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Words by (and about) Fathers

I received an email from a father that consisted entirely of three words:

Yes

OK

Yes


And that was the entire email! Now, in all fairness it was a reply to an email I sent him that consisted entirely of three questions and his email provided me all the needed answers. But it made me think that if my email was to a mother the reply would have included “Hi Steve, Thanks for your email….Looking forward to ….Hope to see you soon….Take care.” 


No huge surprise here. Mothers and fathers are different when it comes to all things pertaining to words and communication. And I certainly have seen improvements over the course of my 58 years and while fathers today communicate much better than fathers did when I was growing up, the gap between mothers and fathers (husbands and wives!) is still a significant factor in marriages and parenting. 

Picture a group of men, maybe on a camping trip or at one of their homes: What might they be talking about? Now imagine a group of women: What might they be talking about? Which group is more likely to be talking about boats, new applications for their cell phone, or sports? Which group is more likely to be talking about feelings and shared life struggles?

With Father’s Day approaching, and as a father, I wanted to highlight the obvious fact that our children need to hear important words from us. They need to hear our words of praise, guidance about life’s upsets and disappointments, stories that convey both our values and our sense of optimism about the world around us. If a father needs to do some work to be sure those important words get said, then that is work that needs to be done. And similarly, if a mother says all the important words and a lot of less important words as well, then there might be important work needed in this direction too. 

There is so much we want to give our children and so much of that will be conveyed in words. And there are two steps required for successful communication. The first step is that the words need to be said and the second step is that the words need to be heard by our children. If a father doesn’t say the important words or if a mother’s important words are buried amidst too many unimportant ones, the end result is the same: They do not get heard by our children.

Fathers are an easy target when the topic is communication but a man of few words can give his children many gifts if he makes sure to say what needs to be said. Just as mothers need to be sure that their important words aren’t hidden by too many words overall. Not only do our children need to hear how deep and permanent and unconditional our love for them is, they also need to hear about the potentially life-changing decisions they are going to face during their high school years. 

None of us want our children to drink before they reach the legal drinking age of 21. None of us want our children to make the kinds of mistakes with a boyfriend or girlfriend that can cause long-term disruption to their life plans. And while it is important for some fathers to work on adding the words, some mothers need to work on subtracting some words as well. Because we know the end result can be beautiful. Whenever we talk, our children listen. Their ears are open. They care about our thoughts, values and teachings. And we try to do nothing over the years to cause them to either expect no important words from us or to tune us out when we speak. 
If there is a father in your life who might be more likely to listen to a parenting book on his ipod or mp3 player, Insightful Parenting: Making Moments Count is available as an audio book at www.drstevekahn.com. 
