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Father's Time

By: Paul Roberts, Bill Moseley
Summary: Understanding the challenges of fatherhood.

This was supposed to be the Golden Era of Find a therapist
Paternity. After decades of domestic aloofness, near vou.

men came charging into parenthood with an almost
religious enthusiasm. We attended Lamaze classes
and crowded into birthing rooms. We mastered
diapering, spent more time at home with the kids,
and wallowed in the flood of "papa" literature
unleashed by Bill Cosby's 1986 bestseller
Fatherhood.

Enter your City or Zip:

Yet for all of our fervor, the paternal revolution has

had a slightly hollow ring. It's not simply the

relentless accounts of fatherhood's dark side--the abuse, the neglect, the abandonment--
that make us so self-conscious. Rather, it's the fact that for all our earnest sensitivity, we
can't escape questions of our psychological necessity. What is it, precisely, that fathers
do? What critical difference do we make in the lives of our children?

Think about it. The modern mother, no matter how many nontraditional duties she
assumes, is still seen as the family's primary nurturer and emotional guardian. It's in her
genes. It's in her soul. But mainstream Western society accords no corresponding position
to the modern father. Aside from chromosomes and feeling somewhat responsible for
household income, there's no similarly celebrated deep link between father and child, no
widely recognized "paternal instinct." Margaret Mead's quip that fathers are "a biological
necessity but a social accident" may be a little harsh. But it does capture the second-
banana status that many fathers have when it comes to taking their measure as parents.

Happily, a new wave of research is likely to substantially boost that standing. Over the
last decade, researchers like Jay Belsky, Ph.D., at Pennsylvania State University, and Ross
Parke, Ph.D., of the University of California/Riverside Center for Family Studies, have
been mapping out the psychology of the father-child bond, detailing how it functions and
how it differs--sometimes substantially--from the bond between mother and child. What
emerges from their work is the beginning of a truly modern concept of paternity, one in
which old assumptions are overturned or, at the very least, cast in a radically different
light. Far from Mead's "social accident," fatherhood turns out to be a complex and unique
phenomenon with huge consequences for the emotional and intellectual growth of
children.

Key to this new idea of fatherhood is a premise so mundane that most of us take it for
granted: fathers parent differently than mothers do. They play with their children more.

Their interactions tend to be more physical and less intimate, with more of a reliance on
humor and excitement. While such distinctions may hardly seem revelatory, they can
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mean a world of difference to kids. A father's more playful interactive style, for example,
turns out to be critical in teaching a child emotional self-control. Likewise, father-child
interactions appear to be central to the development of a child's ability to maintain strong,
fulfilling social relationships later in life.

But it's not simply a matter of paternal behavior differing from maternal methods. The
fabric of the father-child bond is also different. Studies show that fathers with low self-
esteem have a greater negative impact on their children than do mothers who don't like
themselves. In addition, the father-child bond seems to be more fragile--and therefore
more easily severed--during periods of strife between parents.

Amid this welter of findings two things are dear. First, given our rapidly evolving
conceptions of "father" and "family," fatherhood in the 1990s is probably tougher,
psychologically, than at any other time in recent history. Plainly put, there are precious
few positive role models to guide today's papas. Yet at the same time, the absence of any
guidance holds hidden promise. Given the new information on fatherhood, the potential
for a rich and deeply rewarding paternal experience is significantly greater today than
even a generation ago. "The possibilities for fathering have never been better," Belsky
says. "Culturally speaking, there is so much more that fathers are 'allowed' to do."

OUR FOREFATHERS

The surge of interest in fatherhood has a distinctly modern feel, as if after thousands of
years of unquestioned maternal preeminence, men are just now discovering and asserting
their parental prerogatives. But in fact, this unquestioned maternal dominance is itself a
relatively recent development. Up until the mid-1700s, when most fathers worked in or
near the home and took a much greater hand in child rearing, Western culture regarded
them and not mothers as the more competent parent--and ultimately held them more
responsible for how their children turned out. Not only were books and manuals on
parenting written chiefly for men, according to R. L. Griswold, author of Fatherhood in
America, men were routinely awarded custody of their kids in cases of divorce.

With the Industrial Revolution, however, more fathers began working outside their homes
and thus were effectively removed from domestic life. As Vicky Phares, Ph.D., assistant
professor of psychology at the University of South Florida, wrote in Fathers and
Developmental Psychopathology, industrialization ushered in the "feminization of the
domestic sphere and the marginalization of fathers' involvement with their children." By
the mid-1800s, Phares notes, "child-rearing manuals were geared toward mothers, and
this trend continued for the most part until the mid-1970s."

The implication here--that parental roles have largely been defined by economics--is still a
subject of cultural debate. Less arguable, however, is the fact that by the turn of the
twentieth century, both science and society saw the psychology of parenting largely as
the psychology of motherhood. Not only were mothers somehow more "naturally" inclined
to parent, they were also genetically better prepared for the task. Indeed, in 1916, Phares
notes, one prominent investigator went so far as to "prove" the existence of the maternal
instinct and the lack of a paternal equivalent--largely based on the notion that "few
fathers were naturally skilled at taking care of infants."

Granted, bogus scientific claims were plentiful in those times. But even Freud, who
believed fathers figured heavily in children's development of conscience and sexual
identity, dismissed the idea that they had any impact until well past a child's third year.
And even then, many psychologists argued, these paternal contributions consisted
primarily of providing income, discipline, and a masculine role model, along with periodic
injections of what might be called "real world" experience--that is, things that took place
outside the home. "The classical psychological view held that a father's 'job' was to
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expand his children's horizon beyond the bosom of the family and the mother-child
relationship," Belsky observes. "Mothers preserved and protected children from
discomfort. But fathers imposed a realistic, the-world-is-tough perspective."

By the 1920s, the classic "mother-centric" view was showing its cracks. Not only did
subsequent empirical studies find little hard evidence of any unique maternal instinct but,
as Phares points out, the phenomenon of "mother-blaming"--that is, blaming mothers for
all the emotional and behavioral problems of their children--prodded some researchers
(and, no doubt, a good many mothers) to ask whether fathers might share some of the
responsibility.

By the 1950s, science began to recognize that there was some paternal impact on early
childhood--even if it was only in the negative context of divorce or the extended absence
of a father. Psychologist Michael Lamb, Ph.D., research director at the National Institute
for Child Health and Human Development in Bethesda, Maryland, explains: "The
assumption was that by comparing the behavior and personalities of children raised with
and without fathers, one could--essentially by a process of subtraction--estimate what
sort of influence fathers typically had."

WHAT DADS DO

It wasn't until the feminist movement of the 1970s that researchers thought to ask
whether dads could be as nurturing as moms. To everyone's astonishment, the answer
was yes.

Actually, that was half the answer. Subsequent inquiries showed that while fathers could
be as nurturing as mothers, they tended to leave such duties to moms. Hardly news to
millions of overworked women, this finding was crucial. For the first time, researchers
began systematically studying how and why male and female parenting strategies
diverged, and more to the point, what those differences meant for children.

Although the total fatherhood experience runs from conception on, research has focused
most keenly on the first few years of the parent-child relationship. It's here that children
are most open to parental influence; they function primarily as receivers, consuming not
only huge quantities of nourishment and comfort but stimuli as well. For decades,
investigators have understood that infants not only enjoy taking in such rudimentary
knowledge but absolutely require it for intellectual, physical, and especially emotional
growth.

Without such constant interaction, argues W. Andrew Collins, Ph.D., of the University of
Minnesota's Institute for Child Development, infants might never fully develop a sense of
comfort and security. As important, they might not develop a sense of being connected
to--and thus having some degree of control over--the world around them. "The key

ingredient is a 'contingent responsiveness'," says Collins, "where infants learn their
actions will elicit certain reliable responses from others."

It's also during this crucial period that one of the most fundamental differences between
male and female parenting styles takes place. Work by several psychiatrists, including
San Diego's Martin Greenberg, M.D., and Kyle Pruett, M.D., a professor of psychiatry at
the Yale Child Study Center, suggests that while new mothers are inclined to relate to
their infants in a more soothing, loving, and serious way, new fathers "hold their children
differently and have a different kind of patience and frustration cycle than mothers,"
Pruett observes.

Why it is fathers behave this way isn't entirely clear. (And when fathers are primary
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caregivers, they are likely to display many of the so-called maternal traits.) Some studies
suggest these gender differences are part of a larger male preference for stimulating,
novel activities that arises from neurobiological differences in the way stimuli and
pleasure are linked in male and female brains, and likely a result of genetics. Individuals
high in the sensation-seeking trait are far more likely to engage in new and exciting
pastimes. Though not all guys qualify as sensation seekers, the trait is far more common
in men--particularly young ones--than it is in women, and might help explain why many
young fathers start off having a parenting style that's stimulating for them as well as their
child.

DADDY DYNAMIC

Whatever its origins, this more playful, jocular approach carries major consequences for
developing children. Where the "average" mother cushions her baby against irritating
stimulation, the "average" father heaps it on, consistently producing a broader range of
arousal. The resulting ups and downs force children to "stretch," emotionally and
physically.

This emotion-stretching dynamic becomes more pronounced as father-child relationships
enter into their second and third years. When playing, fathers tend to be more physical
with their toddlers--wrestling, playing tag, and so on--while mothers emphasize verbal
exchanges and interacting with objects, like toys. In nearly all instances, says Lamb,
fathers are much more likely "to get children worked up, negatively or positively, with
fear as well as delight, forcing them to learn to regulate their feelings."

In a sense, then, fathers push children to cope with the world outside the mother-child
bond, as classical theory argued. But more than this, fathering behavior also seems to
make children develop a more complex set of interactive skills, what Parke calls
"emotional communication” skills.

First, children learn how to "read" their father's emotions via his facial expressions, tone
of voice, and other nonverbal cues, and respond accordingly. Is Daddy really going to
chase me down and gobble me up, or is he joking? Did I really hurt Daddy by poking him
in the eye? Is Daddy in the mood to play, or is he tired?

Second, children learn how to clearly communicate their own emotions to others. One
common example is the child who by crying lets her daddy know that he's playing too
roughly or is scaring her. Kids also learn to indicate when interactions aren't stimulating
enough; they'll show they've lost interest by not responding or wandering off.

Finally, children learn how to "listen" to their own emotional state. For instance, a child
soon learns that if he becomes too "worked up" and begins to cry, he may in effect drive
his play partner away.

The consequences of such emotional mastery are far-reaching. By successfully coping
with stimulating, emotionally stretching interactions, children learn that they can indeed
effect change both on internal matters (their feelings) and in the outside world (their
father's actions). In that regard, links have been found between the quality of father-child
interactions and a child's later development of certain life skills, including an ability to
manage frustration, a willingness to explore new things and activities, and persistence in
problem solving.

As important as learning to regulate the emotional intensity of their interactions is
children's ability to master the larger interactive process, the give and take that makes up
social communication. "Kids who learn how to decode and encode emotions early on will
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be better off later when it comes to any social encounter," Parke says.

Such benefits have been intensely studied in the area of sibling relationships. Work by
Belsky and Brenda Volling, Ph.D., an assistant professor of psychology at the University of
Michigan, suggests that the emotion-management "lessons" learned by children from their
fathers during play are applied later in interactions with siblings--and ultimately with
people outside the family--and lead to more cooperation and less fighting. The press
release announcing Belsky and Volling's research quipped, "If Adam had been a better
father, things might have turned out differently for Cain and Abel."

Such findings come with plenty of caveats. A mother's more comforting manner is just as
crucial to her children, helping them foster, among other things, a critical sense of
security and self-confidence. Indeed, a mere preference for stimulating activities does not
a good father make; obviously, the quality of father-child interactions is important.
Successful fathers both monitor and modulate their play, maintaining a level of
stimulation that keeps children engaged without making them feel like they've been
pushed too far. This requires complete engagement--something many of today's busy
fathers find difficult to manage. "What often happens is fathers don't pay attention to the
cues their kids are sending," Belsky says. "A kid is crying 'uncle' and his father doesn't
hear it."

Of course, fathers aren't the only parent who can teach these coping skills. Mothers
physically play with their kids and, depending on the dynamics and history of the family
may also be the ones providing more of a "paternal" influence--teaching coping skills
through play. Yet this "stretching" role typically falls to fathers because men gravitate
toward less intimate, more physical interactions. And, as Reed Larson, Ph.D., a
psychologist at the University of Illinois-Champagne, observes, "when dads stop having
fun interacting with their kids, they're more likely than mothers to exit."

Whether these differences are genetic, cultural, or, more likely, a combination of the two,
is still hotly debated. But the fact remains that in terms of time spent with children,
fathers typically spend more of it playing with their kids than mothers do--a difference
that, from very early on, children pick up on. Studies show that during stressful
situations, one-year-old and 18-month-old babies more often turn to their primary
caretaker--in most families, mom--for help. By contrast, when researchers measured so-
called affiliative behaviors like smiling and vocalizing, during their first two years, babies
showed a preference for their fathers. Just as dramatic, almost as soon as a child can
crawl or walk, he or she will typically seek out dad for play and morn for comfort and
other needs.

DOWNSIDE OF THE DADDY TRACK

On the face of it, fathers would seem to enjoy considerable advantages over mothers
during their children's first years. Not only do they do less of the dirty work, but it's
almost as if they've been anointed to handle the fun part of parenting. Yet as time goes
on this situation changes dramatically. While a mother's more intimate, need-related
approach to parenting generally continues to cement her bond with her children, a
father's more playful and stimulating style steadily loses its appeal. By the age of eight or
nine, a child may already be angry at his father's teasing, or bored or annoyed by his I'm-
gonna-gitcha style.

This discrepancy often becomes quite pronounced as children reach adolescence.
Research suggests that preteens and teens of both sexes continue to rely on their
mothers for intimacy and needs, and increasingly view her as the favored parent for
topics requiring sensitivity and trust. By contrast, Parke says, the joking, playful style that
serves fathers so well during children's first years may begin to alienate teens, giving
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them the impression that their father doesn't take their thoughts and needs seriously.

Adding to this tension is the father's traditional role as the dispenser of discipline and
firmness. It's hypothesized that fathers' less intimate interactive style may make it easier-
-although not more pleasant--for them to play the "heavy." In any case, adolescents
come to see their fathers as the harsher, more distant parent. This feeling may increase
teenagers' tendency to interact more often and intimately with their mothers, which in
turn only heightens the sense of estrangement and tension between fathers and their
kids.

As to whether fathers' possibly not being at home as much as mothers makes it easier or
more difficult for them to be the disciplinarian, Parke says there are too many other
factors involved to make such a determination. He does note, however, that many
mothers faced with unruly kids still employ the threat, "Wait 'til your father gets home."

Clearly, the distance between fathers and adolescent children is not solely a result of
fathers' playfulness earlier on. A central function of adolescence is a child's gradual
movement toward emotional and physical autonomy from both parents. But studies
suggest this movement is most directly and forcefully spurred by fathers' less intimate
ways.

Does a father's parenting style during adolescence produce more closeness between
father and child? The answer is probably no, says Parke. But if the question is, does a
father's style serve a launching, independence-gaining function, the answer is probably
yes. "Mothers' continued nurturance maintains a child's connectedness to the family,
while fathers encourage differentiation," Parke says. In fact, according to a recent survey
of adolescents by Israeli researchers Shmuel Shulman, Ph.D., and Moshe Klein, Ph.D.,
most perceived their fathers as being the primary source of support for their teenage
autonomy.

Such notions will undoubtedly strike some as disturbingly regressive, as if researchers
have simply found new, complex ways to justify outdated stereotypes of paternal
behavior. For as any sensitive observer knows, the totality of fatherhood goes well beyond
a tendency toward stimulating interactions and away from intimacy. Nonetheless, this
does appear to be a central component of fathering behavior and may help explain why
some seemingly antiquated modes of fathering persist. Despite evolution in gender roles,
Belsky says, fathers are still more likely to provide less sensitivity, require kids to adjust
to 'tough' realities, and perhaps be less understanding and empathetic.

Yet if the father-child bond truly serves as a mechanism for preparing children for the
external world, the bond itself seems remarkably sensitive, even vulnerable, to that
world. External variables, such as a father's relationships beyond his family--and in
particular his experience in the workplace--appear to be linked to both the kinds of
fathering behavior he exhibits and the success he achieves with it. Some of these links
are obvious. Few would be surprised to learn that fathers with high-stress jobs are apt to
be more distant from their kids or use harsher, physical discipline when dealing with
youthful infractions.

Other links between a man's external world and the way he fathers are more subtle.
According to Parke, there are significant and intriguing fathering differences between men
whose jobs involve a great degree of independence and those who are heavily managed.
Fathers with workplace autonomy tend to expect and encourage more independence in
their children. Moreover, they generally place greater emphasis on a child's intent when
assessing misbehavior, and aren't inclined toward physical discipline. By contrast, men in
highly supervised jobs with little autonomy are more likely to value and expect conformity
from their kids. They're also more likely to consider the consequences of their children's
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misbehavior when meting out punishment, and discipline them physically.

This so-called spillover effect is hardly mysterious. We would expect parents whose jobs
reward them for creativity, independence, and intent to value those qualities, and to
emphasize them in their interactions with their children. Not that men have a monopoly
on job spillover.

A mother whose job is stressful probably isn't able to parent at one hundred percent
either.

DADS WHO DISCONNECT

Other factors may also have a greater impact on the father-child bond than on the bond
between mother and child. "If things aren't going well in a marriage," says Lamb, "it's
more likely to have a negative impact on a father's relationship with his child." This is
surely due in part to a child's history of intimacy with his or her mother. But Lamb also
speculates that fathers simply find it easier to "disconnect" from their kids during times of
conflict.

Speculations like these raise the specter of some genetic explanation. If fathers are
inclined to relate to their children in a less intimate way, they may naturally be less
capable of building and maintaining strong parent-child bonds. Yet while Lamb and Parke
acknowledge some degree of innate, gender-related parenting differences, they place far
more emphasis on cultural or learned factors.

Of these, the most important may be the parenting models today's men and women have
from their own childhoods--models that very likely ran along traditional lines, and most
significantly indicated mothering was mandatory and fathering far more discretionary. A
mother may be angry and depressed, Lamb says, "but parenting has to be done and the
buck stops with her, whereas dads have traditionally been given leeway."

It's changing, of course. New legal sanctions, such as those against deadbeat dads,
coupled with a rising sense--not just among conservatives--of fathers' familial obligations,
are making it tougher for men to simply walk away physically or emotionally. Today men
getting divorced are likely to fight for primary or joint custody of their kids. We may even
reach a point where one parent isn't deemed mandatory and the other "allowed" to drop
back.

BRINGING THE REVOLUTION HOME

Researchers say the more compelling changes in fathering are, or ought to be, taking
place not just on a social level but on a personal one. One of the simplest steps is
refiguring the division of parental duties: mom takes on some of the play master role,
while dad does more of the need-based parenting--everything from changing diapers to
ferrying the kids to dance lessons. By doing more of the "mandatory" parenting, Parke
says, fathers will encourage their kids to see them not simply as a playmate, but as a
comfort provider too.

No one's advocating a complete role reversal, or suggesting a complete shift is possible.
Parke says men have difficulty "glaring up their robust interactive styles, even when they
are the parent staying at home." Instead, families should take advantage of the difference
between men's and women's parenting approaches. Since fathers' boisterous antics seem
to help prepare children for life outside the family, mothers shouldn't cancel this out by
intervening or being overly protective.

http://cms.psychologytoday.com/articles/index.php?term=pto-19960501-000041.xml&prin... 9/21/2005



Psychology Today: Father's Time Page 8 of 9

At the same time, a more androgynous approach has its advantages. Children will be less
inclined to mark one parent for fun and the other for comfort. For fathers, this might
mean more opportunities to deal with emotional ups and downs and develop the empathy
and emotional depth.

Of course, fathers will experience difficulties making this shift. Yet the potential rewards
are huge. Not only will we give our children more progressive examples of parenting--
examples that will be crucial when they raise their own children--but we'll greatly enhance
our own parenting experiences.

Fatherhood may be more confusing and open-ended than ever before, but the
possibilities--for those willing to take the risks--are endless. "In the theater of modern
family life," says Belsky, "there are just many more parts that fathers can play."

PAUL ROBERTS is a Seattle-based freelance writer. Actor BILL MOSELY interviewed
Timothy Leary for PT in 1995.

CREATING A NEW PATRIARCHY

Even the most dedicated dads quickly discover that the road to modern fatherhood is
strewn with obstacles. Positive role models are in short supply and personal experiences
are usually no help. Jerrold Lee Shapiro, Ph.D, professor of psychology at Santa Clara
University, says understanding your relationship with your own father is the first step. If
not, you're bound to automatically and unconciously replicate things from your childhood.

Here are several strategies both parents can use to strengthen the father child bond.

o Start early. While involvement doesn't always equal intimacy, fathers who immerse
themselves in all aspects of parenting from birth on are more likely to be closer to their
children. Take part in as many prenatal activities as possible and schedule at least a week
away from work after the baby is born to practice parenting skills and overcome anxieties
about handling the baby.

o Create "fathering space": Schedule times and activities in which you take care of your
newborn entirely on your own. The traditional practice of deferring to mothers as
"experts" gives new fathers few chances to hone their parenting skills, bolster their
confidence, and build solid bonds with baby.

Sue Dickinson, M.S.W., a marriage and family therapist in Cle Elum, Washington,
suggests persuading mom to go out of the house so you can have the experience of being
the parent. Martin Greenberg, M.D., recommends bundling your baby in a chest pack and
going for walks. The feeling of a baby's body--together with his or her warmth and smell--
is captivating.

o Articulate feelings. Although fatherhood is routinely described as "the most wonderful
experience" a man can have, new fathers may feel anxious, fearful, and frustrated. They
may also be jealous of the time their wives spend with the baby and of their wives'
"natural" parenting skills. These feelings may only make it harder for you to
wholeheartedly participate in parenting and create distance between you and your child.
New fathers need to identify such feelings and discuss them with their wives.

0 Mind the details. Tune in to your children and avoid relying on mom to "read" what your
baby wants.
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o Respect diversity. Accept your partner's parenting style without criticizing. Mothers
often regard fathers' more boisterous style as too harsh or insensitive. But such criticism
can derail a dad's desire for involvement. "Just because he's doing something you
wouldn't do doesn't make it wrong," says Jay Belsky, Ph.D. Mothers have to temper their
need to protect and remember dads offer things moms don't.

0 Be realistic. Fathers who want to adopt a more hands-on approach than they
themselves experienced are often frustrated when kids don't immediately respond. But
children accustomed to having room as the primary caregiver simply cannot adapt to
"sudden" paternal involvement overnight. Above all, parenting requires patience.
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