family

Like father,
like daughter?
One of the most overlooked relationships could be
the key to your long-term success and happiness. It’s
never too late to develop a friendship with your dad
By Lorna V Interviews by Huma Qureshi photography victoria birkinshaw

A

year or so ago, Psychologies
reader Maria, 35, became
depressed after losing her
business, so she started to
see a therapist. The therapist
asked her an unexpected question: why
did she not turn to her father for help?
When seeking emotional support, many
women will typically look to their mother.
But in recent years, psychologists have
been turning their attention to the
father–daughter relationship, and have
found that this bond is just as important
to our self-image, confidence and love life,
as the mother–daughter one.
Until the past decade, there was very
little research into the father–daughter
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relationship. Yet recent studies suggest
that our father’s influence can be the key
to our achievements, particularly at work.

High fliers
According to Linda Nielsen, professor of
psychology at Wake Forest University in
North Carolina, female politicians such
as Margaret Thatcher, Condoleeza Rice
and Hillary Clinton are high-achievers
because of their relationships with their

fathers. Nielsen, author of Between
Fathers & Daughters: Enriching And
Rebuilding Your Adult Relationship
(Cumberland House), also points to the
number of female athletes coached by
their fathers, including former world tennis champion Chris Evert, as well as celebrities with strong father bonds, such
as Gwyneth Paltrow.
So exactly what is it that a father
does that’s so crucial? ‘A father gives you >>>
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«My dad made me believe I could do anything»
Catherine Watson, 33, pictured on previous page

I

’m the eldest of two sisters and I’ve always had a
very happy relationship with my dad. I don’t ever
remember falling out with him; we have always
been close.
When I was a little girl, I was into the outdoors and
science. Dad was a scientist, and he encouraged that side
of me – there was no gender stereotyping from him and
he didn’t steer me away from my interests just because I
was a girl. I remember him buying me science kits and a
Scalextric that we built together. The greatest gift he
gave me was the belief that I could do anything.
It’s perhaps not that surprising that the one thing we
have most in common is a fairly scientific approach to

>>> achievement-oriented skills,’ says Nielsen. ‘We learn to get ahead, to be selfconfident and assertive from our fathers,
even when mothers are high achieving.’
It’s not simply about dishing out praise,
it’s the activities that matter. Fathers tend
to encourage their children to get over
their fears of new experiences, situations
and people – leading to something psychologists refer to as ‘endeavour excitement’, where we look to our father for
recognition of our burgeoning skills.
One of Maria’s most treasured childhood memories was learning to ride a
bike with her sister. ‘Mum was worried
about us falling over, but Dad was the opposite,’ she says. ‘He’d say, so what if you
get a little graze? I think because he didn’t
have sons, he treated us a bit like boys. It
was great fun. He’d have us playing chess

everything. The rest of our family laughs, but Dad and I
have spreadsheets to plan Christmas dinner – what time
the potatoes need to go in, what time the turkey needs to
rest – we both love that sort of organisation.
There are so many things that make me proud of
Dad. This year, we ran a half marathon together and
crossing the finishing line was incredibly emotional.
I was about 15 minutes in front of him and my heart
was racing just waiting for him to appear. When he
did, I was so proud of him.
Dad goes the extra mile for everyone and he’s such a
good role model, not just for me, but my sons, too.

because it was something he wanted to
learn.’ Through therapy, Maria began to
realise that being treated like boys turned
out to be beneficial. ‘Dad taught us to be
fearless,’ she says. ‘My sister works in a
man’s world and no one messes with her.’

Treated as equal
Perhaps it’s no accident that many female political leaders, along with top
women in business, are first-born daughters or women with no brothers – they
had a closer relationship with their fathers and were treated as if they were
sons. This tallies with what we’ve been
reminded of during the Diamond Jubilee
celebrations this summer, namely that
Queen Elizabeth was prepared for her duties by her father King George. Nielsen
believes that in cultures where women

«Fathers help daughters to
learn what to expect from men»

are treated as equals, they often display
different qualities. ‘In America, Jewish
fathers relate to their daughters in a particular way,’ she says. ‘A Jewish father is
more involved with her academic and
cultural life because in the Jewish
culture you do that with all your children,
sons and daughters. Jewish women are
raised to be outspoken, assertive and
high achieving.’
Of course, it isn’t just at work that our
father’s influence plays a part. We may
joke about women wanting to marry a
man like their dad, but it’s hard to underestimate the potential effect of a father
on his daughter’s attitude to sex and relationships. One study even found that
the onset of puberty was accelerated in
girls who lived apart from their biological
father. ‘Fathers help daughters to know
themselves, to learn what to expect from
men, and to imagine how they might be
treated,’ says clinical psychologist and
specialist in mother–daughter relationships Dr Roni Cohen-Sandler. ‘As such,
fathers have tremendous power either to >>>
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How to become friends with your dad
Psychology professor Linda Nielsen teaches a course at Wake Forest
University in North Carolina on the psychological dynamics between
fathers and daughters. She also teaches fathers and daughters how to
rebuild their relationships. Here’s her advice
>>> instil in their daughters a sense of their
own beauty and power as women or, conversely, to engender self-consciousness
and, in extreme cases, self-denigration or
self-loathing.’
If we have a difficult relationship with
our father, one of the traps to avoid is to
cast him as the ‘baddie’ without giving
him a chance. ‘Fathers walk a treacherous slope,’ says Cohen-Sandler, author of
several books including I’m Not Mad I Just
Hate You (Penguin), ‘fearful that no matter what they do, it will be seen as wrong,
particularly when they see their wives
and daughters struggling to get along. It
is still remarkable to me that whenever I
give talks about mothers and daughters,
fathers attend.’ We may believe that our
father was distant and uncaring, but forget that we are socialised to cast mothers in the nurturing role.
According to Brent McBride, director
of the Child Development Lab at the
University of Illinois, many men have
trouble adjusting to fatherhood because
the role is ‘less scripted’ than motherhood. ‘We shouldn’t forget about what
men are doing in the family constellation,’
he says. ‘When we talk about arenas that
have typically been the mother’s expertise, we are too quick to dismiss the father as having any impact at all.’

Gaining a friend
Learning how to relate to your father may
not only help you to strengthen your relationship in the future, but understand
how his influence has shaped your past.
Maria realised her parents’ problems,
seen through the unhappy lens of her
mother, affected how she (and her sister)
viewed their dad. ‘Only when I lost my
business did I get a small sense of how
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Reach out now. Nielsen is adamant in
her courses that it’s never too late to
build a father–daughter relationship.
‘Commit to spending time alone,’ she
says. If it’s not possible to spend time
alone with your father because of
distance, then she suggests phone
conversations. ‘Or start by emailing.
That in itself is a huge step if you haven’t
done it before.’
Don’t be afraid of disagreeing. A good
and beneficial relationship does not
mean one devoid of arguments. In fact,
disagreement can be healthy. ‘That
means father and daughter are having
meaningful conversations,’ says Nielsen.
Find an activity you can share.
One-on-one time can seem daunting or
too intense if it’s something new, but a
shared activity can diffuse that as well as
creating an essential bond. ‘Play golf or
take a walk. Have an activity that you do
together,’ says Nielsen.

helpless, angry and depressed my father
must have been when he lost his business,’ she says. By turning to her father
as an adult, Maria gained more than support and guidance. She also got to know
her father as an adult and gained a friend.
Recent research by neuroscientists on
brain development reveals that our brain
doesn’t finish ‘growing up’ until our late
twenties. ‘That means your thirties could
be the prime time to get to know your
father because your brain as a young
woman is fully formed,’ says Nielsen,
whose courses on teaching fathers and
daughters how to rebuild their relationships are always full.
‘Because the intellectual part of your
brain is the last to develop, you have to

Work towards asking for personal
advice. Women are used to discussing
personal issues with their mothers, but
the mark of a good father–daughter
relationship is being able to discuss
everything. ‘When I hear “I’ve got
problems with my dad”, I say, OK, can you
phone your parents and tell your mum
you’ve got relationship problems and you
want to see what your dad says? Or
you’re finding it hard being a parent and
you want his input?’
Don’t exclude your mother. At some
point you can build into conversation
with your mother the fact that you want
to rebuild your relationship with your
dad. ‘You could broach the subject by
saying something along the lines of
“I want to get to know Dad better before
he dies”,’ says Nielsen. ‘Say, “I know you
wish you’d known your dad better”. She’ll
understand that.’

be of a certain age to look at a relationship calmly, rather than emotionally,’ she
says. ‘There may be an incident you can’t
forget, or you might be convinced he has
a particular view of you, or you might believe he doesn’t care.’ Whether it’s discovering that your father really is proud
of you but has never been able to express
it, or whether he apologises for something he did that was wrong, there is a
way of releasing the past and moving on.
It’s never too late.’
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