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Dedicated to the thousands of long-distance dads 
I spoke with during the past twenty years. 




Your commitment to your children is inspiring. 
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SO YOU’RE A “LONG-DISTANCE DAD.” WHAT IS a long-distance dad? Who is a long-distance dad? Put simply, long-distance dads are men who find themselves in one place and their children in another. This book is for fathers determined to raise emotionally resilient, psychologically stable, confident, and independent children.

The Many Faces of Long-Distance Parenting

You’re already a good father. Now you can be a great father no matter where you are because you bought this book. Note that the phrase is “long-distance parenting,” not “long-distance fathering.” Think about the difference between the words “father” and “mother.” Now think of these words as verbs, rather than as nouns. Language is a culture carrier, and as such, it reflects our biases, our perceptions of the world around us, many of them ingrained and unconscious.

In English, “fathering” a child means little more than having sex with the mother so that she, in turn, conceives a child. Now think about the difference between the verb form of “father” and the verb form of “mother.” According to Webster’s Dictionary, the word “father,” when used as a verb, means “to beget.” On the other hand, the word “mother” is defined as “to care for, or protect like a mother.”

So, according to the unconscious shorthand of the English language, fathers have sex for procreation, and mothers raise children. Add to this the relatively twentieth-century notion that fathers are breadwinners, and mothers are nurturers, and you’ve got a recipe for the irrelevancy of the modern male in child rearing.

How ironic that the last decade or so of the twentieth century gave rise to the notion that women, who had been entering the workforce in larger and larger numbers during the previous half century, had now begun an exodus back out of the ranks of the employed once they’d had a child. As recently as July 2007, articles with titles such as “Full-Time Work Losing Luster for Moms” appeared in newspapers like the Washington Post. Imagine the hue and cry if you substituted the word “Dads” for “Moms.” If you are one of those who winced at the notion of cutting back on your workday in order to help parent your children, then this book is written with you in mind. This is true whether you’re divorced, whether you’re married with kids and on the road all the time, whether you’re incarcerated, or whether you’re in the military and deployed away from your children.

The reason why this book is for you is because it will help you re-educate that portion of your brain that hangs almost all of your self-worth on the notion of successful breadwinning. For example, it may have never occurred to you to take some time off from work in order to help raise your kids, but try looking at it another way: imagine that less time spent earning a living is the price of building a stronger bond with your kids. What father in his right mind would want to forego that?!

This sort of trade-off is not as uncommon as you might otherwise think. The days of the old stereotype of fathers not being as important a part of the parenting process are over. Long-distance fathers come in all shapes and sizes, from all walks of life, and from every age. Examples of this type of long-distance dad include business travelers, twenty-first century “road warriors,” men either climbing or already atop the corporate ladder; divorced, noncustodial parents; fathers in the armed forces; traveling salespeople; bus drivers; truckers; professional athletes; musicians and entertainers. This broad umbrella also includes physically or psychologically challenged parents; disabled parents; grandparents; incarcerated dads; and any other guys who have to be away from their children for a week, a month, or in some cases, for even longer.

If you’re a divorced parent (and with the current rate of divorce in this country currently sitting at over two million per year, there are more and more of you every day), you know that the trend is toward divorce and physical relocation of children (away from one of their parents), not away from the idea of parents and children staying together. And with issues such as child support and the need to continue to parent with your former spouse even after the divorce becomes final, you need all the help you can get. After all, just because you’re divorced from your ex doesn’t mean that you want to have an ex-kid.

If you’re one of the “road warriors,” you’ll see how business travelers stack up as fathers when compared to the more traditional nine-to-five dad. In this day and age, with men looking for work, moving from one part of the country to another (or even from one country/continent to another), checking out opportunity after opportunity, their children are facing adversity right there with them (even if they’re not in close physical proximity). In many cases, children don’t know where Dad is likely to turn up and how long he is likely to be away.

Maybe you’re one of these “long-distance granddads.” If you are, then you’re no doubt “fathering” your own adult children, and in turn you’re sometimes acting as a surrogate parent (frequently a long-distance one) who provides both emotional and financial support not just for his children, but for grandchildren who may lack an immediate male role model in their lives for any of a variety of reasons (such as their own father being absent).

One particularly common variety of long-distance dad is the military dad. Especially these days, with so many members of the military reserves and national guard units being called up (sometimes repeatedly) for active duty overseas, the military long-distance dad is more prevalent today than at any time since the end of World War II. This statistic might sound odd to you, but it is true because the majority of those going overseas to Vietnam were single men with no children. Just because you’re posted overseas or across the country and temporarily away from your family doesn’t mean that you stop being responsible or stop caring for your children. In fact, your spouse will no doubt value every little bit of help that you as their father can give, regardless of the physical distance the separates you.

Some Statistics for Long-Distance Dads

Nothing does more to ensure a child’s overall well-being than the presence of a father figure in his or her life. For example, in publishing a recent survey on child health, the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services reported, “Fatherless children are at dramatically greater risk for drug and alcohol abuse, mental illness, suicide, poor educational performance, teen pregnancy, and criminality.” Furthermore, the National Principals Association Report on the State of High Schools reports that “71% of all high school dropouts come from fatherless homes.”

And how much does the presence of a father in a child’s life contribute to their peace of mind? The U.S. Census Bureau found that “63% of youth suicides are from fatherless homes.” The Centers for Disease Control reports that “85% of all children that exhibit behavioral disorders come from fatherless homes.”

Your children need your involvement in their lives for more than just financial and emotional support, though. As a father, you also are highly likely to impact your child’s actual physical safety as well. Clearly fathers shield their children from crime and make communities safer places to live. A 1988 special report from the U.S. Department of Justice found that 70 percent of underaged offenders in state-operated institutions came from homes where there was no father figure. Perhaps the most shocking statistic you’ll see about children raised without a father in their lives is this one from the Centers for Disease Control: “80% of rapists motivated with displaced anger come from fatherless homes.”

Put in layman’s terms, a child from a fatherless home is:



[image: box1] 5 times more likely to commit suicide 

[image: box1] 9 times more likely to drop out of school 
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So, there you have it. If your children are emotionally bonded with you, they are more apt to have high self-esteem and to avoid drug use, alcoholism, incarceration, and teen pregnancy.

Kids who regularly see their dads are more likely to graduate from high school, to attend college, and to enjoy a successful marriage. What’s more, children with involved fathers do better in school, exhibit higher levels of emotional well-being, and have an easier time making friends, even if their father does not live with them. You as a father are vital to the emotional, financial, and physical health of your children.

Successful adults tend to praise their fathers’ parenting skills. For example, many successful businesswomen often credit their fathers with instilling in them the belief that they could succeed in corporate America, that the glass ceiling is no match for them, that their place is in the boardroom, and so on. And almost any adult male can tell you about the number of times that fatherly advice saved him from grief later on (assuming that he took it!).

But what about you? It turns out that good emotional and physical health are two-way streets when it comes to American families. Fathers who are active participants in family life report lower levels of both stress and depression, coupled with higher levels of satisfaction with their overall quality of life. There are other rewards of parenting as well, such as the importance of guiding a young person’s life, the joy of staying youthful yourself by becoming caught up in a young person’s activities, and finding that involvement in a child’s world expands your own world and friendships.

In this book, you’ll find suggestions, tips, examples, success stories, and a variety of schema intended to help you successfully navigate the rocks and shoals of being actively involved in your child’s life no matter what your physical distance from your child. Let’s take a moment to touch briefly on a few of these right now. We will explore each of these concepts in more depth in future chapters.

Keep the Lines of Communication Open

Although there’s never going to be an ideal time to be a long-distance dad, if you’re going to have to be one, now is the best time so far. With the advances our society has made in communication technology over the past couple of decades, you are not restricted to either the postal system or an expensive long-distance calling plan in order to be able to maintain contact with your child.

Thanks to things like webcams, you don’t even need to wait until your children are old enough to read and write in order to be able to interact effectively with them. On top of that you also have things like cellular phone calling plans that will allow your children to get a hold of you (and vice versa) anytime that they need or want to. Having unfettered, unrestricted access to your child, regardless of the physical distance currently between you, is one of the cornerstones of building a successful relationship with your child, and is a key tool in your ongoing struggle not to retreat into the fog and become a virtual stranger to them.

Of course, with those children who are old enough to read and write, you’ve got a couple of other valuable technological tools available to you in your quest to keep in close contact with them: e-mail accounts and chat programs. Both help cut the distance out of the miles between you. We’ll revisit these and other electronic means of staying close to your children in a later chapter.

Strengthening the Bond Between You and Your Kids

Sometimes the toughest thing for you as a father is to understand your child. Note that by “understand” I am not implying “agree with.” This is particularly true with regard to discipline. If you can discipline your children with care and understanding, you can do anything. Why? Simple. Discipline administered with understanding shows your kids that you’re not some drill master insisting on blind regard for an arbitrary set of rules made up by you and obeyed by them. Discipline administered in this manner displays caring, and a kid who knows that you care about him or her while also providing a healthily structured environment is already ten times less likely to drop out of school than a child reared in a more “chaotic” environment is.

“But wait,” you say. “This section is not titled ‘Disciplining Your Child,’ it’s titled, ‘Strengthening the Bond Between You and Your Kids.’ So why this talk about discipline?”

Once again, the answer is simple, and you’ll read this phrase over and over again in the course of reading this book: kids crave structure. Bonds between human beings are strengthened by such things as shared experiences, working as a team, showing commitment (remember that word, more on it below) to each other, and demonstrated compassion. Even a rebellious teenager craves the sort of structure that successful parenting provides in the home, if for no other reason than that it gives the kid something against which to rebel, and something to come back to once that rebellion is (hopefully) out of the kid’s system.

However, as I mentioned above, structure is only half of the equation. Structure in its own right is nothing more than a framework, a skeleton on which to hang the skin, heart, and kidneys of compassion, the neural network of understanding. Do you think it’s possible to love your kids without understanding them? Sure thing. Is it possible to love them without compassion for them? As objects, certainly. But if you love them, you’ve got to know them, and knowing them means understanding them. It’s not enough to simply understand them, though; you’ve got to demonstrate it. And that can be a tough row to hoe for some of us big, bad, manly types. More on this in Chapter 2.

Maintain Good Ties with the Mother of Your Children

Maybe you’ve picked up this book because you’re separated from your children’s mother. Maybe you’re already divorced. Maybe you’re married (happily or otherwise) and either on the road a lot or deployed overseas.

Whatever the legal status of your relationship with the mother of your children, the fact is that you have one, and you’re going to have one for the rest of your life, regardless of the age of your kids. If you hadn’t thought of that before, here’s your reality check: you have a relationship that ought to be prioritized, if not as highly as, nearly as highly as your relationship with your kids.

Setting aside notions of right and wrong (in the case of divorced long-distance dads) and fair distribution of parenting resources (in the case of road-warrior and deployed dads), the pragmatic side of your brain (and men are the “logical” ones, or at least seem to be the gender that most takes pride in being so) ought to tell you that maintaining the best possible relationship with the mother of your children is in your best interest! This is someone who can be either an ally in the struggle to raise healthy, emotionally independent adults or a thorn in your side, the one who is always turning your kids against you, bad-mouthing you to them, et cetera.

The long and the short of it is that the relationship between you and the mother of your children, like all relationships, takes effort, and making it a priority is just one more thing on what likely constitutes a massive daily to-do list on your part. But if you’re in your logical male mode, stop for a moment and conduct what our economist friends call a “cost-benefit analysis.”

The amount of effort you put into managing your relationship with your wife/ex-wife/ex-girlfriend is going to be far less than the amount of time, trouble, and expense with which you just may find yourself saddled should that relationship go sour. Sometimes managing that relationship requires nothing more than counting to ten before answering a question. Other times it’ll take a Herculean effort and hours and hours of talking.

Of course, if you’re independently wealthy, don’t need to work, have few friends and hobbies, and find yourself with more time and money than you need, you probably don’t see any downside to making things difficult for the mother of your kids. On the other hand, how many of these men actually exist?

We’ll discuss the myriad benefits of getting along with the mother of your children in more detail in Chapters 3 and 12.

Balance Work and Family

One important question that you, as a long-distance dad, must ask yourself is, “How do I successfully balance the needs of the workplace with the needs of my family?” Next, ask yourself how you will interact and bond with (smile at, talk to, play with, etc.) your child if you are separated from that child in those first few crucial months? Can an “absent” or long-distance dad be as good a father as a man who is “on the scene” day after day, working a nine-to-five job, sitting down to dinner with his child, showing up for all of that child’s activities? Of course he can! There have always been long-distance dads, and long-distance dads today have it easier than those in the past. Due to advancements in technology, they have a better chance of being involved in their child’s life than any of the long-distance dads of the past had.

Is an ever-present father really a realistic model? Can one say of that model that it is the only way to raise well-adjusted children? And what is the balance? Not only for “road warriors,” but also for dads who are more or less “traditional fathers,” what is that balance?

If you’re in your twenties or thirties, you’re probably going all-out to succeed, to establish yourself in a career. And since you’ve got a family to provide for, you’ve got that added pressure to do well in the workplace, get the promotion, bring home a greater financial stake to better provide for the family that you love, and so on. So again, you have to ask yourself, “How do I find that balance?” Is it possible to make that effort and, at the same time, be a loving and affectionate husband and father, one who is not distracted much of the time by the constant pull of work and the efforts required to earn a living? We’ll discuss these and other questions in further detail in Chapter 4.

Build a Support Network

The question above about balancing parenting and work and other philosophical questions lie at the center of good parenting. While the archetypal TV sitcom father is the inept, inattentive, and (literally) cartoonish Homer Simpson from The Simpsons, you don’t have the luxury of being able to lie back and let your family life come to you. It is important at times like this to recall that while you may be living alone or as a single parent, you’re certainly not alone in that.

Your church, synagogue, temple, or mosque can be a particular help to you in times of crisis, and even when you’re feeling all right with your work-life balance, it’s certainly not a bad idea to cultivate spiritual relationships that can reinforce your belief both in yourself and in something greater than yourself. If you’re not comfortable with organized religion, there are other options as well, such as your local community center; community outreach organizations; the National Fatherhood Initiative; and fraternal organizations such as the Masons, the Elks, the Eagles, and so on. But it’s tough to go this “alone” when you really do feel that way. We’ll explore this subject further in Chapter 5.

The Most Important Thing—Commitment

What counts most in what you do for a living? Ability? Sure. Initiative? All right. Timeliness? Certainly. No less a sage than Woody Allen, that beacon of manliness, said, “80 percent of success is showing up.”

And he was right, at least for the important role of fatherhood. Of course, “just showing up” demonstrates that most cardinal of fatherly virtues: commitment.

You can read all of the books in the world (including this one), take all of the courses, talk the best game, come up with engaging and innovative ideas for ways to gain and maintain meaningful time with your kids, but none of it will do you a lick of good without some commitment on your part. Commitment is the glue that holds together any solid relationship, especially during the rocky times. Since you’re the adult in this relationship, it’s incumbent on you to get the ball rolling, and to model for your kids what the word “commitment” really means. Sometimes it’s as simple as literally just showing up. Sometimes it’s not overreacting (or underreacting, for that matter) when the time comes to give your kid a consequence for having swiped twenty bucks from your wallet. Other times it’s writing that college tuition check. Still other times it’s taking them on that graduation vacation they’ve dreamed about for years.

Commitment takes involvement, and involvement, conversely, takes commitment.
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STABILITY AND STRUCTURE ARE IMPORTANT IN the life of any child, regardless of his or her age. In fact, the need for stability and structure is second only to your child’s need for your love, and constant reminders of that love. This chapter will discuss the different ways that kids need structure—from their parents, when learning that their dad will be gone, and when they spend time with you, either at their full-time home or at your house.

Explain the Time Spent Apart to Your Children

Explaining to children why Mom and Dad will be living apart is potentially very difficult and painful to all concerned. And it doesn’t matter whether you’re having this discussion with your children as a separated/ divorced dad, as a road-warrior dad, or as a deployed dad. Children are not developmentally equipped to live anywhere other than in the moment, where consequences (such as discipline) are either immediate or simply don’t occur. To them, a day can seem like a lifetime, and saying that Dad will be gone for only weeks/months/a year is usually going to have the same impact as saying that Dad is leaving for good. This is why when you have this talk with your kids, you must give it the same sort of effort and preparation that you would if you were discussing a permanent split.

It is a daunting experience because our children mean so much to us. The last thing we want to do is hurt or frighten our kids, and breaking the news to them does both. They need and deserve an explanation, and they have a right to know what to expect in their future. Fathers need to prepare themselves in order to explain the situation properly.

Taking the time necessary to understand what should and should not be said, and then rehearsing, will eliminate a lot of grief. To get a better understanding of what to say, you can pay for an hour of a counselor’s time or speak with a capable father who has been through the process himself.

Bear in mind that preparation is the key here. Try to anticipate your children’s questions, and try to be prepared for dealing with such inevitabilities as the first time your child is with you and says that she misses Mommy (phone calls are a godsend for dealing with that), or the first time she’s at home and you’re not and she says she misses you (with family calling plans, your child can have his or her own inexpensive cell phone that allows for unlimited talk time with both parents, for example).

Once a father knows what to say and how to say it, he needs to think about the proper place to communicate with his children. The privacy of home usually makes the most sense. Within the home, neutral places such as the living room, the kitchen table, or the back porch work well. These locations provide privacy and are nonthreatening. It is very important that you ensure that your family has privacy so everyone can feel it is safe to express their emotions.

Many fathers ask, “How much explaining should I do?” Depending on their age, children need to hear only those details that are appropriate and that directly affect their lives. Hearing the intimate details of their parents’ lives can damage children. Every talk will be different, but an explanation—albeit overly simplistic—might sound something like this:

For a divorced or separated dad:

“We need to have a family talk. I’ll talk first, and then it will be your turn. You know that your mother and I haven’t been getting along . . . so we have decided it is best to get a divorce. This only means that she and I won’t be living together. We still love you and both of us are always going to take care of you. We tried as hard as we could to live together and to be happy, but we can’t. So in the future, you will have two homes: one at this house and one at your mom’s.”

For married dads who are leaving due to business or the military:

“I’m going to serve our country” or “I’m going to be here”— at which time you point to the place on the map where you’ll be going—“for X number of days. I’ll do whatever it takes to help us get through this. I want you to know that I love you and that I will always be here whenever possible, and even when I’m not here physically, I will be thinking of you. I plan to be back on [state the date] for [however long you’ll be home].”

At this point in the conversation, give the children a chance to express themselves, indicating that it is safe for them to vent their feelings, whatever they are. Some may show their pain as anger, others may cry, and still others may end up showing no emotion at all.

Fathers can be certain their children are hurt. Ask them how they feel, hold them if they will let you. Let children know it’s okay to cry or to say whatever is on their minds. At this time— especially at this moment—they need to know they matter. Taking the time to prepare, explaining appropriately and in a safe place, and then listening assures them that you care.

Children will draw their own conclusions about why you’re leaving. Because of their inexperience, they lack understanding. Seldom will children consider how difficult divorce or one parent’s having to leave is for their parents—and at times children may even seem insensitive. Bear in mind, no matter how the talk appears to be received, the family will have many painful feelings to deal with.

If you’re divorcing, remember to hold your tongue if tempted to say something negative about your ex-spouse. This will limit conflict, help salve old wounds, and reassure the children that both parents will remain in the “family.” This is a key step in preparing for the long reconstruction period, during which acceptance and healing must take place. As child counselor Claudia Alonzo says, “I don’t think any parent should ever badmouth the other parent. And that is probably the hardest thing for parents not to do when they split up.”

Children mainly want to know how the separation is going to affect them. They want assurances, as evidenced by good plans, that their lives will go on as normally as possible. Where there are unavoidable disruptions, they need to know that you will make that transition as smooth as you can for them. The parent’s explanation should end with some open-ended questions designed to draw out the children’s concerns or, at least, “Do you have any questions?”

Family Meetings

Family meetings are a must for the father who is going to be away for long periods of time. These can be casual gatherings.

The father should think the meeting through beforehand and follow these tips:



[image: box1] Meet in a place where people feel comfortable.

[image: box1] Be sure the place is quiet so communication is possible.
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Gauge how much information to give your children based on how old they are and the type of relationship that you have with their mother. If you are divorced, make sure to explain to the children what differences they’ll be experiencing in the upcoming weeks, but assure them that the changes will even out and things will become normal. Assure them that their parents will always be in their lives. It is best to tell them what the new family will look like and how it will operate, keeping the focus on how Mom and Dad are going to work together to still be their parents and be involved in their lives.

Structure Interactions with Your Kids

No matter what situation you’re in, it will help your children remain positive if you structure every interaction that you have with them after you’ve become a long-distance dad. Nothing matters to your children more than knowing that you love them. Second is the sense of stability, and this comes from structure— a planned course of action—designed by the father, with his child’s need for stability in mind.

No matter what age the child is, a father can instill in him or her a sense of stability by repeating the same routine each time father and child meet or when interacting with them from afar. If a child is an infant, the father’s first words and touch (touching her cheek) may be the same each time the two of them meet, for example. Here are some more ideas:
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