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How to use this ebook





Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.





Look out for linked text (which is underlined and/or in a different colour) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.







Introduction


New mums think that new dads are useless. Do they have a point? Well, as we’re talking in generalisations here, the answer to that question is going to be ‘yes’, but it’s not an insoluble problem.


We have to accept that women are naturally going to be the main care providers. They are biologically tuned-in to that role and the female body offers everything that a newborn baby needs in order to survive. But this puts a lot of pressure on mums and can cause problems for both parents. A mum needs help but will feel that she is the only person able to do the job properly; a dad may feel excluded and can become ‘useless’.


A new dad must signal his intention to be fully involved with the care of his child as early as possible, and then start living up to that promise as soon as his baby is born. Both partners need to be clear that the responsibilities for the baby and household are going to be shared equally, wherever possible.


A new mum will always believe that she can do things quicker for the baby than anyone else (she’s probably right), and will often refuse help even when she is desperate and you are offering. It’s stressful, she’ll say, and there’s no time to show you what to do. But this means that not only are you pushed to the sidelines but you don’t have the chance to learn so that you can take over next time. So you not only need to be assertive to carve out a role for yourself, you also need to know what you are doing and be confident about it so that you clearly have something to offer.


Most fathers learn babycare through trial and error, trial and error, trial and error. What this book aims to do is give you a shortcut to the wisdom of experienced dads who have learned the hard way.


Some of the advice will work for you immediately, other ideas will work one day but not the next. Some advice you will simply laugh at – it may seem crazy or just not relevant to your everyday life. That’s fine because there are no rules for bringing up babies; every child is different. But sometimes the most unlikely ideas will work when you least expect it, so it’s good to try different approaches just in case they surprise you.


There are chapters on all the basic techniques plus some big ideas to get your head around, such as how to handle the responsibility of being a role model. You will quickly learn what has to be done and how to do it. All you need then is practice. And you can tailor your approach in discussion with your partner to meet her needs and the needs of your child.


In short, this book should give you everything you need to make yourself useful. Good luck!
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How your baby might look


Boy? Girl? Alien? All babies look a little like ET, with or without a healthy head of hair. It may help to think what you would look like had you spent nine months confined in a hot bath, before being forced out through the plughole – raw, shrivelled, swollen and bruised are the first words that spring to mind. Of course, your baby may be beautiful from the start. But if you think not, other adoring family members will soon convince you that your baby is exceptionally handsome!









GET YOUR PRIORITIES RIGHT





The first few hours after the birth are all about relief and recovery. Your baby has to be gently settled into his new world, your partner badly needs a rest and you will be feeling somewhat shell-shocked. There will be practical things for you to organise, but stick to the immediate needs of your new family, rather than rushing around trying to find ‘something to do’. What your partner will appreciate most is you giving full attention to her and the baby; seeing and hearing how much you love them both. At a really basic level, your ‘acceptance’ of the baby is vital to start the new family relationship off on the right foot. Your partner needs to feel that she and the baby have your unconditional support for the years ahead, so start as you mean to go on, and spend time telling her how you feel and listening to how she feels.








Head Your baby’s skull may be squashed into a slightly pointed shape. This can happen during a normal vaginal delivery and even in some Caesarean births. In both cases, your baby has spent time upside down in the birth canal. Don’t worry; this gradually evens out. Babies born with the use of forceps or ventouse suction may have bruising.





Fontanelles There will be two soft, pulsating patches on your baby’s skull that allow it the flexibility to be squeezed through the birth canal. The fontanelles do not knit together fully for about two years but they are covered by a tough membrane.





Hair Your baby may have a full head of hair or none at all. Whatever hair he does have will soon be replaced by new growth, which may be of a different colour and texture.





Ears Some edges of the ears may be folded over at birth but they will gradually return to their natural shape.





Eyes These may be bloodshot or puffy and only one may be opened at a time. Most Caucasian babies start with dark blue eyes, while most African and Asian babies have dark grey or brown eyes at birth. Their true colour will not appear for about six months.





Nose This may be flattened.





Mouth Very rarely, a baby will be born with one or two teeth (natal teeth). These teeth generally have very little root structure and may be wobbly. They may need to be removed if they cause difficulty for the baby or his mother.





Skin The appearance of your baby’s skin will differ depending on whether he arrived early, on time or late. Two things you may notice are lanugo – fine downy hair, and vernix – a white protective grease that covers the skin. The longer your baby spends in the womb, the less likely he is to have these at birth.





Chest Nipples may be swollen and giving off a discharge due to the action of hormones. Any swelling or discharge will disappear in a few days.





Umbilical cord The stump of the umbilical cord will be clamped to prevent bleeding. It will soon dry out, turn black and eventually fall off.





Genitals These are often swollen at first, following the large dose of hormones a baby receives from the mother before birth.





Fingers The fingers and nails are perfectly formed at birth. The nails can be sharp and are sometimes blue. Any blueness should resolve in a few days.





Posture Your baby’s knees will be drawn up close to his body.





Feet Perfectly formed at birth, the feet and toes look delicate but can be very flexible.







Mike’s story


When my daughter was born she looked so battered and bruised. It had been a long, hard birth, involving forceps. She was such a tiny little thing; I was amazed how tough she must have been to come through all that. The imprint of the forceps was clearly visible on her head and her skin looked very raw. It was a traumatic experience for all of us, but within a few weeks the marks had disappeared and we could see just how beautiful she really was.
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What your baby needs


Once your baby is born, you need to know how she ‘works’ so that you can ensure that all of her needs are being met. Actually, these boil down to a concise shortlist of three: food, sleep and human contact. She also needs her nappy changed between six and 12 times a day, but you probably knew that already.


No doubt your partner will provide for these needs most of the time, especially if she’s breastfeeding, but if you understand what’s going on with your baby, you can step in to help whenever the opportunity arises. Your partner will feel reassured that you are taking an interest and trying to develop your babycare skills. And every minute that you get to interact with your baby, is a chance to build the relationship between you. You will know when your baby needs any of the three essentials because she will instruct you through the age-old medium of crying.


Feeding


The average baby is said to enjoy around 12 ‘meals’ a day, as she settles into a period of rapid growth after leaving the womb. Actually, in the first few days after the birth, your baby’s weight will probably drop by about 10 per cent, but she will put it all back on over the next couple of weeks. Her weight will then increase quickly over the first year, often by as much as half a kilo (or 1 pound) per week.


Your baby can live exclusively on milk for at least the first six months, before gradually being weaned onto solid foods. Breast and formula milk both contain everything your baby needs to develop properly, although only breast milk contains the natural ingredients that will enhance her immune system.













	100

	The amount of excrement, in kilograms, that the average baby excretes in her first 2½ years of life (plus about 250 litres of urine).













Sleep


Babies need a lot of sleep. And unless your baby has a problem such as colic, which can cause her to cry for hours, you will probably wonder what all the fuss over sleepless nights is about. Indeed, if you’re lucky, your paternity leave can be a very quiet time.


Your baby is doing a huge amount of growing; she’s had a traumatic birth experience; and she’s learning a whole new way of living. No wonder she’s tired! However, your baby is unlikely to sleep for long periods and will probably wake up every three to four hours, day and night – that’s the difficult part.













	15

	The number of hours that the average baby will sleep each day in the first three months of her life – but never all in one go.
















Gradually, the amount of sleep she requires will lessen, but she will still need about 12 hours a night at the age of three. The challenge for you and your partner will be to educate her in good sleeping habits to ensure that by the time she’s three she’s not waking you up during the night.


Human contact


There have been many studies that show the importance of human contact to the healthy mental and physical development of babies. We all feel better for a hug – and your baby is no different. Unhappy at being pulled out of her cosy womb, she’ll need all the reassurance and comforting she can get to make her feel happy in the outside world. You may feel that she should start to develop a sense of independence as soon as possible, but leaving her to cry at such a young age will simply make her feel that she’s on her own in the world and nobody loves her. On the other hand, carrying and holding her will help her to feel emotionally secure. Indeed, you may be amazed at how much carrying your baby expects in the first six months, as she tries to recreate the feelings of security and motion that she experienced while in the womb.











	
8

	The average weight in kilograms that you lift when carrying a six-month-old boy. By 18 months, the average weight is 12 kilograms.










Survival instincts


Your baby will exhibit a range of reflexes during the first six months of life, all of which are linked to achieving her basic needs – in effect, a series of deep-seated survival instincts that have been part of the human make-up since the very beginning.





The sucking reflex. Your baby’s natural instinct is to suck whatever is put into her mouth – her mum’s breast, a bottle-teat, or your finger. It’s a crucial survival instinct and a strong suck is a sign of a healthy baby. She may also suck her thumb or finger to soothe herself.





The rooting reflex. Tickle the side of your baby’s cheek and she will turn towards you and try to suck on your finger; this helps her find food. Tickle your baby’s lips to encourage her to feed. This reflex continues while your baby nurses.





The grasping reflex. If you place your finger in your baby’s hand she will grasp it tightly. Her grasp can be so strong that you can almost lift her up by her arms. This reflex usually disappears after about four months.





The startle reflex. When your baby hears a loud noise or is moved suddenly, her hands will shoot out to her sides, fingers spread out. Then she’ll bring her arms back to her chest, fists tightly clenched and probably end with a crying episode.





The walking or stepping reflex. If you hold your baby upright under her arms and let her feet touch a flat surface, she will naturally make stepping movements and try to move forward. This reflex usually disappears by the time your baby is two months old.





The diving reflex. Although you should never leave your baby to swim under water, if you place your newborn under the surface for a short time she’ll swim happily because her lungs automatically seal off under water.
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What your baby can do


For the first six weeks of a baby’s life his main objective is to acclimatise himself to the very different world outside the womb. He has spent nine months floating in an environment that caters for his every need – now he has to cry for his supper, and for everything else. So it’s a terrible shock to him at first.


As he becomes more comfortable, he will begin to explore his body and its new environment. With your help, he will develop so quickly, both mentally and physically, that sometimes you will notice daily changes. Generally, the bigger developments tend to happen in spurts. Your baby will appear to be on the verge of a change for a while, almost storing up information as if he knows he is about to take a leap into the unknown. Then he takes that leap and starts doing things that you would never have thought possible the day before. But all children are different and develop skills at a different pace, and any general guidelines can only be taken as such. Some babies will walk at about 10 months, but may take longer than normal to develop language skills. Whereas others will confidently babble at 18 months but will not walk until they are nearly two years old.


This unpredictability is what makes your own baby’s development so fascinating to watch. This first year will probably be one of the most exciting periods of your life. So aim to be involved as much as possible and try not to miss the first smiles, crawls, steps and ‘words’ – all the things that will become etched in to your memory forever.


WEEK 4


He may look around to find source of sound. Watches alertly when fed and talked to. Stops crying when picked up and talked to. When lying on his stomach, may pick up his head for a minute.


WEEK 6


Your baby begins to recognise you and smiles at you, even if you are not talking to him. When you smile and talk at the same time, he may smile back and gurgle.


WEEK 8


He may look at his hands, opening them up, grasping one with the other and twiddling his fingers. He can also focus on and follow a toy placed about 20 cm in front of his face. This is an important phase for learning the connection between what he can see, hear and touch.


WEEK 10


Beginning to take an interest in what goes on around him. She is awake for longer periods.


MONTH 3


Will look up when being fed. Starts to anticipate enjoyable things – gets excited when sees bottle prepared, for example.


MONTH 4


Exhibits curiosity at new things and puts them in his mouth. He will enjoy bouncing on his feet while you hold him upright. He may begin to pull up his knees and push with his feet, and raise his shoulders to push with his hands, using muscles that he will later need for crawling. He can focus over a wide visual range and can shape his hands to hold things easily. He may start to cry when you leave the room.


MONTH 5


The muscles in his back have strengthened and he can sit comfortably, provided he has some support at the base of his spine. He can also turn his head from side to side.


MONTH 6


He may become excited when he hears the voice of someone he knows well. He laughs and chuckles and starts using his hands to explore different textures. Reaches with one or both hands to get hold of a toy. Can lift head, chest and abdomen off the floor when lying on his stomach.
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MONTH 7


He starts to use his fingers and thumbs for grasping and holding. He may repeat one-syllable words to make two syllables, for example, ‘ma-ma’, ‘da-da’. Starts to use spoon. Will probably be able to support himself in the crawling position with only one hand.


MONTH 8


He may sit for long periods without support and lean over to pick up things. He can push up onto all-fours and make a variety of rolling, pushing and turning movements. He starts to crawl or may prefer to shuffle across the floor on his tummy or bottom.


MONTH 9


He may pull himself up using furniture for support. He can crawl or bottom-shuffle. He may find it easier to crawl backwards at first. May recognise his own name. Plays peek-a-boo. Will enjoy self-feeding with finger foods. He can point at objects, clap and wave goodbye.


MONTH 10


He can take his whole weight when held in a standing position but cannot yet balance. He can uncurl his fingers to release an object and enjoys dropping anything he picks up. Will stop doing something when he hears the word, ‘No’.


MONTH 11


He starts to pull himself up to a standing position and may get stuck standing up. May take sideways steps around furniture.


MONTH 12


He starts to stand alone and may take a few steps herself. He can pick up tiny objects, and enjoys throwing things and filling and emptying containers. He may say his first real word, identifying an object or a person. May give you a toy or other object if asked. He listens and points to a familiar item in a storybook. He returns affectionate hugs with his own cuddles.










WE NEED TO TALK





ABOUT KEEPING UP WITH CHANGES


Having to go back to work a couple of weeks after your baby is born comes as a real shock to the system. You will wonder how you can keep up with your child’s development when you spend so much time away from him. Your partner is engrossed in caring for your baby 24 hours a day, and she may not always recognise the changes that would be significant to you. Tell your partner how interested you are in all the small everyday things and encourage her to start keeping a journal. This is something that many mums say they wish they had done, but there just never seemed time. It can help you keep in touch, help her to express her feelings and work out stresses, and provide a wonderful record to look back on.








How you can relate to each other


In the first few hours of your baby’s life, there’s a very good chance that she will hear you speak and turn towards you. She can only see a fixed distance, so may not see you clearly, but she recognises your voice. You are her father and for much of the time that she was in her mother’s womb, she could hear sounds coming from outside of her body. One of those she heard most often was your voice. You were part of her life and environment before she was born. The relationship is already established and now it’s up to you to build on that strong start.


You will probably feel a little awkward at first, because you do not have an obvious role other than continuing to support your partner as you did during the pregnancy and birth. Your baby, meanwhile, seems purely interested in being fed by her mother, so what can you do to build the relationship?


As I said, your baby may well recognise your voice from the womb. At that stage, her hearing was more attuned to lower frequencies, so your deeper voice should have been more audible – except that she was inside her mother’s body, so her voice came across more directly, despite her lighter tone. The situation is similar now that she’s outside the womb. In the early weeks and months she will know that you are with her but her most direct relationship will be with her mother, whom she is programmed to latch onto in order to survive.
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So, in order for you, as a new dad, to make the most of the limited opportunities you have to develop a rapport with your baby, it’s important that you understand the ways in which your baby relates to you.


Getting up close is key. Your new baby can only see about 20 cm in front of her, so give her the best view that you possibly can. In fact, it’s been shown that babies can imitate their father’s facial expressions within an hour of being born. This not only tells us that new babies are more developed than we think, but also should encourage dads to make an extra effort to communicate.


Her sense of touch is still developing but your stubbly face will definitely feel different to her mother’s – you just have to be careful not to graze her sensitive skin.


As for smell, she has been able to do that since she was lounging around in the womb, but she will not recognise you by scent in the way that she knows her mummy. Holding her close will help her to store your smell in her memory.


Carrying her around with you and gently rocking her, is a great way to meet all of these bonding needs at the same time, and the motion also helps to develop her sense of balance.


Talking is also very important. She will love listening to you speak and sing as you cuddle her. Once you’re able to start feeding her, this will create the perfect mix of attention from daddy. Until then, give her your little finger to suck on when she needs reassurance.
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Emotional reactions


How are you feeling? This is a question not often asked of dads in the first weeks after the birth. If it is, a proper answer is not really expected – it’s more of a joke than a genuine inquiry as to the father’s well-being. After all, it’s the mother who has had months of discomfort, an agonising birth experience, and months of exhaustion yet to come. But the man’s health is equally important, and there is an increasing amount of research being done in this area.


Just as being at the birth forces you to experience a wide range of emotions, the weeks following that experience can be equally as tough. The excitement of the build-up to the event and the initial high of holding your own child, can quickly deteriorate into self-doubt, resentment and fear for the future, as the reality of the situation kicks in.











MALE POST-NATAL DEPRESSION





Post-natal depression has long been thought of as a condition that only affects mums but researchers are now starting to take it seriously as an issue for dads. A recent study of more than 8,000 fathers in the UK found that eight weeks after the birth, one in 25 was suffering post-natal depression, compared to one in 10 mothers. Of course, just about everyone will experience a few rough weeks, but if the feelings continue, then real depression can be a devastating blow for the family, to the point where a parent leaves the home or becomes suicidal. It’s also been suggested that depression in new fathers has particularly bad effects on the development of their sons, who appear to be influenced from a very early age by the behaviour of their fathers.


The big problem for men is that they are much less likely than women to ask for help. But depression is not something to be ashamed of, and a simple course of treatment is usually all that’s required.








Feeling the strain


On top of all your new responsibilities, you have less time, money and energy. You may feel guilty if you did not attend the birth, or if you were there, that you put your partner through such a painful experience. If it was a difficult birth and you had to put on a gown and rush into the operating theatre with the doctors and nurses, you could be in shock for days afterwards. Some men are unhappy with the gender of their baby, because they really wanted a child of the other sex; others are perfectly happy but worry that they do not feel the intense love for their babies that they imagine should occur instantaneously.


So there are all sorts of emotional reactions that come in to play.


But you are a man, and the stereotypical role of the man is to be strong, silent and able to cope. You’re allowed a few tears at the birth but after that you just have to get on with it. That’s what family and friends will expect from you, and perhaps even your partner will feel the same, believing you a failure if you don’t live up to the stereotype.


Luckily, the vast majority of men manage to get through the first few wobbly weeks and push on to fully enjoy the baby experience. And the best way to ensure that you banish any baby blues, is to get involved with your baby’s care. You have to accept that this new addition to your life is going to be the centre of attention – permanently. Once you relax with that idea and get as much hands-on experience of your baby as possible, your self-esteem will return as your confidence grows, and you’ll soon start to feel the love coming back to you in hugs, kisses and smiles.


Reordering your priorities


Responsibility is the thing that comes along just after your baby arrives in the delivery room. If you haven’t felt it before, you certainly will when the umbilical cord is cut. Your baby is out in the world now, and your partner is no longer totally responsible for her well-being. He’s your baby and your responsibility for at least the next 18 years and beyond. It’s a big new feeling that some dads find very difficult to handle.


There are basically two ways of approaching responsibility. You can accept it grudgingly and allow yourself to be pushed and pulled around by it, or you can take it on board with a positive, proactive attitude, that makes you, and all those around you, feel good.


If you select option one, and muddle along trying to keep your life exactly as it was before, then you’ll be spending a lot of time asking yourself why you wanted to have a child in the first place. It’s only by selecting option two, the positive, proactive approach to fatherhood, that you’ll actually find out the answer.


Inevitably, a more family-oriented lifestyle is going to mean less time for non-family activities, such as nights out after work, one-to-one time with your partner, and even the simple pleasure of lounging around on Sunday morning reading the newspapers.


In short, having a baby is the time when you are finally forced to grow up. And if you haven’t done so already, you need to re-order your priorities. What are the really important things in your life? Not just now but in the future as well? This may be the first time that you have looked more than just a few months or years ahead. As morbid as it sounds, the one thing you must do is write a will.












WE NEED TO TALK





ABOUT FEELING DEPRESSED


Real depression can be difficult to recognise in the turbulent months after childbirth, and health professionals are not trained to look for the signs in fathers. If you experience a loss of interest in your usual activities, difficulty concentrating or making decisions, feelings of worthlessness or guilt, changes in appetite or sleep and excessive anxiety about your baby’s health, then it’s possible that you could be depressed.


The best thing you can do at this stage is talk to your partner, or a friend or health professional – at which point you are already beginning to solve the problem. Bear in mind that, as a man, you are more likely to suffer from depression if you are unemployed, you have previously been depressed, or your partner has suffered from depression.











While you’re starting to get your head around all of these big life issues, you’ll also need to review your finances. Babies do not come cheap. There are all the essential one-off items to buy, such as the pushchair, cot and car seat, plus daily consumables such as nappies, clothes and possibly formula milk and bottles. And the list keeps growing as your baby does. If you have not already moved home to accommodate your new family member, then no doubt you’ll soon be looking for a place with more space.


This may be the first time that you and your partner have really tackled financial issues together, working as a real partnership, but this is an area where you can take a lead and ensure that this is one thing your partner does not have to worry about.












WE NEED TO TALK





ABOUT OUR FINANCES


Ideally, you would have started discussing financial matters before your baby was born, when you had more time and fewer distractions. But these issues are easily put off at the best of times. Now you have the baby, you can see the importance of rearranging your family finances, but your partner is immersed in the day-to-day care and may be less able to see the bigger picture. You need to take the lead on this, so agree a good time to sit down together and discuss the situation. Don’t try to sort out too many things in the first meeting, just focus on the immediate issues and ensure that decisions are made. Do as much preparation as possible beforehand to make the choices as straightforward as they can be, but take care to ensure that your partner has an equal say in the proceedings.








Looking after yourself


There is nothing crazy about a new dad spending all day in his pyjamas. When you are on paternity leave, all social norms are suspended. If friends, neighbours or relatives call unannounced, just to see how you are, the most they can reasonably expect is to see a pale face appear at the window. Give them the best smile you can muster and a thumbs up. If they don’t get the message, open the curtains wider to reveal your crumpled pyjamas. If that still doesn’t see them off, call the police.


The point is that with so much going on with your baby and your partner, it’s really difficult to remember to look after yourself. But they need you to be strong enough, both mentally and physically, to support them. So forget about other people’s expectations and concentrate on the three of you. Try to relax as much as possible – even taking the occasional nap when your baby is asleep – and don’t feel you have to do anything that is not essential for the well-being of your new family unit.


Eating well is something that you really need to keep up. While good nutrition is essential for your partner, particularly if she’s breastfeeding, you also need to keep up your vitamin levels to help cope with sleep deprivation and all the extra chores. And your baby will soon be attracting all the local viruses so you need your immune system to be strong.
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