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 Glossary

NOTE TO THE READER

This book and its contents are not intended as a substitute for personal medical advice. While the advice and information in this book is believed to be accurate and true at the time of going to press, neither the authors nor the publishers can accept any legal responsibility or liability for any errors or omissions that may be made.



Introduction



On the whole, men aren’t huge readers of parenting books, but however you arrived here, I’m glad you did. Even though you may not have actually made the purchase, the fact that you’re reading this now means a lot. It means you’re ready to get stuck into being a great dad.


[image: ]



From day one, my intention in writing this book was to put together a practical, issues-focused companion to early fatherhood, which also looked at the personal, emotional adjustment that every man needs to make as he gets to grips with becoming a dad. It doesn’t need to be read in order, so please feel free to dip in and out. As you do, I hope that you’ll soon find yourself moving beyond the (all important) ‘which wet wipe is better?’ question and find yourself thinking about your whole approach to the messy but wonderful world that is fatherhood. Becoming a brand new, first-time dad is an uncharted journey, but it’s also a chance to make your particular mark.

The book takes the view that being a dad is more of an art than a science – finding your own interpretation of what fatherhood means for you and your son, or you and your daughter. Unfortunately there’s no sure-fire way to raise a perfect and happy child. I’d love to be able to tell you that success is guaranteed but it’s not. It’s life’s greatest adventure, but it’s life’s greatest experiment too. There’s a lot of fun to be had but you’ll need to be prepared for a few explosions and the finished product may not turn out the way you expected.

However it goes for you, never forget this: fantastic first-time fathers know that, amidst the chaos and unpredictability, the secret of really successful fatherhood is simply sticking at it.

Tim Mungeam



1 Can I do this?



Becoming a dad is the start of a thrilling journey. However, it may not feel like that when you first hear the news – shock, panic and fear are common reactions to all major adjustments, and this may be the biggest life adjustment that you’ll ever be asked to undertake.

Me? A dad?

From the moment your partner, wife or girlfriend told you that she was expecting, the likelihood is that you will have found yourself battling a range of conflicting emotions: delight, fear, excitement, anxiety, confidence and insecurity. It may feel as though your every action and decision now carries a new significance, with implications not only for you but for two other people. The buck stops here. In an instant, life has changed and at times the responsibility can feel overwhelming. Questions like ‘Am I ready?’, ‘Am I mature enough?’ and ‘Can we afford it?’ will be making regular appearances in the forefront of your mind.

All these questions are perfectly normal – beginning to ask yourself these kinds of things is an important stage in preparing yourself for fatherhood. But the truthful answer to most of them is probably ‘no’. Put simply, no-one can ever be completely prepared because parenthood first time around is a journey into the unknown.

Your legacy

Becoming a dad is an incredible privilege and you’ll soon realize that fatherhood is the most important job you’ll ever have. Forget the dreams of businessmen and politicians – fatherhood guarantees that you’ll leave a flesh-and-blood legacy: your child. If that sounds daunting, you’re probably in the right place, psychologically speaking. The actor Ed Asner summed up the essence of early parenthood perfectly when he jokingly described it as ‘part joy, part guerrilla warfare’. The life of a new dad is punctuated with many ‘top of the world’ moments but these will be accompanied by a fair share of moments where you ask yourself, ‘How did I get myself into this?’. But the truth is, you only need to spend a little time in the presence of a loving father and his daughter or son to see that the rewards of fatherhood are well worth the effort.





Keep calm and carry on

The early days of discovering that you’re going to be a dad can be stressful but try not to get overwhelmed. The four ‘Rs’ of fatherhood are handy to remember at this stage:


	Resolve to be an informed, committed, involved dad from day one, even if you’re quaking in your boots.

	Relax – you can’t anticipate everything, so don’t even start thinking about how you can plan everything out onto an Excel spreadsheet.

	Reach out to your partner – she is probably just as anxious as you, even if she seems completely elated. This is a big step for both of you.

	Remember that a mixture of emotions is perfectly natural. If you have any ideas about how the ‘perfect dad’ wouldn’t feel anything but joy, take a quick peek at page 12. Humans are complicated and so are their reactions and emotions.








Six billion plus one

It’s estimated that worldwide, 252 children are born every minute. That’s four brand new babies a second. You may think that you’ve had a hectic 24 hours, but since this time yesterday the global population has increased by a hefty 362,880 people. In the time it took you to read this paragraph, the lungs of two football teams’ worth of children have taken their first breaths. It’s a mind-boggling statistic.

On the other hand, the fact that a third of a million babies have been born since yesterday and a further six billion people have successfully negotiated their way into the global village already probably makes zero difference to the way you feel at the moment. Because now it’s your turn: your baby, your partner’s pregnancy and your journey into fatherhood. This whole child-rearing thing looks very different when it’s up close and personal. But remember this: despite the alarming nature of the task, many, many other dads have done it. Look around you. If those guys can do it, you can too.
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In just 24 hours, around 363,000 babies are born – that’s 252 a minute



Don’t try to be John Wayne

As you go through this major life-adjustment, you’ll probably find yourself evaluating your goals and priorities, and this is important, because it will help you define your role as dad for yourself, rather than accepting some media or big-screen version. What are the big things that are important to you in your life? What aspects of your personality and character would you like your child to inherit? More importantly, what would you prefer they didn’t? What kind of role would you like to play in this little person’s life?
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Wow! @Sophie’s just told me we’re having a baby. Delighted and excited. Need to sit down. #responsibilitybites






Becoming a dad will force you to really examine who you are, and how you came to be that person. We’re talking about examining bedrock beliefs here, so no wonder it feels alarming. While you might be tempted to put on a strong, silent front, mentally retreating to a cave and pretending nothing much is happening, this isn’t the way to play it. Successful parenthood depends upon genuine communication. Many men believe that it’s their job to protect their partner and, during pregnancy, this can translate into a wish not to ‘bother her’ with their own concerns. However, a moment’s reflection shows this to be faulty thinking. Your partner needs to know that you’re as involved as she is, and by talking about your thoughts and concerns, she’ll realize that both of you are in this together. She’ll feel more confident that you understand what she’s going through. And by acknowledging your feelings, you’ll find out just how normal they really are.

Condensed idea

Becoming a dad is a fantastic but life-changing experience



2 Dads are different



Evidence shows that involved, informed dads have a vital role to play in helping their sons and daughters grow up to be rounded, secure and happy individuals. Kids can’t rely on mums alone.

Dads are important

Most parenting books are aimed at mums and focus on the health and wellbeing of the woman and her baby through pregnancy and birth. This seems about right, given that mums are at the sharp end of early parenthood. As someone who can just about handle a dose of ‘man flu’, I can’t begin to imagine how I would negotiate morning sickness, let alone experience agonizing contractions and hours of labour. The flipside of this focus on maternity, however, is that we can lose sight of the crucial contribution that dads can make too.

Every dad – just like every mum – matters. Research shows that informed, open-minded and ever-ready-to-learn dads can make all the difference to how good their children feel about themselves. Children with supportive dads are, for example, better at forming friendships. They exhibit fewer behavioural problems and tend to do better at school. Evidence suggests that the influence of a loving, ‘get stuck in’ dad from an early age reaps rewards later in life too, helping a child grow into a secure, confident adult, who is better at building and retaining relationships.

Male and female brains

The importance of fathers to their children is becoming better understood. Men and women are certainly equal, but they are not identical – studies are constantly advancing our understanding of how male and female brains work, and pointing up the differences. Neuroscientists and psychologists who have studied gender and brain difference talk about ‘male’ and ‘female’ brains to emphasize two extremes of a spectrum. On the extreme ‘male’ end of the spectrum, the skills involved in systematizing and categorizing are exceptional, while at the ‘female’ extreme, the skills involved in understanding and caring for other people are paramount. However, real men and women fall somewhere along this line, with some men cultivating great emotional intelligence skills, and some women being brilliant at systems and logical compartmentalizing.
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I seem to have mislaid my fatherhood instruction manual. I think it might be with the car keys (wherever they are…). #missionimpossible?






What does all this mean for parenting? One thing it means – if you tend towards the extreme male end of the spectrum – is that you probably want to skip the advice in the last chapter that suggests talking openly and honestly to your partner, and sharing your feelings. But it also means that you’re likely to be good at looking at impending parenthood in a different way to your partner.

Take a look around your local town. You’ll probably notice that mums often walk with babies in a sling holding the baby’s face pointing inwards, towards them, while dads favour pointing the baby’s face outwards, towards the world. While your partner is thinking about your child’s internal world, it’s likely that you’ll have more of an eye on his external world – noticing the potential harms that might befall him, and the great opportunities within his grasp.





Dad facts

The role a father plays in his children’s day-to-day life has changed dramatically over the years.


	British fathers’ care of infants and young children rose by 800 per cent between 1975 and 1997, from 15 minutes to two hours on an average working day.

	In the UK, dads in two-parent families do an average of 25 per cent of the childcare-related activities during the week and 30 per cent at weekends.

	The pace of change is increasing. Between 2002 and 2005, the percentage of new fathers in the UK who chose flexible working hours to spend more time with their babies, rose from 11 per cent to 31 per cent.

	In the USA, married fathers more than doubled the time spent exclusively on childcare activities from 2.6 hours per week in 1965 to 6.5 hours in 2000.

	Australian fathers’ care of children has also risen dramatically, especially the time spent in sole charge of children at home.








Risk ready

Psychological research has shown that men are more likely to take risks than women. There are several reasons for this, but perhaps the main one is that the area of the brain that weighs up risks and possible outcomes (the frontal lobes) is guarded by a filtering system called the Reticular Activating System (RAS). Simply put, this filter prevents your brain from suffering ‘data overload’, by helping you to choose what to pay attention to and what to ignore. In the female brain, it lets through lots of information, so women see and assess risk clearly. In the male brain, however, the filter lets through much less information. It takes much more for the male brain to ‘wake up’ to risk, with the result that we’re likely to drive faster and jump higher off diving boards. This was probably very handy when we were engaged in the risky business of hunting bison and living in caves. Meanwhile, the mums were collecting vegetation to eat, lighting fires, making clothes, and running camps, all while watching that the kids didn’t get eaten by a passing fearsome wild animal.

If you want to see this risk-taking in action, watch a dad with his child. Parenting expert Professor Ross D. Parke suggests that the dad will, most likely, be picking her up, lifting her high into the air and throwing his head back so that they are looking into each other’s faces. As she laughs, he’ll lower her back down, give her a shake and a tickle, and hoist her into the air again. Later on, mum might sit her daughter on her lap, talking and singing, while the baby watches, transfixed and calm.

Dads are not second-class mums

Dispel the notion that one of you will be a ‘primary’ and the other a ‘secondary’ carer. Challenge prejudice when you encounter it, but also notice when you occasionally fall into the extremes of the ‘male’ brain pattern. Your mission is to model your best version of what positive masculinity looks like. It will mean showing your son or daughter how a good man should be. Oh, and one more thing about the male brain? It not only takes longer to ‘wake up’ – it also gets bored more quickly and goes ‘back to sleep’ faster than the female one. Which means at night, you’ll be slower to wake and faster to get back to sleep than your partner. She’ll envy you that one, believe me.
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Condensed idea

Play to your strengths and work on your weaknesses
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