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Whether there is a dad and mom raising children, a single dad, or even two dads, fathers are very important in the lives of children. Research over the years has consistently shown the benefits of their presence and the potential hazards of their absence. Being a dad has been and still is one of my most rewarding experiences. My children are now 35 and 37 and they remain my and my wife’s best friends. They have contributed significantly to our own development as people. A few years ago my wife and I were guests at a wedding in France. While there, I noticed that several of the wedding guests were young parents who brought their babies. I also noticed that most of the fathers were holding their babies, walking them, feeding them and changing their diapers while their wives were huddled in a group conversing. I mentioned to one father from Austria that I found it interesting that the traditional roles seemed almost reversed. He chuckled and said that this had evolved over three generations, and that his father’s father was aloof and distant from his son and the roles of father and mother were very rigid. His own father broke the tradition and was more communicative, nurturing, and supportive but only to a point. This young father had taken things even further and the time he interacts with his child is equal to or greater than what his wife does. 

When my children were born,  if I had asked the doctor to attend the birth, he would have thought that I was out of line. The idea of a father in the delivery room was ludicrous so I was encouraged to home and wait for the call. My going home is now met by my current students with shock and dismay. How could I have done such a thing? Times certainly have changed for the better. Nowadays fathers are encouraged to remain involved at the outset of pregnancy, and their presence in the delivery room is no longer an anomaly but an expectation.  

So what do fathers do for children that makes their presence a blessing and their absence a curse? For one thing, they play differently with children. They are more apt to engage in rough and tumble play which has a positive socializing impact on children. They also provide role models for what it means to be a man in society. For example, boys without fathers and who have little contact with positive males, tend to idealize and exaggerate what it means to be a man based on media images of hypermasculinity. These boys can grow up to be aggressive, violent, and aloof.  Girls without fathers may become more promiscuous as a means of dealing with the unfinished business of a loss of paternal affection and try to make up for it through frequent sexual encounters. Children of AWOL dads also tend to use drugs  and drop out of school more than those who interact frequently and positively with their dads. In this context AWOL does not necessarily mean not physically present. There are many fathers who are away from home a lot due to their jobs who are much more present in their childrens’ lives than some dads who are always home but buried behind a newspaper or a TV screen. 

Basically, fathers who are warm, close and involved tend to have more academically successful, empathic, and mentally healthy children whereas boys raised without fathers tend to be more aggressive and oppositional. One example from the animal world shows the dramatic impact of fathers. In one animal preserve in Africa there were rhinos being killed but the park rangers could not understand who could be doing this since the horns were intact. If poachers had done the killing, surely all the horns would have been missing.  They set up cameras at night to see if they could identify the perpetrators. What they saw shocked them. In one scene, a rhino was backed up against a tree literally shaking as he was being attacked by a small group of elephants. It seems that a whole group of baby elephants orphaned by the deaths of their parents were all placed in this park at the same time and they had since grown into adolescents without any adult elephant contact. They 

had virtually become a gang and were also terrorizing human families on the boundary of the park. The choice was to either kill them or move them elsewhere. When they sent them to a park that had adult male elephants, their troublesome behavior ceased immediately and did not recur. Sometimes the animal world has important lessons to teach.

When children’s dependency needs are not met, they can grow up with an intense need to attach themselves to others to the point of even compromising their own safety and well being. Good dads help teach children independence so they can grow up to be self-reliant, less influenced by indoctrination, and think for themselves. One of the most insidious outcomes of being a boy in the U.S.  and many other parts of the world is what William Pollack refers to as the “boy code”. This is when boys feel that they can’t cry, make mistakes or be empathic and tender. They must suppress their feelings and pretend to be tough and unaffected by things. When boys have available dads who are emotionally healthy, they are less likely to develop a stereotypical male identity based on machismo and detachment. These boys also show higher problem solving skills, analytic thinking, good science and math ability, strong self-esteem, generosity, peer popularity, leadership, responsibility, social maturity, and higher moral development. The impact that such fathers have on girls includes higher math skills, positive heterosexual relationships and relationships in general, greater self-reliance, and an ability to plan for the future. In general, children with good dads develop a stronger sexual identity, an improved ability to manage frustration, a willingness to explore new activities, persistence in problem solving, a decrease in violence, staying in school longer, higher work productivity as adults, better regulation of the intensity of feelings, and longer lasting relationships.

Dads themselves benefit from their own involvement. They tend to have overall better health, have higher self-esteem, and more satisfaction with work - a win-win situation. It is also important to not overlook the role of mothers in raising children and the wonderful job they do, especially as single parents. A landmark study was done several years ago to try to answer the question , Are mothers better parents than fathers? There wasn’t a shred of evidence to suggest one was a better parent than the other. However, almost everywhere in the world, women parent more than men. According to a recent Newsweek article, over 40 percent of boys are being raised without their biological fathers. Thus, it is time for more fathers to perform their much needed an important role. We need to find ways to help them do that. Mothers need a break and kids need all their needs met. The future may depend on it. 
