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  PREFACE





  I am often asked why a woman would want to research and write about fathers. Well, the short answer is that I am married to one. Ten years ago, I gave birth to my first child

  and three years later my second. It turns out that giving birth is not one of my strong points, and the first birth in particular was a long-drawn-out drama resulting in a very sick mother and a

  very sick baby. Following this birth experience, I was offered counselling and support to deal with my expected trauma, but my husband – who had witnessed everything while I floated around,

  oblivious in a sea of morphine – was roundly ignored.




  Now, I have to make it clear here, or I will be in trouble, that my husband did not expect any support, believing that the focus should rightly be placed on me and our baby. But a year on, when

  I returned to work and my husband still could not speak of our daughter’s birth without showing significant emotional distress, I began to get angry. Angry that my husband, the co-parent of

  my child, had witnessed a trauma akin to watching a loved one involved in a horrific car crash, but that at no point did anyone ask him if he was okay, if he needed some help. So, being an

  academic, I did what academics do best and turned to the research literature to find out what my fellow scientists knew about fathers and their experiences.




  The answer was: very little. Yes, there was extensive literature assessing the impact of the feckless, absent father on his children, but with respect to the experience of the dedicated,

  involved dad who changes the nappies, coaches football practice, masters the French plait and chases away the bedtime monsters, the literature was silent. There is no doubt that there are a tiny

  minority of fathers, as there are mothers, who are defined by their absence – and their negative influence on their children’s development is real and critical. But there is a much,

  much larger contingent of fathers who stick around and do their best, and they also deserve to be recognized and understood. So, I made this my mission. To research the experience of fathers who

  were present in their children’s lives. To write their story from the positive rather than the negative angle.




  Since my first rather eventful introduction to parenthood a decade ago, I have dedicated my professional life to researching first-hand the experiences of new fathers. The dads I have studied

  have come from all walks of life and backgrounds; gay and straight, professional and manual workers, school-leavers and university-educated, and a diversity of ethnic backgrounds. They have allowed

  me into their lives at one of the most personal and private moments; the moment they became fathers for the first time. I have visited them in the weeks prior to the birth,

  when they are excited and maybe anxious, but when the future is largely unknown, and returned in the first precious weeks, when excitement is replaced by overwhelmed awe at the tiny thing that has

  entered their life and turned it upside down. I have analysed their hormones, watched their behaviours, assessed their mental and physical health and studied their brains, often over many months. I

  have interviewed them over numerous cups of coffee, often with baby joining in as well. The voices you will read throughout this book are theirs, relating their thoughts, feelings and experiences.

  I hope that hearing these real men talk will help those of you who may be following in their footsteps to feel reassured about your own emotions or experiences, and that they will make the

  scientific studies I recount more relevant to all our lives.




  By allowing me into their lives and that of their families I, and my colleagues, have discovered many unexpected and wonderful things about today’s dad. That his role is unique and

  separate to that of mum, and that this difference is vital to the healthy development of his child. That lots of modern Western fathers want to be fully paid-up members of the co-parenting club,

  but struggle with a lack of support and information and a society that is not yet ready to accept them in this role. That the role of a father is a complex mix of history, culture and politics, but

  that a man’s biology plays a much bigger part than was originally thought in influencing what sort of father he will be. And that fathers are wonderfully flexible creatures, capable of

  altering their role on a minute-by-minute basis to ensure the well-being and survival of their family.




  So, I have written this book for three reasons. Firstly, to rebalance the record on fathers. To counteract the remorselessly negative press about absent fathers with a

  positive message about the power and value of the stick-around dad. Secondly, to help those men who might be right at the start of their fatherhood journey. I hope the information I provide and the

  voices of the real fathers that pepper this book help you feel more secure and comfortable with what lies ahead. And thirdly, and maybe most importantly, I think all dads, and the wider world, have

  a right to know – and should know – about what is happening to them biologically, psychologically and emotionally. According to the UK Office for National Statistics, there were just

  over 6 million involved dads in the UK in 2015, the last year for which we have figures. Isn’t it about time we knew something about them?




  In the first chapter, we will return to the world of 500,000 years ago to meet the very first human father and explore why his revolutionary appearance still has much to tell us about the role

  and importance of today’s modern dad. In Chapter Two, we will explore the powerful bond that forms between father and child even before he or she is born and the pre-birth hormones

  that begin to shape both parents during pregnancy. We will consider what being a father means to the expectant dad and how this new role can allow a man to make much-needed changes in his life and

  take on a welcome new identity. In Chapter Three, we will visit other countries to see how dads do it there and begin to understand how diverse and wonderful the role of a dad can be. We will

  explore the preeminence of the social rather than biological father in some societies and chart the changing face of the human family, as the liberalization of adoption laws and developments in

  assisted fertility techniques has meant that even in the West the nuclear family is no longer necessarily the norm. At times, this whirlwind global tour may seem a long way from our experience, but

  it will enable us to understand that being a dad is about presence and action rather than just genetics.




  In Chapter Four, we will focus on dads’ experiences of birth and the health of new fathers, including the worrying increase in poor mental health that requires our urgent attention for the

  good of the man, his family and society. In Chapter Five, we will look at the two pillars of unique responsibility – protection and teaching – which have been at the centre of fathering

  for half a million years and are still relevant today. We will see that there are as many ways to father as there are fathers, and that a dad’s role is defined by his flexibility, but that at

  their core all dads are focused on responding successfully to the risks that may negatively affect their child’s chance of survival. In Chapter Six, with the influence of culture, history,

  politics and ecology fully acknowledged, we will focus on what a man’s individual biology and psychology bring to the fathering table; how his genes, hormone levels and childhood shape the

  sort of father he will be. We will look at how a dad’s genes can influence his sensitivity, how his personality can make even the most difficult child a dream to raise and how his own

  parents’ behaviour can be reflected in his parenting choices. In Chapter Seven, we will explore the fundamental, lifelong attachment between father and child and consider how the need for

  interaction to build this relationship in the first instance leads to the most wonderful role for boisterous play. But we will also learn how, in the absence of the neurochemical experience of

  childbirth and because of the slow rate of baby’s development, this bond can be slow to form. The message here is not to panic – the bond will come.




  In Chapter Eight, we will broaden our focus and include a dad’s partner. By looking at the brains of mum and dad, we will understand how evolution has shaped them to make sure both parents

  fulfil their child’s developmental needs without needless overlap. We will consider what impact adding a baby (or two, or three . . .) has on the parents’ relationship and explore how

  you both can invest time to make sure your relationship emerges unscathed – hopefully even enhanced – at the other end. In Chapters Nine and Ten, we will look at what a father brings to

  his child’s development; his unique role in teaching, encouraging independence and social autonomy and working to prevent his child suffering from poor mental health in the future. Finally,

  in Chapter Eleven, we will conclude with a consideration of where we are. After half a million years of evolution, who does today’s dad want to be and is society doing all it can to support

  him in achieving his goal? How can ‘Team Dad’ – the academics, campaigners and politicized dads who promote involved fathering – encourage the fundamental changes in our

  culture that are required before all those dads who wish to will truly be able to call themselves co-parents?




  This book isn’t a ‘how to’ manual. It won’t tell you how to change a nappy or construct a cot, or reveal the elusive cure for colic. But what I hope it will do is give

  the most up-to-date answer to the question of what being a father is like and give a few tips and hints along the way that make the transition to fatherhood as easy and enjoyable as possible for

  those who are about to undertake it. For the rest of us, who may be some way down the family road, I hope it is an entertaining read about a person who – regardless of our relationship with

  them – we all have, or have had, in our lives, however long their presence may have lasted. For established fathers, I hope it mirrors some of your experiences, normalizes some of your

  worries and explains some of your instincts and behaviours. For mums, I hope it gives you a fascinating and helpful insight into who your partner is. And for the more scientifically minded, I hope

  the most up-to-date research in the fields of neuroscience, genetics, psychology, endocrinology and health keeps you fully satiated. Much of the research I will tell you about, because of the

  relative youth of the field, has been focused on the heterosexual nuclear family, but in many cases their findings apply to all fathers. And as the diversity of fathers becomes clearer, we are

  starting to widen our field of view to include gay dads and families with multiple fathers. Be assured that where these studies exist, I will tell you about them.




  By the end of the book, I hope to show you what a complex but significant role being a father is and how a man is fundamentally changed by his fathering experience. But first, to understand the

  role of the modern dad, we must return to the beginning, the world of half a million years ago and the very first father.




  







  A NOTE ON THE DADS





  Throughout this book you will hear the voices of real fathers. Over the past ten years, all of them have afforded me the great privilege of studying them as they become dads.

  Because my work focuses on the early years of a child’s life – the period when a father arguably undergoes the most change and asserts the greatest influence on his child’s

  development – the fathers you will meet are speaking during the first five years of their child’s life. The nature of my studies means that I have known some fathers for only brief

  periods of time, while others have let me follow them and their families for the entire five years. Because of this, some took part in interviews more than once. Where this has happened, I have

  told you how old their child or children were at the time of that particular interview, so you can understand their thought processes at that specific stage of their fathering journey. All of the

  dads’ names, and the names of their children and partners, have been changed to protect their anonymity. I am indebted to the dads who volunteer for my studies and offer them my eternal

  thanks.




  







  
PART ONE




  The First Father




  







  
CHAPTER ONE




  Dad 1.0




  The Evolution of Human Fatherhood




  It is a little-known fact, but fathers saved the human race.




  Five hundred thousand years ago, one of our ancestors, Homo heidelbergensis, faced a dilemma. A million years previously, they had left Africa and spread across Europe

  and the Near East. They had even managed to reach the south coast of England and make their home beside a beautiful, tropical lagoon near what is now the West Sussex village of Boxgrove. Like other

  hominins of the time, they walked on two legs, but what set them apart from their peers was their ever-expanding brains. They were beginning to form the rudiments of language and had started to

  innovate, creating beautiful, symmetrical stone tools and perfectly balanced wooden hunting spears. But they faced a problem. They undoubtedly had the potential to succeed as a species, but the

  two-legged gait and associated narrow pelvises that had given them the endurance to leave Africa, combined with the large heads housing the complex brains that had allowed them

  to populate new environments, had left them inching towards a demographic time bomb. In order to allow their large heads to fit through their mothers’ narrowed birth canals, the babies of

  Homo heidelbergensis were born early, in a highly dependent and vulnerable state.




  The question arose, who could mothers turn to to help them with their energetic toddlers while they focused their efforts on the energy-sapping needs of their helpless newborns? How could they

  raise their children to independence but still reproduce often enough to replace and expand the species? For the first million years or so, grandmas, aunties and sisters filled the gap. But then,

  500,000 years ago, with our friend Homo heidelbergensis, the hominin brain took another large leap in size and suddenly girl power was not enough. So, who stepped in? Dad. He harnessed his

  new skill of controlling fire to cook hard-to-digest plants, thereby enabling his toddlers to eat solid food and allowing his partner to focus on their newborn, and he hunted for the high-value

  game that fuelled his energy-hungry family. He adopted the role of teacher so that his teenage children learnt the essential survival skills of tool production, predator defence and hunting, and

  obtained the complex social skills that enabled them to cooperate with their fellow hunters. The result: our ancestors were saved from possible extinction, and half a million years later we are one

  of the most successful animals on the planet, yet we are members of the exclusive club of 5 per cent of mammal species – and the only ape – whose males invest in their offspring. Human

  fatherhood was born.




  * * *




  Evolutionary anthropologists are obsessed with what makes us human. What separates us from the other animals and, in particular, our fellow great apes?

  Defining the difference anatomically isn’t that tricky – you don’t need me to tell you that it is unlikely you would confuse your two-legged, largely hairless fellow man for a

  gorilla, except possibly on the darkest of nights, after a good evening in the pub. But, if we consider the difference behaviourally, defining where chimp becomes man becomes considerably more

  difficult. We once thought that it was the ability to make tools – after all, the stone tools that litter the 2-million-year-old archaeological sites of East Africa undoubtedly herald a

  striking change in behaviour and intelligence; but wild chimps have shown themselves to be well versed in using stone tools to crack nuts and fallen leaves to sponge up much-needed water. Even our

  language skills, once thought to be the marker of our unique intelligence, have been shown to exist in lab-trained chimps, who can use a range of signs to express their needs and emotions and even

  produce simple sentences. It is fair to say these sentences are often largely restricted to food-related requests, but they can communicate none the less. What is often overlooked is the one

  behaviour without which our species would simply no longer exist: fatherhood.




  Among mammals, fathers who stick around and help care for their offspring are a rare beast. Among birds, the father who diligently flies miles a day back and forth to the nest to provide his

  youngsters with food is common – in over 90 per cent of bird species, both mum and dad invest time and energy in their brood. But in mammals, the more common behaviour is male promiscuity

  – males mate with a number of females and often don’t stick around much beyond the act of copulation itself. Our closest ape cousins practise promiscuity in two

  distinct ways. Gorillas exhibit a one male/many female strategy: the harem system. This means that the large silverback male keeps all the females to himself unless a younger, less dominant male

  manages to sneak a quick mating in behind a tree when he’s not looking. The gorilla father does look benignly on his many offspring, as he is virtually assured of their paternity, but his

  input into their actual care is zero. The existence of a food-rich environment, the relatively fast development of gorilla babies and long periods between births means that mothers are able to

  provide all the care a gorilla baby needs – dad can add little to the mix. In chimpanzees, the living arrangements are more liberal, with multiple males mating with multiple females in a

  large group – although the alpha male will still get access to the most and best females. None of the males know which of the many youngsters are theirs and, as a consequence, they do not

  expend any precious energy on them. Rather, time is better spent grooming fellow males, building up all-important alliances and taking part in the complex chimp politics that ensure a male’s

  place in the chimp hierarchy.




  In contrast, human apes have evolved a very different model of fathering, where dads stick around to help out with their children. How they achieve this varies widely between cultures, something

  that we will explore later in this book, but at the end of the day they all play a critical role in their children’s lives. And the need for their involvement began with the unique

  combination of the two anatomical features – bipedalism and big brains – I mentioned earlier. For, if you are a quadruped – that is, you walk on four legs

  – your legs are arranged rather like the legs of a table, each at a considerable distance from the other, at the corners of your body. In contrast, the legs of a biped are close together,

  meaning that we have a much deeper and narrower pelvis and, as a result, birth canal than our four-legged friends. In itself, this narrowing of the birth canal is not an issue, but combine it with

  a large brain and you quickly hit a problem.




  In terms of development, animal babies can emerge from the womb behaving in one of two ways: either very advanced, with eyes and ears open, fur or hair developed and ready to move around

  independently soon after birth; or helpless, unable to move, with eyes and ears closed. The first category of development is called precocial – from which we get the word

  ‘precocious’ – and it is the usual state of affairs for ape babies. It still astounds me how adeptly a chimp baby can climb unaided through the trees only a few days after birth.

  The second category is labelled altricial, and you will recognize it as the experience of puppies and kittens. These two paths of growth exist because, in the vast majority of species, the growth

  of the baby’s brain happens at one of two times: either in the womb – the chimp model – or after birth, as happens in puppies and kittens. I say the vast majority of species

  because there is one exception. Us.




  Human brains are significantly larger than would be expected for a mammal of our body weight – nearly six times larger, in fact. And it is this anatomical attribute that has enabled us to

  be so successful. We have developed language, exhibited an unsurpassed ability to innovate and are capable of commanding a level of control over our environment that has

  enabled us to dominate the earth. But because we have such unusually large brains for our body size, we need longer for our brains to grow. And herein lies the problem. Our narrowed pelvis means

  that this crucial period of development cannot occur in the womb because it would be impossible for the baby to travel successfully through our narrowed birth canal – indeed, both the mother

  and baby would be at significant risk of death. So, to ensure the survival of the species, evolution has selected for humans to have an unusually short gestation length, meaning that human babies

  are born before they are fully developed. This results in two outcomes: one, that human babies display a combination of characteristics at birth – the helplessness of a puppy but the open

  eyes and ears of a chimp; and two, that humans are the only species that exhibits a period of significant brain growth both before and after birth. Problem solved.




  But is it? Allowing a period of significant brain growth after birth, one year in our case, allows the brain to reach its full potential, but it does mean that the mother has a considerable

  burden to deal with; a very dependent, immobile, energy-hungry baby. Not only must she expend considerable energy carrying her offspring but, theoretically, she should also have to breastfeed it

  for longer than would be the case if her baby’s period of brain growth occurred only before birth, as occurs in chimps. But, in reality, this is not the case. While in some societies

  human mothers will breastfeed beyond six months, it is wholly possible, and the norm within the West, to wean a baby onto solid food when it reaches this age. Why do humans display such a short

  period of lactation?




  It is all down to demographics and the survival of the species. The evolution of the shortened periods of gestation and lactation probably evolved around the same time, 1.8

  million years ago with the evolution of Homo ergaster. Solely breastfeeding prevents a mother becoming pregnant again, evolution’s way of making sure all her time and energy is

  committed to the needs of her growing baby. But if our ancestors had been committed to doing this to the extent required by the post-birth development of the human brain – the most

  energy-hungry organ in our body, even when it’s not growing – it would have meant that the time between human births was so long that the species was unable to replace itself. Our

  ancestors would have become extinct and maybe another species would have come to dominate the earth. But by reducing the amount of time that they breastfeed, mothers could stop feeding their

  children earlier, become fertile again and ensure that they were producing babies at a rate sufficient to maintain, and indeed enlarge, the population.




  Any parent can relate to the overwhelmed feeling engendered by trying to juggle the needs of a newborn baby with the incessant demands of a toddler to be fed, cuddled, comforted and played with.

  I remember the stress involved in trying to breastfeed my second child while struggling to locate the right Teletubbies DVD and produce a drink and snack for my firstborn. You become very

  adept at doing everything one-handed. But imagine this with all the advantages that modern life has bestowed upon us removed – no labour-saving devices, baby equipment and family-planning

  methods. This was the lot of the prehistoric female Homo ergaster. Without the capacity to control her own reproduction from the age of sexual maturity, around eleven to thirteen years of

  age, she would be constantly either pregnant or breastfeeding a newborn and trying to deal with any number of dependent toddlers. Not for her the leisurely five-year period

  between births common in the chimpanzee.




  * * *




  Humans are defined by the extraordinary extent of our cooperation. Think how many times a day you interact with a fellow human to achieve a goal. We cooperate to find or produce

  the food and water resources that are vital for our survival, to teach and learn the skills and knowledge to live and be successful, to trade, and to raise our children. One of the most powerful

  forms of cooperation is that between genetic relatives, or kin. This is known as kin selection, and it relies on the fact that by helping those to whom we are blood-related we are benefiting our

  own survival. In the main, this is not because by helping our kin we can expect help in return when we need it, although this is often the case, but because we share genes and, as any good

  evolutionary biologist knows, the survival of these genes is ultimately all that matters. This is the concept of the ‘selfish gene’, first labelled and explored by Richard Dawkins in

  his 1976 book of the same name, and it proposes that the unit o f inheritance on which evolution acts is not the individual but the gene. So, by helping a relative care for their children we ensure

  the survival of those children and, by association, versions of our own genes. It goes without saying that the closer the relative is to you in blood terms, the more advantageous it is for you

  to help them with their children, as the number of genes you share with them is greater. Hence it is nearly universally the case that grandparents are the most likely to care

  for grandchildren after the children’s own parents.




  So, it is to her kin that our female Homo ergaster would have turned in her hour of need. Whether it was, in fact, her mother is debatable, as it is unclear if the lifespan of our

  ancestors was sufficient to allow anyone to reach the ripe old age of grandparenthood. Despite millennia of evolution, the age of menopause has always been around fifty years of age and the

  frequency of skeletons of this age in the fossil record is notably low, if not non-existent (arguing over this point fills many happy hours for anthropologists – we are a strange breed). But

  we know that it would have been some form of female kin. How do we know this? Because evolution is parsimonious, that is, it will always achieve its end point by the least complicated

  and/or least expensive route. In all cases, it is energetically less costly to cooperate with someone of the same sex than someone of the opposite sex. I think we can all relate to this. This is

  because by cooperating with someone of the same sex, you are using the same currency of exchange, making acts of cooperation easy to follow. Even among kin, cooperation is expected to be more or

  less reciprocal – you scratch my back and I will scratch yours – so keeping track of the acts of cooperation is essential to make sure that you are not always the one offering help. And

  the easier it is to do this, the less brain power is involved and the less precious energy is consumed. In the evolutionary past, when it came to children, women exchanged the same types of act,

  namely those associated with the care or protection of the child. For men, the reasons were different – they might help with a child because they hoped it would increase

  their chances of being mum’s next partner, a very different form of currency. This made the exchange rate between the two forms of currency incredibly complicated to calculate, so evolution

  decreed that we avoided having to make these exchanges unless we absolutely had to. As a consequence, mothers sought out other women to help them in the first instance.




  So, there our female Homo ergaster was, raising her children with the help of her female relatives; her sisters, cousins and even elder daughters. As we know, for over a million years

  such help sufficed, but around 500,000 years ago, with the second large increase in brain size, the energetic costs of raising an infant again became too much to cope with. This huge leap in brain

  size, to close to the 1,300 cubic centimetres of today, meant that the period of child dependency became even longer and the requirement for very high-energy food – in this case, meat –

  became even more pressing. Up until now, meat had been obtained in a rather haphazard manner; by scavenging the kills of carnivores or by the (very exciting-sounding) practice of power-scavenging

  – stealing a fresh kill from the still very present predator. But it was clear that this ad hoc method was no longer sufficient, and more predictable and considerably less dangerous methods

  of obtaining this vital resource would need to be developed to feed this enormous brain. It is no coincidence that with the emergence of the bigger-brained Homo heidelbergensis we also see

  the first consistent evidence in the archaeological record for hunting spears. And not any old hunting spears, but 5-foot-long, perfectly crafted wooden javelins such as those

  recovered from the 450,000-year-old site of Schöningen in Germany. Homo heidelbergensis was not only a skilled hunter but also a highly skilled craftsman.




  It was no longer the case that female relatives, all of whom were likely to be nursing their own dependent children, could band together to raise their children alone. The need for reliable

  sources of meat to feed fast-developing toddlers and provide the mother with adequate nutrition to meet the increasing energetic demands of gestating and breastfeeding her large-brained infants

  meant that someone else needed to step in to ensure the survival of the species. Someone with the time, energy and skill to hunt for meat and produce efficient hunting and butchery tools. Someone

  not hindered by the energy-sapping processes of reproduction but still bound by the bonds of genetic relatedness. Someone who could build hearths – an explosion of which occurs in the

  archaeological record at this time – and control fire, enabling the meat gained by hunting to be cooked, making it easier for small stomachs to digest. Someone who could make it their role,

  as the children grew and became adolescents, to pass on the skills of tool production and the rules of the hunt. And as hunts became more complex, someone who could teach the vital communication

  and cooperation skills that were so critical both to the success of the hunt and to the child’s success in the wider social world. And as we know from the introduction to this chapter, that

  person was dad.




  * * *




  Unlike our ape cousins, the difference in size between the modern human sexes is relatively small. Men are about 1.1 times bigger than women, while male

  gorillas are nearly twice as big as females, at 1.75 times as large. This large size is a consequence of the male gorilla’s need to defend his harem of breeding females from other males. In

  contrast, for the last half a million years we have lived largely as monogamous pairs, where both sexes exercise choice as to who they want to be with; there is no need for men to use physical

  strength to corral multiple females who have little choice as to who their male partner may be. This closeness in size is critical in the evolution of human fatherhood. In a very neat analysis,

  evolutionary anthropologist Dr Cathy Key of University College London used this difference in size between the sexes to calculate when human fatherhood emerged. In most species where males are

  considerably larger than females, the costs of reproduction to a male are significantly higher than those to a female, as he needs to grow and maintain a large body to ensure successful access to

  mates. However, in humans the costs to a man of reproducing are much, much lower than those of a female; compare the need to grow and maintain a body that is not significantly larger than a

  woman’s to the costs to her of gestating and breastfeeding a human baby. In these circumstances, Key calculated that it would be worthwhile, in the first instance, for a male to invest some

  energy and contribute to the care of a female’s children, even if they were not his, to try and increase the chance that he would be looked on favourably as the father of her next baby.

  However, as evolution favours kin selection – preferentially helping those to whom we are genetically related – so a second stage would rapidly evolve where men

  would begin to ‘mate guard’ females. This would involve the male spending all of his time in close proximity to the female to ensure that when she next became fertile, a tricky thing to

  pinpoint in human females, he was there to take full advantage of the opportunity to mate. The downside of this for the male would be that he would remove himself from the mating market and have to

  move away from a promiscuous, but potentially very productive, mating strategy. This would reduce his lifetime number of offspring and make it even more critical that those he did have survived to

  maturity to ensure the survival of his genes. As a consequence, he would begin to invest heavily in the children of his mate who, on the upside, he could be sure were his as a consequence of his

  almost constant presence at her side. Key calculated that the point at which this process occurred in our prehistory – that is, where the costs to the female of reproducing were much higher

  than those to the male – was, you guessed it, with the emergence of the large-brained but similarly sized Homo heidelbergensis half a million years ago.




  And this 500,000-year evolutionary story still has relevance for the fathers of today for three main reasons. Firstly, with the first fathers we see the emergence of the two key characteristics

  that still define the role of the father today, regardless of where he lives. These are protection and teaching. As this book progresses, I will return again and again to the keen need in all

  fathers to ensure their children’s survival and to support their learning, particularly in relation to the complex social world in which our species exists. Secondly, it tells us that human

  fatherhood is not simply a by-product of the male desire to procreate, but that it was positively selected for by natural selection. Evolution is obsessively efficient, and it

  will only lead a species down the route of a complex change in behaviour or anatomy if it is really the only way to ensure the survival of that species. Human fatherhood could be said to be

  the epitome of such a change. It was a world-altering change in behaviour with far-reaching consequences for our species, and it would not have been selected for unless it conferred considerable

  benefits on us. And finally, and perhaps most importantly, this evolutionary story tells us that fathering is innate, not learnt, as we are often led to believe. Yes, you do need to learn all the

  practical aspects of nappy changing, bathing and feeding, but so does mum. If you have ever seen a new mother struggle as she tries to tackle the skill that is breastfeeding, it is clear that we

  all need time to learn to be a parent. But your parenting instinct is within you, a lesson I learnt at the very start of my career.




  I first studied anthropology under a wonderful primatologist called Simon Bearder. He had made a career studying the tiny, nocturnal bush babies of Africa. In our first lecture, he explained our

  closeness to our ape and monkey cousins and that, really, we are just a primate with an unusually large brain and an insatiable curiosity, which results in a constant drive to learn and innovate.

  He explained that in many ways this was a wonderful thing, but sometimes, by constantly trying to be better, we denied our basic instincts and abilities. And one area in which we did this to our

  detriment was parenting. As two of the dads in my study found, parenting is a steep learning curve and you may slip up initially, but your instinct to father is strong and will ultimately set you

  on the right path:




  

    

      Noah: You’ll get stuff wrong, but as long as you don’t seriously injure them, you just have to . . .




      Adrian: Like when she first moved in, maybe four days later we took her out for a really long walk in her Phil and Ted buggy, thinking, Look at our wonderful

      child . . . [At one point we said,] ‘She’s getting very red, isn’t she?!’ An hour and a half later we’re thinking, Have we put enough sunscreen on? She

      was a bit pink! And there was the time we were swinging her in the park and, because we didn’t know our own strength, we kind of swung her right round and we were waiting to hear

      shoulders dislocating! So we didn’t do that again, did we?




      Noah and Adrian, dads to Judy (seven)


    


  




  The message is: listen to your instincts. Tune in to your inner primate, and you will know how to bring up your child. All parents are different, and they will achieve their

  parenting goals in very different ways. But your anatomy, your brain, your genes, your hormones have all been shaped by evolution to make you a parent. The instinct and ability to parent is there,

  you just have to listen for it. And dads, that includes you too.




  For the rest of this book, we will stay firmly in the present. We will explore how evolution has invested heavily in shaping men to be fathers – neurologically, genetically,

  physiologically and psychologically – and how, by being close to their children, today’s fathers garner benefits that are of value not only to them and their children but also to our

  wider society. But the message from our evolutionary past is this: fathers are not mere adjuncts to mothers, occasional babysitters or bag-carriers. They are the consequence

  of half a million years of evolution and they remain a vital part of the human story.




  







  
PART TWO




  Conception and Pregnancy




  







  
CHAPTER TWO




  Babies on the Brain




  Pregnancy, Identity and Embracing the Bump




  There is an oft-quoted but ill-founded belief that mothering is instinctive – women are born to want, and are born fully equipped to care for, children. Speaking as the

  mother of two young daughters, I can assure you it is not instinctive; I will never forget the steep learning curve of first-time motherhood, which made even negotiating cleaning my teeth or

  emptying the dishwasher while caring for a newborn seem an insurmountable task. However, I did have a head start compared to my husband. Pregnancy, childbirth and breastfeeding are hugely emotional

  and physical experiences underpinned by a sea of wonderful hormones, which are there to prepare our bodies for motherhood, ease the pain and trauma of birth and motivate us to form quick and deep

  bonds to our new babies – vital if we are to continue to care for them despite the lack of sleep and constant demands for food. In contrast, fathers have no such experiences to rely upon and

  it would appear, on the surface at least, that the nine months of pregnancy pass by without much impact on the prospective dad, beyond some stressful visits to IKEA and a bit

  of elementary cot construction. For fathers, it would seem to be the case that the process of becoming a parent and bonding with his child can only really start once his baby is born.




  When does a father become a father? Let’s see. It might be at the point he expresses a desire to have a child. Or with the moment of conception. Maybe during pregnancy, when the

  realization of the need to adopt a new identity dawns. Or it may only commence at the point of birth. In this chapter, I want to explore what happens to a dad during pregnancy. I want to look at

  his biology, his psychology and his behaviour. To understand how he begins to form the crucial bond with his unborn child, work with his partner to create a parenting team and begin to form his new

  identity of ‘dad’. For many years, it was felt that it was only when he was holding his newborn child in his arms that a man became a father and the relationship with his baby began.

  Before this point, pregnancy was something that was quite clearly happening to someone else. But would it be so surprising to hear that, with the momentous changes in anatomy and behaviour that

  were the cause and consequence of the emergence of fatherhood, evolution saw fit to ensure that, even before birth, dads were firmly tied into the family?




  Oxytocin is a hormone with a multifaceted role. Produced by a tiny structure at the base of your brain called the pituitary gland, it has several important roles within the body. It is

  responsible for the commencement of labour, the production of milk and the manufacture and motility of sperm – all vital stages in the journey of reproduction. But it is within your brain

  that its real power is apparent. For oxytocin is the lubricant that causes many new bonds to form: lover to lover, parent to child, best friend to best friend. It acts a

  little like alcohol, reducing any inhibitions to forming new partnerships, causing you to walk across the room and strike up conversation with the object of your desire. We all have a baseline

  level of oxytocin and variations in this level between individuals, caused by both our genes and our environment, mean that we are all different in the extent to which we face down our shyness and

  plunge into new relationships. And this includes the father–child relationship. We will look at how a man’s individual characteristics affect his fathering behaviour, and the ease with

  which he bonds with his baby, in later chapters.




  In addition, oxytocin works closely with another key neurochemical: dopamine. Dopamine is described as a reward chemical and acts in an area of your brain called the reward centre, because its

  release results in feelings of intense happiness and euphoria. You will be able to imagine what I mean if you recall the pleasure associated with eating chocolate or your favourite takeaway –

  that’s dopamine. Dopamine and oxytocin have a wonderful working relationship, particularly when a new bond is starting to form. Firstly, in combination they work to make the brain more

  plastic, meaning that it is easier to make changes to its neural structure – vital when you need to form new memories or learn new facts about someone. Secondly, they complement each other

  really well. I like to describe their relationship as being a little like ‘good cop’ and ‘overenthusiastic cop’. Dopamine – our overenthusiastic cop – acts to

  give you the vigour and motivation to get off the sofa and form that new relationship. But enthusiasm can sometimes mean that the finer points of relationship formation are missed in the flurry of activity. So, oxytocin – acting to silence our fear circuits and promote our affiliative circuits (which motivate us to form and then maintain our

  relationships) – dampens the more extreme impacts of dopamine on our ability to concentrate, meaning that you are afforded enough calm headspace to make the relationship work.




  For many years, oxytocin was seen as the female love hormone, largely because of its association with birth and breastfeeding, but in recent years it has become clear that it is as crucial to

  male relationships as female. And it is essential to the formation of the human parenting team. Recent research has shown that fathers and mothers who live together during pregnancy exhibit similar

  levels of circulating oxytocin within their blood. The team behind this finding is headed by Professor Ruth Feldman, a developmental psychologist from Bar-Ilan University in Israel. Feldman and her

  team are arguably the most prolific and impactful contributors to our knowledge of the neurochemistry of fatherhood. They are a wonderfully diverse group, and their work on the neurobiology and

  neurology of fatherhood, together with contributions from the fields of psychology and behavioural science, have led the way in our understanding of what it is to be a dad. But on discovering this

  amazing synchrony in baseline oxytocin between expectant mums and dads – its sheer ubiquity among couples ruling out the possibility that it is simply a coincidence – even Feldman and

  her team could not give an absolute explanation of why it existed. They just knew that it had something to say about the fundamental importance of the parenting team to a child. Their many hours of

  behavioural observation led them to suggest that this neurochemical phenomenon may have something to do with the close parallels in behaviour that we have all observed between

  two tightly bonded lovers – the common phrases, shared gestures and mirrored body language. They observed that when two people are in a close and supportive relationship, this is often

  reflected in a mirroring of speech and movement and that this is paralleled by a synchrony in a range of measures – known as physiological markers – such as heart rate, body temperature

  and blood pressure. They coined the term bio-behavioural synchrony to describe this phenomenon. The team hypothesized that the cause of the synchrony in oxytocin levels in parents-to-be could be

  explained by taking this observation of behavioural and physiological synchrony one step further, to suggest that this close relationship is underpinned by similar brain activity and hormonal

  levels, including those hormones that are vital to our long-term relationships. It is as if evolution has acted to ensure that, even before birth, dad and mum are primed to approach the parenting

  of their baby from the same viewpoint by ensuring they get an equal neurochemical reward. This work, as with so much of the work on fatherhood, is at an early stage, but it does seem that this

  mechanism could explain the close relationship between oxytocin levels in prospective parents. And this push for synchrony isn’t limited to the merely neurobiological. The parents’

  psychology also undergoes a fundamental transformation.




  An individual’s personality can be split into five dominant elements, known in the psychological community as the ‘big five’. First developed in the 1970s by two research

  teams, who independently managed to arrive at the same conclusion, and based on the analysis of thousands of personalities, the concept of the big five posits that every

  personality, regardless of your language or culture, can be boiled down to five essential elements. These five elements are: extraversion (the desire to seek out relationships, stimulation and fun

  – your classic party animal); openness (a wish to gain new experiences); agreeableness (empathy with others); neuroticism (anxiety and a heightened sense of threat); and conscientiousness

  (the ability to organize, plan and stick to the rules). All personalities contain these elements to a greater or lesser degree, and it appears, although debate still rages, that your personality is

  relatively stable for your lifespan. But the practical and behavioural changes that accompany the major upheaval that is new parenthood do appear to cause a degree of beneficial disruption. As with

  oxytocin levels, parents-to-be who cohabit during pregnancy seem to undergo some change in their personalities to bring them into line with each other.




  I am aware from my own studies that dads’ personalities undergo a change – once-patient men become less patient fathers and the once-timid can find new confidence in being a dad. But

  in their study of new and established parents, Sarah Galdiolo and Isabelle Roskam of Université Catholique de Louvain in Belgium found firm evidence that these changes in dad are mirrored in

  mum. In their long-term study of 204 parental couples, followed from pregnancy to one year after birth, they found that as compared to non-parents, parents saw an alignment in the degree to which

  their personalities expressed openness, agreeableness and neuroticism. These are all factors that orientate a person to be aware of someone else’s life experience and be prepared to

  accommodate them, and are fundamental to the healthy functioning of the family. By experiencing a degree of synchrony in their personalities, mum and dad were being primed to

  be empathetic to each other’s experience, to be open to the experience of a new baby and alert to threats to the family. Take Nigel’s experience as an example:




  

    

      There have been times when [my friends] have said, ‘Oh, we’re going to go out on the Friday night for drinks and stuff, and you’re welcome if you want to,

      but you probably can’t, because you have Poppy.’ And I find myself thinking, It’s not so much that. I still want to see my friends and it’s not that I can’t

      any more; it’s just I’m getting older, I have a kid and I feel responsible for her. It’s not that I’m not allowed to, I just don’t want Liz to be at home looking

      after Poppy while I’m out with my friends, just going to pubs, having drinks. It’s not a special event. It’s something I can do any time, and this is a time I should be at

      home, because Poppy is changing every day.




      Nigel, dad to Poppy (six months)
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