mother might rush to pick up a fallen toddler, while fathers are more likely to wait to see if the toddler can get back up without help.


Playing


Fathers are more likely to get physical, while mothers tend to engage in a more structured way.


Communicating


Fathers often use more complex speech patterns, while mothers tend to simplify and slow down their speech.


Lifting


Fathers tend to lift babies in a far less predictable manner than mothers, who generally employ the same posture, rhythm and movement each time.


Comforting


A father might let a baby cry a little longer in the hope they’ll settle themselves, while a mother might hurry to comfort them.


 


Perhaps she has some invisible bond after carrying the kids inside her for so long, or maybe it’s just a lower threshold, but Sarah’s always reacted far more emotionally to the sound of our daughters’ crying.


Dominic, father to Millie and Tamsin


 


YOUR CHILD’S DIFFERING RESPONSES


According to the same theory, not only will you and your partner parent differently, but your baby’s response will be gender-oriented as well. In one study, babies tended to relax when approached by their mothers, but grew more animated when approached by their fathers, seeming to reinforce the generalization that they look to their mothers for comfort but to their fathers for stimulation.


Certainly, my experience conforms to this theory – when our daughter wants someone to tickle her and roll around with, she comes to me, but when she hurts herself and wants a cuddle, it’s her mum almost every time.


The importance of your involvement


Obviously having two involved parents is hugely beneficial for a child, from the advantages of their mutual support to the increased exposure to differing interests, skills and opportunities.


But on top of that – and as a result of these differences – experts can now list the many specific benefits that arise from greater paternal involvement. In other words, you as a father are capable of influencing your child to enormous advantage in a way that no one else can.


Research shows that children who grow up with an actively involved father:


 




	are less likely to break the law


	are less likely to abuse drugs


	are more emotionally balanced


	have greater curiosity about the world around them


	are less likely to behave antisocially


	have higher self-esteem


	are better able to form happy, long-lasting adult relationships


	do better at school


	have higher life satisfaction


	are more compassionate.





THE NATURE OF YOUR INVOLVEMENT


Chapter 8 looks at ways to get involved in your child’s life, but here are a few examples of the direct impact of that involvement:


 




	While mothers tend to reassure frustrated toddlers, fathers encourage them to manage that frustration, thereby teaching them early on how to deal with stress.


	Fathers give their children that little bit more space to solve problems for themselves and explore their own limits by taking risks.


	The more help that children – and especially girls – receive from their fathers with their maths homework, the better their quantitative reasoning.


	The more a father spends time reading to his child, the higher their verbal intelligence.





And paternal influence is irrespective of income. While poverty is often blamed as the main instigator of antisocial behaviour or violent crime, studies confirm that your active involvement has a far greater role to play.


Your input during the early years of your child’s life is crucial in every way, and lays the groundwork for your child’s later years. By building a strong and positive relationship, you’re giving them the best chance you can of a happy life, establishing a bond that will support them through the difficulties of adolescence and into life beyond.





Insight


Whatever type of father you may be – biological or step-, living at home or living apart, confident or terrified, rich or poor – you matter, and have a distinct and hugely important part to play in your child’s development.





Unfortunately, while in a position to impact on your child’s life to such a positive extent, you’re obviously similarly placed to have a negative influence. So the message is clear – you have to take responsibility for your child by playing an active role in their life.


YOUR OWN HEALTH


Given the potential offered by parenthood for satisfaction – to say nothing of running around the garden, or pirouetting across the living room to dodge dropped toys – it’s perhaps not surprising that studies also suggest a link between active fathering and increased health.





Insight


Fathers who are more involved with their children are less prone to physical illness.





The influence of context


It’s important to recognize, however, that – even if the above generalizations hold true – that doesn’t mean that this gender differential is innate. Parenting styles are dictated to a very large extent by social conditioning, the context in which men and women find themselves interacting with their children.


For example, it could be that fathers are looked on as more playful simply because the time they spend with their kids is more likely to be recreational. Or they’re less actively engaged because, by the time they get home, they’re too exhausted or it’s too close to bedtime to do more than sit with their child in front of the telly.


Maybe fathers simplify their language less than mothers because they spend less one-on-one time with their children, and so fail to speak at an appropriate level. Perhaps they aren’t so predictable when lifting babies because, being so frequently sidelined early on, they fail to establish an optimum pattern or are unconsciously expressing a desire to be recognized as different to the mother.


The influence of expectation


As well as context, there’s the influence of expectation. Although the world is changing and men today are increasingly involved in caring for their children, there remain at least the unavoidable residual expectations instilled by generations of men who went out to work and women who stayed at home. And while the work environment has changed considerably to incorporate women, the home environment still lags behind.


As men, we’re expected to behave in certain ways and to demonstrate certain strengths and weaknesses. And it can be surprisingly easy to reinforce those expectations.


 


Chloe seemed to overreact to Darren’s slightest slip, so much so that I could see him making a big issue out of every small event just to gain that same level of attention. I then found myself compensating by making light of each little hurt, which only prompted Chloe to fuss more and made me feel uncomfortable, like an old-fashioned, stiff-upper-lip kind of dad.


Seb, father to Darren


 


The erosion of distinct parenting styles


To some extent, then, fathers are pushed into – and bound within – a distinct parenting style by context and expectation. But studies show again and again that the more experience you gain in caring for your child, the more that differential erodes.


Specifically, the more time you spend alone with your child as the main carer and the greater level of responsibility you have for their daily routine, the more the traditional roles of mother and father converge.


Similarly, when parenting alone, mothers and fathers drift towards a middle way, as though to compensate for the lack of other. And when parenting as a couple with equal input, those traditional styles become interchangeable.





Insight


Where differences exist between men and women in the way they parent, those differences are complementary – both of enormous value and both of equal importance. And those differences are not set in stone.





You are no less capable


Were we able to unshackle ourselves from the influence of social conditioning, we men and women might find ourselves – reproductive systems aside – surprisingly equally prepared for the principal childcaring role.
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