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young dads
old{er) dads

More and more babies are born to
fathers over 40, possibly because older
mothers have older partners, and also
because there are more second families,
following separation or divorce. What are
the advantages for older dads? Where
do younger parents have the edge?
Marina Green investigates

Young dads

Mark Wilson (32), father to Aine (15)

‘| was 17 when | became a dad to Aine and, although it was
not a planned pregnancy, | always say that she was the best
mistake | ever made. Becoming a dad so young was scary,
but | have been fortunate in that my parents have given me
a lot of emotional and financial support and that’s made
things much easier. The lines of communication between
my daughter and | are very open. | find that | can relate to
the environment that Aine is growing up in much more
easily than older parents, because | am still part of that
culture myself.

Jason Roberts (24), father to Aaron (6)
‘| became a father to Aaron when | was 18 years old and
have been a single father and sole custodian from the time
he turned four. | have more energy and enjoy doing things
with him that an older father might not be up for. I'm glad
that as he gets older and reaches his teens | will still be a
“young dad” and physically and mentally in touch with the
things he is into. Partly just because of who | am, but also
because of the responsibility of fatherhood | started to
build my career from an early age, so | am pretty
established by now - more so than a lot of the other guys
my age - | guess | feel doubly responsible!

‘| also find that | can relate to a group of 35-year-old dads
quite easily, whereas most 24-year-olds would probably
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struggle. It does have an impact socially and | can’t move at
the same pace as some of my peers, but | still do manage
to go out and have a good time!’

Older dads

Hugh Tyrrell (54), father to Megan (11)

and Max (6)

‘Because | am self-employed | have been able to invest
much more time with my kids, creating strong emotional
bonds. This makes for close-knit family ties and should
make parenting easier when my children reach
adolescence. But it’s up to the individual man - | have seen
several older dads who have taken on jobs that leave very
little time and energy for their children. Joining the Mankind
Project [a non-profit organisation that provides education
and personal-development training programmes for men)
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has enabled me to bond more strongly with my children by
helping me embrace fatherhood in a timeless way:
understanding father-son issues and connecting to my
own emotions.”

David Bristow (49), father to Daniel (15),
Isabella (14) and Ben (5)

‘Ben was born when | was 44 and his mother 40. By then I'd
had good parenting practice with two children who were 10
and nine respectively, from a previous marriage. Ben is a
boisterous five-year-old, but luckily I'm an active 49-year-
old, so | can keep up with his energy levels. Fortunately | am
now materially comfortable, so this is one potentially

Professional perspectives

Jodie Franco, a psychologist in private  According to the US Department
practice, says that younger dads may  of Health and Human Services
still be preoccupied with developing (http://fatherhood.hhs.gov),
their self-image and concerned fathers who are involved in the
with who they are and how they lives of their offspring can make a_
fit into society. Franco says thatmay  huge positive impact on their
cause them to be self-centred and children. Good fathers raise
focussed more on their own needs, children who:
issues and desires, rather than those = Have a smaller risk of abusing
of their child or partner. drugs or alcohol

‘A man in his 40s would generally ¥ Are more curious and emotionally
be better equipped to deal with secure, with better mathematical
emotional demands, and is more and verbal skills
emotionally stable than a father at ™ Have better social skills and get
the tail-end of emotional, hormonal better school marks

adolescence,” according to Franco.

However, Liezel King, a social The male biological clock
worker at the Parent Centre in Cape While men remain fertile much
Town, suggests that society has longer than women (the oldest father
stereotyped and placed a stigma on on record is Les Colley from
young dads, seeing them as being Australia, who was 93 years old?),
incapable of being a good father research suggests that you may not
and/or capable of providing want to leave it too late: older
financially and emotionally for a child.  fathers are more likely to produce

King points out that older dads foetuses with chromosomal
‘could be faced with a mid-life crisis anomalies that lead to miscarriage or
and not want to take on the role of birth defects, and children of older
father. Ultimately, young or old, fathers are more likely to have
emotional maturity, current life schizophrenia. Dr Paul Roux, a
experiences and support systems paediatrician at Groote Schuur

Positive parenting
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stressful area that does not greatly affect my life as the
major financial provider.

‘I see being a dad as my primary job, and | try to do it as
best | can.’

Dr Paul Roux (55), father to Estelle (9)

‘I was 46 when Estelle was born. When | think of myself in my
20s or 30s, | think | was far more preoccupied with things that
would have had a huge impact on my priorities. | find that it's
much easier now to place parenthood as my priority rather
than my career, or getting fit, or other activities. As I've gotten
older, my priorities are less about my own needs and more
about how what | do will affect my child.’

available to a father all play a vital role,

Hospital in Cape Town, adds, ‘Sperm

as do other factors such astheway in  banks worldwide have decided not
which he was parented and the role to accept donations from men older
of the child’s mother,” says King. than 40" @





