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The nature of rain is the same, but it makes thorns grow in the marshes and flowers in the gardens.


—Arabian Proverb


Everyone thinks of changing the world, but no one thinks of changing himself.


—Leo Tolstoy

















INTRODUCTION


When Fatherhood Doesn’t Go to Plan


Let me start with a story. About how fatherhood felt, second time around. The first time, with my daughter, it went mostly to plan. With my son, not so much.


In the months after Bodhi was born, at around eight p.m. every evening, both kids tucked up safely in bed, I’d take the dog for a walk—just the two of us. I’d walk through Barcelona, the city I call home, the warmth of a balmy Mediterranean evening on my face, distant yelps from children descending a metal slide too hot for their bare legs, an idyllic orange glow slowly setting on the horizon. I’d head to a park—one far enough from home to prevent bumping into someone I knew, but close enough not to arouse suspicion—to sit on a bench. And I would start to cry.


I spent the summer of 2019 wondering what was wrong with me and why I didn’t love my son. He was born three months earlier: happy, healthy, and everything we could have asked for. After settling into the unique cadence new parents face—moving abruptly between adorable vignettes and incessant sleep deprivation—I started to sense something wasn’t right. The thought didn’t arrive fully formed—it began as a dull background static, which I initially attributed to exhaustion. But when it stubbornly remained, even after the occasional decent night of sleep, I started to question what I was feeling. A darkness had crept up on me since his birth. I was angry, all the time, over the smallest things. I didn’t want to be around my wife. Didn’t want to play with my daughter. Didn’t want to talk to friends and family. Getting through each day was a struggle, like wading through mud with a hundred-pound rucksack strapped to my back. And, most painfully of all, I didn’t want to be near my newborn son.


Hearing him cry was akin to fingernails scraping down a chalkboard. And he cried—a lot. At least I thought he did, though I now realize—writing this, six years later—my mind was blowing this small thing out of proportion, just as with everything else; molehills transformed into mountains, trapping me in their valleys. I gave up trying to get him to stop, because my mind told me it was useless—he’d only be moments away from starting to shriek again. What was the point? I did the only thing I knew how. I shrank away. From being a husband. From being a father. I retreated into an illusion of comfort, finding solace in a dark place. As I sat on that park bench crying, my eternally sad basset hound watching tears run down my face, I tried to get my head around what was happening. With hindsight, I realize how fortunate I was that this was my second child—I had a benchmark to compare against. After a few months of existing in this void of meaning, I concluded that this wasn’t “normal” and I started hunting down clues as to why I was feeling this way. While Googling things like “new dad sad” and “why I am crying new dad,” I came across an article written about a doctor struggling to connect with his second child. Here was a medical professional articulating exactly what I was struggling to name:




“He cries as soon as I walk in the door,” Dr. Levine told his wife, who pointed out that the baby was too young to hate anyone. Feeling isolated and rejected, Dr. Levine became “verbally vicious” to his wife and demeaned his son constantly. As the weeks went by, his thoughts and feelings about and toward his son got darker. “I hate him. I wish we’d never had him,” he told his wife.





I read these words and felt an odd sense of relief. The symptoms were listed, and all too familiar: Ongoing feelings of anger toward your partner and child. Feeling numb and empty. Increased irritability. Increased use of alcohol and substances. Significant weight gain or loss. Loss of interest in work or hobbies. Feeling sad. Crying for no reason. And the reason? A collection of words I knew but had never seen combined: paternal postpartum depression.


I had no idea it existed. I was aware of postpartum depression (PPD). All dads-to-be are. We’re warned about its dangers, advised to be on the lookout for telltale signs in our partners. But there is scant thought given to a father’s mental health after a baby enters his life. Back in 2019, when I was searching on the World Health Organization’s website for paternal mental health, it returned the entirely unhelpful Did you mean: maternal mental health? Paternal postnatal depression (PPND, the term used in the UK) still returns zero results on the website for the National Health Service (NHS), although they did add It can also affect fathers and partners to the postnatal depression page at some point in the years since. In the years since, I’ve learned of a mental health charity that, until very recently, wouldn’t allow male writers to use the term as it led to complaints from female donors. They were told to call it “depression for dads.”


Looking back on photos from that time, I don’t recognize the man in the picture. I was physically there, but that’s about it. There is visual evidence of me holding my son and smiling—I knew well enough to put on a happy face when the camera was watching. But there are other photos. The ones where I don’t know I’m in the background and have been captured as part of a mise-en-scène. And that man looks broken. Truly defeated. Empty. Shattered, in every meaning of the word. I look at him and realize what my wife must have felt, seeing a man she loved so far removed from the person she fell in love with. I needed help. As I started to understand what might be happening to me, I opened up to her. I’m forever grateful she was there. We figured it out together. Worked on a routine to get back on track. I started therapy, a daily meditation practice, and exercising regularly. Cut out the bad habits and negative loops that were keeping me stuck in a dark headspace. I learned to identify the triggers that led me to break down; to notice the tics—like the scratching of my arms—that were external manifestations of internal turmoil, that were my body’s way of telling me I wasn’t doing okay. And I purposefully spent time with my son: wearing him on the street, having fun on our own, building the belief that I could do this.


Therapy was an essential part in rebuilding a healthy internal dialogue. My therapist told me, “Eventually, you will love your son, and your connection will be all the stronger because of what you went through to get there.” I still think about this weekly. Even as he insists I lie down on his bed while he falls asleep, even as he continues to catch me as I do my best earthworm impression sliding out of the room, hoping he doesn’t notice. I remember all I did to feel that warmth inside my chest as his sleepy hand is draped over it. I worked hard for this. And I didn’t do it alone.


It all started by opening up. First, with my wife. Later with family and friends. It was opening up to the dads in my life that provided the greatest revelations. Because when I started talking to friends about these feelings, I realized I wasn’t alone. When I first diagnosed that paternal postpartum depression might be the cause of my ills, I began searching for other dads who’d been through it. Knowing that dads would be much less likely to speak up about mental health problems, I assumed I’d work my way through most of my phone book to find a friend who could help. How wrong I was. The very first friend I spoke to told me he knew of two other dads who had been through the same. Would I want to talk to them? This was a pattern I saw repeated as my net was cast wider. In private, men would tell me what they went through. In public, you’d hear nothing but crickets. Conversations with dads around me couldn’t have been further from what I’d been led to believe.


I got better—I’ll tell you all about it later. I also made it a habit to reach out to friends who had recently become dads, making sure they were doing okay—and telling them it was fine to talk about it if they weren’t. I believed that opening up about my own struggle would reduce any shame that friends feeling the same way might be experiencing. My hunch was right. Wondering how to do this for more dads, and dismayed with the lack of resources out there for dads struggling with their mental health, I wondered if I could put something out there—an SOS beacon, an SEO honeypot—that might help those searching for answers like I once had. These essays, which I began sharing online in 2021 as a weekly newsletter titled The New Fatherhood, grew to become one of the most popular fatherhood newsletters on the internet, with tens of thousands of dads reading it across more than 150 countries.


It started with a short email, sent out to a few dozen people I knew. I asked friends who were working at various tech companies and ad agencies to share a message on their parenting Slack channels or message boards:




	Being a dad isn’t easy.


	We’re expected to do more, and be more, than any generation of dads before us.


	Be the rock of the family. Be more vulnerable. Be successful. Be ever-present.


	It ends up feeling like we’re doing a terrible job of everything.


	We know moms don’t have it any easier. But moms have one thing that we don’t: They have each other. Check-ins. Texts. Calls. Coffee.


	Moms talk to other moms. They share their struggles. They look out for one another, building support networks to shield and lift each other up during life’s biggest transitions.


	Us dads? We need more of that. The world needs dads looking out for dads.





Outside of a digital deluge of PowerPoint decks, I had done little to convince myself I could write. And what I was choosing for “my beat” would mean venturing into uncomfortable territory. Opening up, becoming a dad who discusses his feelings, would mean pushing back against what felt—and still feels!—like generations of history, societal beliefs, and cultural conditioning. It would take a few months of essays before I would work up the courage to share an early version of what you read across the last few pages. I was, like so many other men, trained to see vulnerability as a weakness: something to be taken advantage of by an unscrupulous co-worker or soon-to-be-former-friend on their way to the top. From birth, and into business, we are taught to keep the cracks in our armor hidden away. This works, until it doesn’t. Until becoming a father forces us into a reckoning with all that we’ve pushed down. I wasn’t the first man, and I surely won’t be the last, who had hitherto navigated the world utterly oblivious to what lies beneath. Becoming a parent activates a primal element, bringing us in direct contact—and conflict—with emotions we may have spent decades avoiding. All those years spent building walls between yourself and the world? Now you’ve got to tear them down, for you and your kids. If you’re heading into fatherhood unaware of the emotional turbulence to come, then buckle up, buddy, because this ride is gonna get bumpy as hell.


My battle with paternal postpartum depression broke me. But I came back better. I learned to open up and ask for help. It inspired me to start writing, to show other dads a way out of the hole they might have fallen into. It taught me how essential it was to unlearn the inherited behaviors that my father passed on to me, as his father passed down to him, as men have unknowingly done for as many generations as we’ve walked the earth. It taught me the immense power of vulnerability, how little we see men model it in modern society, and that through telling our truth, and beginning to expose our soft underbellies, we can help others do the same.


This isn’t a book about how to navigate paternal postpartum depression. But it was this moment that changed the trajectory of my life and acted as a gateway to a broader truth—that fatherhood itself is undergoing a fundamental transformation. My battle with depression revealed the chasm between how we talk about fatherhood and how it actually feels. Recognizing this gap—and finding few resources to bridge it—forced me to put into the world what I couldn’t find. Those essays grew beyond anything I could have imagined and led to the book you’re reading right now. A weekly newsletter offered me the opportunity to trace the transformations happening across fatherhood, to report on modern masculinity from its front lines, following the trail of fathers investigating curious sounds of internal rumblings, questioning why fatherhood doesn’t feel right: the expectations of a changing society meeting the harsh light of reality. It’s hard to put your finger on—this paternal dissonance, the funny feeling that pervades life after becoming a dad. Because we stand on the precipice of a monumental shift in fatherhood. And we’re not just standing: We are being invited—no, implored—to hurl ourselves over its edge; to surrender to it in the hopes of survival, to dramatically reshape our sense of self for the greater good.


As men take more active roles in the upbringing of their children—with many attempting to co-parent equally, or the increasing number choosing to become stay-at-home dads—we’re shouldering the burden of sleep deprivation, the pressures to be both a perfect parent and productive employee, and dozens of other battles that mothers have been fighting for decades, if not centuries: attempting to navigate the tightrope between everything society expects from you and all you’re able to give, and the struggle to maintain a sense of self beyond being a parent.


This book is a chronicle of my attempt to make it through this labyrinth, my best attempt to leave a red thread for other brave adventurers seeking help on their own journey. (If you’d like a reference that’s not almost three thousand years old, think of each of these chapters as a bloody spot in a FromSoftware game, where I left a note before inevitably getting flattened by the hidden boulder around the corner.) This is a book about parenting the same way The Odyssey was a book about sailing. It is a book that will tell you’re not being selfish in thinking about yourself, at least not this time, because every ounce of effort you put into this herculean task of becoming a better father will be paid back tenfold, with generations of your lineage thankful for the work you do here, even if they aren’t aware of it. And what could be more resonant to a parent than knowing your offspring didn’t value all the effort you made? They may grow up and never even realize, but no matter, no mind: Know that, in developing a better relationship with yourself, and working through that emotional cardboard box of bullshit you promised you’d clean out ages ago, you can have an cascading impact on your life, as well as the lives of your partner, your children, and—if we haven’t entirely fucked up the planet by then—the generations that may once roam the earth after you have transitioned to dust.


We stand amid the rubble and stubborn remains of an archaic definition of fatherhood. Our safe harbor of breadwinner status has been torn from us, with no new port to call home. Hitting your children has been widely condemned by society and outlawed by governments since the 1990s, but Homer Simpson was still strangling his son Bart until 2020. We’re questioning the decisions our parents made, habits inherited from thousands of fathers before us, as society is only beginning to permit us to feel the full range of our emotions. And, unbelievably—when the deck is so clearly stacked against us—the bar for fatherhood remains so low that we’re in danger of tripping over it every time we leave the house to push a baby down the street in a stroller. (An experience that will give you incontrovertible truth—if any were needed—on how society sees the role of dad. “Daddy daycare, is it?” one passerby may note. “Your day to babysit?” “Giving Mom a break?”)


We need to do better. We need better role models. A connection to something deeper: community, presence, purpose. The spirit is willing, the stomach is hungry, but the nourishment on offer is weak; we turn to a blue Australian cartoon dog like an oasis in the desert, hoping he can raise all boats while asking, “What Would Bandit Do?” You may have arrived at the sleep-deprived shores of fatherhood on the back of success in other areas of your life—a happy marriage, a career path the envy of your high school friends—but checked into the hospital feeling woefully underprepared. You may have been someone who, for years, was excelling in your professional life, only to be thrust into a new world where none of the tools and techniques you spent years perfecting are useful. We’re lost, asking fundamental questions about what life means now. Can’t find the answers? Then throw yourself back into work, or who knows where. Holding a child in your arms—this living, breathing, defecating manifestation of love who will frustratingly not respond to instruction or input, with no rhyme or reason, crying incessantly, even given your best shot at making them stop—can feel like standing up in a room full of your bosses, armed solely with a PowerPoint clicker that emits a high-piercing shriek every time you try to advance to the next slide.


I’ve spent a decade as a dad, obsessed with my two children. I’ve spent the last five years studying fatherhood with more intensity than anything my ADHD-riddled brain previously hyperfixated on during the forty-something years I’ve been spinning around on this earth with you. I’ve read enough peer-reviewed parenting papers to fill a university library, and the evidence is clear and consistent, echoes in a cave pointing a path forward: Fatherhood literally changes our brains, reshapes our hearts, and transforms who we are at a fundamental level. Becoming a father will change you—that much is certain. And while the shift will never be entirely under your control, it can, with the work, be under your influence.


I believe the book you hold in your hands is unlike any fatherhood book that came before it. Most of the genre focuses on how to support the mother and baby, and rightly so—this is your number one job before the birth and will remain essential in the years afterward: this brave new world where you’ll be required to keep another human being alive and turn them into an upstanding member of society. But fewer books ask us to turn the mirror on ourselves, and to realize that to succeed in this domain will require a different approach. Those books were about them; this one is about you. It is an invitation to think about the kind of parent you want to be, the dad you want your kids to remember. This probably isn’t the first book you’ve read in an attempt to be a better version of yourself. Maybe you’ve got a shelf full of books bought in this hope: productivity books you read on how to be more effective with your time, next to philosophy books that tell you you’re barking up the wrong tree. Perhaps you plowed through stacks of business books to give you an edge at work and then, like Icarus, flew a little too close to the sun and burned out, before landing back in the inevitable mindfulness section of the store in the hope you might find inner peace and drag yourself away from the edge.


What got you here won’t get you there, as they like to say. Fatherhood comes along, and though your drive may be the same, your time and focus are diminished. The new normal means men are taking a more active role in the lives of their children than any generation before. This means you’re going to be home more than any father before you, and in this place, the rules are different. What worked so well in the office falls apart on first application in the safety of your home. Harder, better, faster, and stronger aren’t welcome here. Being a dad cuts differently today, and these wounds are fresh. What’s required is a perspective shift—that we begin thinking about fatherhood the way we’ve previously thought about our careers, and ourselves: to understand how to get better at what is the most important job we’ll ever do, to find opportunities for meaningful “training” to help us identify and improve on our weaknesses, to seek out mentors who have been through it all before and can offer us just the right advice at just the right time. Because this ain’t your old man’s fatherhood. Things are different this time. And you have the chance to play a part in a once-in-an-era change that will redefine the heart of fatherhood as surely and inevitably as it will change yours.


The initial idea for this book came together thirty-five thousand feet in the air. A vignette of modern fatherhood manifested itself in the aisle ahead of me: A man was rocking a small baby backward and forward, his son doing his damn best to scream our metal bird into the ground. I had found myself on a plane without my kids for the first time in a long time, traveling for work, and was hoping for a few hours of peace. Instead, 11C was the seat of your worst nightmare. But I wasn’t mad—I felt nothing but empathy. We’ve all been there. I recalled twelve hours between London and San Francisco, holding the hands of a stubborn, almost-walking toddler who was determined to spend the entire transatlantic flight doing laps of a Boeing 787. I looked at this father walking up and down the aisle, shushing his son midflight, and had a revelation: In just a single generation, the experience of being a dad had transformed so fundamentally that, only decades ago, it would have been Mom’s sole responsibility to keep the baby from erupting while Dad remained in his seat, possibly even smoking a cigarette. Planes move fast. But fatherhood, for this generation, moves even faster.


The rules have changed, the new ones yet to be set in stone. In order to understand The New Fatherhood, and our place in it, first we need to recognize the water in which we swim, the history of fatherhood, and how it’s shaped our current predicament. Then we’ll examine how to break harmful cycles and forge new paths. We’ll confront the societal forces that work against the engaged, emotional father. And then we’ll turn inward, developing a framework to identify how fatherhood impacts your career, health, emotional life, belief systems, and beyond. We’ll explore tools for navigating these waters, turning potential challenges into opportunities for growth. Then we’ll get practical with tools and techniques on how to thrive as a father in the modern world—redefining success, mastering time, nurturing relationships, and finding a sustainable rhythm to be present for your children without sacrificing your own well-being.


This isn’t a manual—it’s a manifesto.


It’s our collective attempt to define the new rules of fatherhood.


And it’s just the start.













THE NEW RULES OF FATHERHOOD






	#1.

	
Old rule: Survive.


New rule: Thrive.








	#2.

	
Old rule: Dad knows all.


New rule: Dad’s figuring it out.








	#3.

	
Old rule: Go ask your mother.


New rule: Come talk to your dad.








	#4.

	
Old rule: Hide your weaknesses.


New rule: Vulnerability equals strength.








	#5.

	
Old rule: You are what you do.


New rule: You are not your job.








	#6.

	
Old rule: Religion as an obligation.


New rule: Faith as an invitation.








	#7.

	
Old rule: Children limit possibilities.


New rule: Children expand horizons.








	
#8.


	
Old rule: Maximize every minute.


New rule: Lose track of time.








	#9.

	
Old rule: Dad bod decline is inevitable. Accept it.


New rule: Your health is a gift to your family.








	#10.

	
Old rule: Push it down.


New rule: Bring it up.








	#11.

	
Old rule: Control their behavior.


New rule: Understand your own.








	#12.

	
Old rule: Tough it out.


New rule: Tune it in.








	#13.

	
Old rule: Drugs are bad.


New rule: Open your mind.








	#14.

	
Old rule: Focus on noise.


New rule: Find the signal.








	#15.

	
Old rule: Success is measured by salary.


New rule: Success is measured by quality of life.








	#16.

	
Old rule: MAN UP.


New rule: Man down!








	#17.

	
Old rule: Fight or flight.


New rule: The dad abides.
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PART I


THE STATE OF THE NATION


In order to define a new fatherhood, we need to know not only where we’re going but where we’ve been: how we arrived at this moment of paternal flux and our role in breaking, and remaking, what has been provided by the lineage of fathers that came before us.














CHAPTER 1


The Case for Abundancy




The real voyage of discovery consists not in seeking new landscapes, but in having new eyes.


—Marcel Proust






	Old rule: Survive.



	New rule: Thrive.






If you’ve been gifted this book on becoming a new dad: congratulations!


You’re in for the wildest ride of your life. You’ve no doubt got hundreds of questions regarding the next few weeks and months and throughout the first year, and you’re hoping to learn everything you need to know to navigate those initial milestones—to understand exactly what’s going to happen, and when, with your baby. And I’m happy to tell you that all these answers, and many more, can be found… in another book.


It’s called Your Baby Week by Week: The Ultimate Guide to Caring for Your New Baby by Caroline Fertleman and Simone Cave. I don’t know what witchcraft they pulled, which cauldron was used to concoct the potion that produced this eerily accurate play-by-play. The book offers more than insight—you’ll have foresight, the uncanny ability to predict exactly what is going to happen, when it’s going to happen, almost down to the day. It will put your mind at ease with alarming regularity in the first year of your child’s life. If you don’t own it, go buy it. It’s okay, I can wait. Grab your phone, tap the smiley box icon, and get them to drop it off at your house tomorrow. Yeah, I know you’re still paying for Prime, even though you said you were going to cancel it. No judgment here. Next-day delivery is a new-parent lifeline.


Are you back? Then let’s begin. You may have bought this book of your own free will. You may have been gifted it from a well-meaning friend—another dad with knowledge of what lies ahead. You may have been given it by your significant other, which could mean the chips are already stacked against me. Maybe you’re standing, right now, wondering if you should add this to your paternity tsundoku pile. How many parenting books have you read so far? Am I your first? Or did you get here after spending time with Emily Oster, Dr. Becky, Philippa Perry, maybe even Armin Brott if you ventured beyond “parenting” and dipped your toe into the “fatherhood” genre?


You may be approaching this book with a sense of trepidation. I know I would be. Life is too short to read bad books, and the fatherhood shelf is sadly littered with them. Because while there are great parenting books—ones that make it all mercifully easier—far too many miss the mark. And when written for a male audience, they seem compelled to position themselves as “survival guides,” promise “basic training for new recruits,” attempt to turn you from “dude to dad,” or offer a “playbook on the biggest game of your life.” (All taken from real books, I regret to inform you.) To quote just a few of the reviews from these books (without singling out a particular offender), “In this book all the men are dumb and all the women are mean,” “This is what it would look like if a frat-boy tried to write a pregnancy book,” and “If I wanted advice on how to raise a child like they did in the 80s, I would have bought a book from back then.”


These books feel like relics from the past. Because they exist within an old-world mentality, aimed at dads wondering how they’re going to get through fatherhood. They operate from the primary perspective of what psychologists call the “scarcity mindset,” a way of thinking centered on all the resources we don’t have enough of. Scarcity Fatherhood focuses on everything we’ll lose upon becoming a parent—our money, our time, our freedom. Scarcity Fatherhood looks toward the past, at the men you grew up around, who had a more traditional, seemingly easier job. From this mindset, fatherhood is a black hole whose inescapable gravitational force must be resisted as it attempts to rip you away from life’s main plotline: to win at work, to chase the American Dream, or whatever local flavor of it you inherited. This thinking makes raising children feel secondary, a side quest to fill your XP meter, a distraction from the essential narrative of the story. Dads have been permitted to think like this for generations, to work hard and parent light, so long as they performed what today’s start-ups would call Minimum Viable Parenting: stick around, play rough, offer occasional advice, keep the family in line. Anything outside of this? Don’t worry, your wife can figure it out.


But the world no longer ticks this way—at least in the cross-section of society I suspect most readers of this book will occupy. If we gaze over from the opposite side of the scarcity chasm—from the viewpoint of Abundant Fatherhood—we see that having children is additive, not reductive. It doesn’t take you away from where you were heading but offers a path to somewhere altogether new. To a place where, whisper it, life might even be better. But embracing abundance means breaking away from negative framings of fatherhood that have fossilized over generations. You know what I’m talking about—dads who warn you of approaching doom: Here be dragons, come prepared. As if the zombie apocalypse is approaching, and here’s your ten-step checklist guide to battening down hatches, calculating rations and fuel, wondering whether you’ll make it through the winter without having to start carving chunks out of each other. Pregnancy becomes just one on the list of mini-bosses to be felled before the inevitable final battle arrives; a never-ending to-do list to be tackled as the timer ticks toward zero. These dads tell you: “Welcome to the end of your life!” and that “Parenting isn’t living—it’s surviving. It’s keeping your head above water.”


It’s little wonder fatherhood is suffering from an identity crisis. Scarcity Fatherhood is a surefire path to dissatisfaction—if we only measure the experience through the doors it closes, we’ll always end up coming up short and resenting the time we spend with our kids. But viewed with a different lens—one I’ll spend this book outlining and investigating—fatherhood is a gift. In 2023, Bloomberg reported that $6.3 trillion was spent globally on wellness—all those dollars changing hands in our attempts to look, think, and feel like better versions of ourselves. What if the answer was hiding in plain sight? Ask any dad what the most transformational experience of his life was, and he’ll almost always tell you: becoming a parent. Yes, it is the most challenging job we’ll ever do. It’s an eighteen-year-long (at least!) project with no guaranteed ROI, zero performance-related bonuses, and a grueling schedule. As comedian Jim Gaffigan wrote, “It may be a thankless job with ridiculous hours, but at least the pay sucks.” It can make you, it can break you, it’ll do both, in succession, on repeat, during a twenty-four-hour period. There’s no linear career progression. It’s never clear who is in charge. It’s an endeavor we choose to undertake, knowing it will continue to morph into the unexpected—even as you envision that wild future when your children may one day have children of their own, a concept that seems so remote today you’ll wonder how your own parents ever came to grips with it. It’s all of this, all at once, and so much more.


Abundant Fatherhood means tuning in to the idea of raising children as a point of leverage to radically transform all aspects of your life. Every experience you have—kids, partner, friends, career, purpose, passions, interests, and health—will shift upon becoming a dad. By approaching fatherhood as an opportunity to thrive—and not simply survive—we can be better: for our kids, for loved ones, and for ourselves. Pointing inward, we can discover more than we previously believed possible and use this to grow. And we can begin to enjoy, and not just endure, the trials and tribulations of turning these defenseless babies that we’ve had a hand in creating—even if it was, as an Italian friend once told me, “only three minutes and a cigarette”—into fully grown adults. But, just as throughout life, your experience will be entirely dictated by how you view it. “The universe is change,” wrote Marcus Aurelius in Meditations. “Our life is what our thoughts make it.”


The future sounds of fatherhood can be heard with your ear to the ground, but you must tune out the deafening noises from those who desperately want it to remain in the past. You’ll hear it codified in different ways: social media comments where AlphaDad84 will reminisce about “a time when men could be men,” politicians who promise a return to “traditional values” where they are freed from the responsibilities of home. This common refrain is a thinly veiled wish for society to return to a period when men could say and do whatever they pleased. The world has changed, but those with the right perspective can see we have been provided with a springboard, not a setback: a place where modern men can navigate new breadths and depths of their lives with open minds and hearts.


While you can lead a horse to water, you can’t make it drink. Seeing this change as a seed of opportunity requires stepping up, in presence and purpose. Dads are playing a more active role at home than ever before. But in a country like the United States, around 40 percent of dads don’t take the full amount of paternity leave offered, and 2019 data showed that less than a third of dads in the UK took any. This is partly due to employers and governments slowly catching up to the needs of modern families. But how society sees the role of the father, and how we view fatherhood ourselves, is as much to blame. Studies have shown that men who lean into fatherhood consistently deliver positive outcomes in the well-being of children: One Swedish study found that children whose fathers took paternity leave were less likely to experience behavioral and emotional problems later in life; another from the University of Oslo revealed that couples who shared parental leave equally experienced increased satisfaction in their relationship and had a higher chance of remaining married. It follows logic—and leading research—that dads who take longer paternity leave are more likely to be engaged in childcare activities later on, and form stronger bonds with their children as they grow. And how much time we spend with our newborn children is just another parenting pressure point where radical change is required, just one of the huge shifts we’ve witnessed with front-row seats.


Fail We May, Sail We Must


My path to Abundant Fatherhood wasn’t a straightforward one. It started in Manchester, England. It was 1983, and I was the firstborn son of a working-class family—born into a stratum of society that Margaret Thatcher, then prime minister, was actively dismantling through policy and rhetoric. I’ve always considered myself a born-and-bred Mancunian, but it would take starting preschool and socializing with local kids before I would develop the northern twang the Gallagher brothers would eventually make famous around the world. Before then, I delivered my sentences with a distinctly Irish accent, having learned to speak by listening to my parents and their friends. A few years before I was born, they left the small town of Dromore, in the middle of Northern Ireland, scant miles from “the big town” of nearby Omagh—the same streets that would later become the scene of the deadliest incident of the Troubles in 1998, an IRA bomb that killed 29 people and injured 220 others. My parents left behind a country of conflict, crossing the short waters to put down roots of their own, and spent the early years of their marriage—the honeymoon period, if not the honeymoon itself—living in a rented caravan in Scotland. They moved where the work was, where other Irish immigrants had paved the way before them, and ended up in the North West of England, plying their trade in the construction industry.


My dad spent the early years of my life driving up and down the length of the United Kingdom in a Ford Transit van, through sleet, snow, and shite, laying cable in the ground, getting compensated by the mile. At the end of the week, his hard labor would directly correlate to a stack of cash delivered at five p.m. on a Friday, in a small, square manila envelope with various deductions scrawled across the front. He’d head home on Friday evening after a week of work—probably via the pub, this final deduction into the hands of the barman rather than the taxman—with that lifeline in hand. Sometimes it would be enough money to get through to next week. But not always. Living week to week, working-class dads did what they could to keep a roof over the heads of their families. They were forced to ruthlessly battle at the bottom layers of Abraham Maslow’s hierarchy of needs—the rainbow-colored pyramid that helped humankind understand our motivations like never before. It would be much later in life when my parents could begin working toward the upper layers of self-actualization—back then, there were bills to pay and mouths to feed. I remember my dad coming home one weekend, dirt underneath his fingernails, the smell of tarmacadam pervading the house, and showing me what he was getting paid to put into the ground: a black cable the width of your index finger, which sprouted at the cut end into a bouquet made up of hundreds of transparent threads, each as thin as a human hair. “Fiber optic cable,” I was informed when I asked what it was. What was it for? “Some new kind of telephone,” he offered, unaware of the future he was literally paving the way for, that his blood, sweat, and tears would enable his son to eventually learn a trade, build a career, make a family, and—much later—start a newsletter.


My parents worked hard. They learned how to work their way up the ladder and secure better-paid jobs to support their growing family. When I grew up, I followed the same pattern they had: I studied, traded one job for another, and experienced a perfect alchemy of hard work and good luck that eventually landed me the job I’d dreamed about since I was a teenager—fiddling with ones and zeroes across those fiber optic cables but doing it for Google. This job took me and my family from London to the other side of the world: to the golden sunsets of California, the new center of the universe, a supposed utopia driven by a silicon revolution.


It wasn’t long until things started to fall apart. It looked like everything had gone right. So why did it feel so wrong? I’d become a dad, had been successful in my career, followed the rules I’d heard my entire life—put the hours in, provide for your family, get a job (if you like it, all the better, but don’t consider it a necessity), don’t complain, get on with it. I’d done what dads had always done, ad infinitum: Go to work, come home, be the best dad you could with whatever was left in the tank. We grow up witnessing these behaviors, internalizing them, and allowing them to ossify into absolute truths. Over time, we’ve accepted a common narrative around fatherhood: While it opens the aperture of your heart, it limits your career, increases stress levels, makes your relationship with your partner worse, distances you from your friends, places you further from your goals, divorces you from your passions, and turns you into a shell of the person you once were.


But what if the opposite is true? Abundant Fatherhood means questioning what we’ve inherited and accepted, the same rules crumbling beneath our feet, as our role at home and across society undergoes a once-in-an-era change. This means accepting that the transformative effects of fatherhood might be measured in more than just love, and that tapping into new levels of empathy might see us hitting new highs in our careers and forever altering what success means as we head into the second halves of our lives. It nudges us toward a world where we can believe, contrary to popular opinion, that our closest relationships could become stronger than ever and that some friendships—not all, but enough—will become deeper and more meaningful. And it brings us face-to-face with the stark reality that raising a child means weaving together the disparate elements of the man you are today with the boy you once were, allowing you to grow in ways you never thought possible.


Fatherhood can act as a gateway to an entirely new way of living. But that mindset requires letting go as much as leaning in. To get there will mean doing the work: playing your part in understanding, breaking, and then carefully repairing the chains that have been passed down by generations of men before you. This is the most important and—I’m devastated to inform you—emotionally grueling work you’ll ever do: to discern the difference in what an unbroken line of fathers have passed along over centuries, some of it useful, most of it not. To take your place in history and illuminate a path forward for the sons and daughters who will follow in our wake. And to do this under a spotlight as the people we love and live with, and society at large, expect more from us than at any point before.


“Fail we may, sail we must,” as was tattooed across the arms of DJ and producer Andrew Weatherall. But thankfully, for this generation of dads, we don’t have to navigate these seas alone. Men are—finally, mercifully—starting to do the impossible: to open up to each other. Throughout this book, you’ll hear from some of the thousands of dads I’ve met along the way. Because while my name is on the front cover, this is the work of a collective: every man working intentionally to push fatherhood forward, to reject those who attempt to drag it into the past. By reading this book, you’re becoming a part of this community, this group of salmon swimming upstream, all part of The New Fatherhood. Many of them found their way to the newsletter over the years: like Anthony, a dad from the North West of England (somehow they make all the best people there), just one of the many I’ve gotten to know since I started bombarding inboxes all those years ago. He once told me, “The best parenting books are the ones that help me change myself. The kids are fine; I am the bottleneck.”


We’re going to spend the next few hundred pages together, but don’t expect advice on how to “survive” fatherhood. I won’t tell you how to change a diaper or when you need to start saving for college. (If you’re reading this in the United States, you’re probably already late on that second one. My apologies.) Where we’re heading is uncharted: a place where we’ll learn to surf the waves of fatherhood that threaten to drag us across the reef, and believe in their ability to carry us to better shores. This is for every man committed to doing the work—standing side by side, trying to raise better humans while working to be better dads. The days will be long, the years will be short; you will have less time, less money, less energy, and less headspace than ever to figure this out.


So let me help you with some help of my own—all the dads I’ve met along the way.

















Let’s hear it from the dads on… shifting to abundance


The biggest surprise in becoming a father was just how much I love being a dad. Maybe it’s because I was the last out of my friends to be a dad and had years of their horror stories to lower my expectations. I expected it to be difficult—and maybe I’m just lucky or maybe I’ve got a good perspective on things—but it just hasn’t been as difficult as my friends made it out to be. On the other hand, we just welcomed our second boy into the world a few weeks ago and a lot of those same friends told me how difficult two would be. They were right on the money with that. Justin


I didn’t expect how long “it” would take to grow on me. It’s something to be a dad (and looks like I’m not too bad at it so far), to be a cool daddy, or to be a partner to your partner. It’s another entirely to stop feeling foreign to the new person that joined your family cell. Without the motherly hormonal boost, it can take years. And it’s okay. Because once they start interacting more, that bond? Yeah, pretty hard to escape. Martin


I used to pride myself on speed—moving fast, getting things done, always on the go. Fatherhood slowed me down in a way that felt painful at first. Suddenly I was spending twenty minutes watching a snail cross the pavement with my toddler. But in that slowness, I started noticing more. Life feels less like a race, more like a walk I don’t want to end. My kids give me new eyes on the world. I was worried I’d run out of myself to give. Instead, I’ve ended up with more than I started with. Leo

















CHAPTER 2


The History of Fatherhood




Boys don’t hunger for fathers who will model traditional mores of masculinity. They hunger for fathers who will rescue them from it. They need fathers who have themselves emerged from the gauntlet of their own socialization with some degree of emotional intactness. Sons don’t want their father’s “balls”; they want their hearts.


—Terry Real, I Don’t Want to Talk About It






	Old rule: Dad knows all.



	New rule: Dad’s figuring it out.






There’s a photograph I own, taken at the tail end of the 1980s, that is unique among all others.


Within its frame are three people: me, my father, and his father. Three generations of Maguire men huddled around a single seat in my grandfather’s living room in Ireland. The framing is terrible—we see an equal amount of ceiling as we do of my grandfather, a foreshadowing of how it would feel to FaceTime my parents decades later. Jack, my grandfather, sits up straight, his face proud, wearing a cardigan that I look at enviously as an adult today. Over his left shoulder is my father, Kevin Senior, a few years shy of his thirtieth birthday. Over his right, a small boy, to whom the guard is being passed, who wears a crisp white shirt and looks toward the camera, blissfully ignorant.


I often think about what fatherhood meant for those two men, and all the other dads that came before them. My dad once boasted that he never dealt with a shitty diaper. If you heard a father say this today, you’d pity his poor wife. My dad worked hard. That was what was required. Back then, it was so simple, with three words that defined a father’s role for millennia: Protect, Provide, Preside. This trinity, the Three Anchors of Traditional Fatherhood, encapsulated the entire responsibility of the father and was shaped by evolution and hardwired into our DNA long before we had language to describe it.


There is a genetic and evolutionary basis for these anchors. Men are, on average, physically larger and stronger than women—typically by 15 to 20 percent. Since we roamed Eurasia in our loincloths, fathers have had a clear role: bring meat home; ensure that wives and children were safely inside the cave when the sun went down; lead the tribe to safety and prosperity. “Protect, Provide, Preside” is a pattern that reappears throughout much of the animal kingdom—humans included—as the father’s primary role, from the days we learned to walk on two feet, right up to the rear bumper of the present day.


All female mammals provide milk to their offspring to keep them alive; humans are no exception. This role—an articulation of Provide that none of us would be here without—has always fallen to the mother. Archaeological evidence supports this division of labor extending deep into our evolutionary past—Neanderthal milk teeth, discovered in Belgium in 2013, indicated that most children were typically weaned at seven months old (which aligns with the six months that the World Health Organization still recommends new mothers breastfeed for). Women have given up their bodies, for millennia, to keep humanity’s children alive. Our job was to ensure that they were protected. To use our bigger bodies to protect their smaller ones from danger.


Provision followed naturally. The male body, optimized through evolution for strength and endurance, became the primary resource-gathering machine. Anthropological studies of hunter-gatherer societies consistently showed men traveling farther from home base to secure resources while women maintained closer proximity to children. This old paradigm of men-only hunting groups has come under scrutiny—in 2023, Seattle Pacific University found that 79 percent of sixty-three historical societies had evidence of female hunters. Still, this pattern established the foundation for what would later become formalized as “Dad as the breadwinner.”


As the individual responsible for protection and provision, the father also assumed final decision-making authority—presiding. This leadership function extended from immediate family to broader community structures, with patriarchal systems emerging—and some might say stubbornly persisting—across diverse cultures and continents with remarkable consistency for millennia. Father as the head of household: the final authority, making decisions and maintaining order, through faith or fist, “my way or the highway.” Father as judge, jury, and executioner, all rolled into one—and good luck to any plaintiff hauled in front of that kangaroo court.


That traditional trinity wasn’t arbitrary—it evolved from biological realities and environmental pressures that have shaped societies for thousands of years. Its persistence reflected its evolutionary utility. But it meant that fatherhood was reduced to responsibility rather than relationship—dads defined within a rigid framework of physical capability rather than their ability to connect with their children emotionally. This functional model of fatherhood dominated history with remarkable stability—from ancient civilizations through the pre-industrial era. Historical texts—Aristotle’s writings, Confucian teachings, biblical passages—consistently emphasize this triumvirate of paternal responsibilities. Everything outside it could be abandoned, or worse; it was deemed to be unmanly, emasculating, a woman’s job. If the Three Anchors once moored us to solid ground, when did the rope begin to fray?


The Historical Evolution of Fatherhood


From the moment Homo became erectus, pretty much up to when you were born, the role of the father was consistent. Up until the eighteenth century, dads of old had another P in their bow that the nineteenth-, twentieth-, and twenty-first-century dads would not: Presence. Until the Industrial Revolution, fathers were primary parents in ways we rarely acknowledge today. They worked from or near home—as farmers, craftsmen, merchants—with children serving as apprentices or helpers in the family trade. Robert Bly outlined this in Iron John, a book on the history of men: “The traditional way of raising sons, which lasted for thousands and thousands of years, amounted to fathers and sons living in close—murderously close—proximity, while the father taught the son a trade.”


Men took an active role in raising their children by passing them a job, along with a surname. This father was moral compass, educator, and disciplinarian. His role was clear: to prepare his children—especially his sons—for adulthood by teaching them both practical skills and moral values. He was leagues away from even the worst twentieth-century dads in terms of emotional availability—the historical record and popular literature from the time suggests these fathers were stern authority figures—but they were at least present in a way that would soon become impossible for many men. Because coming down the canals of Lancashire and Yorkshire was the Industrial Revolution, which would see the biggest-ever decline in the number of self-employed, trade-from-home dads.
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