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INTRODUCTION

That it takes two people to make a baby is a fact of nature.  That two people are required to raise a baby, however, is not a fact.  Nevertheless, it definitely is a good idea to have both mother and father actively involved in childrearing.  Of course, many single parents get their children off to an excellent start in life, and many married parents do a fine job when forced to fly solo much of the time.  However, in general, the process appears to go better when pursued as a partnership.

First, contrary to what Hollywood might lead one to believe, raising a baby involves a lot of hard work and often induces a great deal of stress.  The more evenly the difficult duties can be distributed between two people, the easier it will be on each.  Second, raising a baby brings about some of life’s sweetest pleasures and richest rewards.  Furthermore, such things tend to be magnified and more appreciated when shared.

Finally, mixing the personalities of two different individuals into the parenting process has a beneficial effect similar to the one that comes from combining separate sets of chromosomes.  As is the case with genetics, a weak link in one parent can be cancelled by a strong trait in the other, and when two strong traits are intertwined, the result can be superior to either one alone.

Consequently, it makes sense for couples to form an equal parenting partnership whenever possible.  Unfortunately, while such parenting partnerships usually work wonderfully, they do have their downside.  Every now and then, parents disagree on policies and practices.  When the decision is made to replace “Go ask your mother” and “Wait until your father gets home” with a truly united and cooperative front, there inevitably will be some uncomfortable confrontations on occasion.
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Dealing with these disagreements is not easy, but it is important.  Consistency is a critical factor in childrearing.  Infants and toddlers need to know what the rules are and where the limits lie.  Erratic expectations and irregular reactions are extraordinarily confusing to young children.  Persistency also has power.  Unless admonitions and encouragements are sustained as well as set by both parties, they can quickly lose their effect.
It would be nice if there were simple and easy instructions for coping with confrontations, but there aren’t.  Every individual has his or her own special collection of thoughts and feelings, and every couple has a distinct system of dynamics determined by the interaction of the two individuals who comprise it.  On the other hand, thanks to the experiences of hundreds of mothers and fathers who struggled to achieve balance and harmony in their parenting partnerships over the years, there are a number of helpful hints for others just starting out.

                                                                                        Michael K. Meyerhoff, Ed.D.

                                                                                        William Gladden Foundation
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WHAT TYPICALLY PREVENTS PARENTS FROM ESTABLISHING AN EFFECTIVE PARENTING PARTNERSHIP?
Many parenting partnerships flounder because they are an afterthought.  The couple fails to discuss the situation thoroughly prior to the arrival of the baby, with Dad assuming that “tradition” will take care of the details and Mom expecting that “enlightenment” will prevail.  The common result is that Mom ends up chronically overworked while Dad finds himself largely left out.  If this is allowed to happen, subsequent efforts to bring about a better sense of equality are often unpleasant and rarely successful.

WHY ARE “AFTER-THE-FACT” ADJUSTMENTS DICCIFULT TO MAKE?

Take the scenario where Mom is overworked and Dad is left out.  Feeling that she has been “dumped on,” Mom is now concerned with getting rid of whatever dull, time-consuming tasks she can.  Conversely, feeling he has been “cheated,” Dad is mainly interested in grabbing whatever gratifying and delightful duties are available.  Given the mismatched motivations and resentment involved, it is likely that whatever compromises are worked out under these circumstances will improve the situation, but it still will be less than satisfactory for both parents.  Therefore, it is a good idea for expectant parents to take a long, hard look at what is about to occur.
IS IT A GOOD IDEA FOR EACH PARENTS TO BE ASSIGNED SEPARATE DUTIES?

Some parenting partnerships feature a clear division of labor.  For example, Mom does diapering and feeding, while Dad does bedtime stories and discipline.  Each parent has his or her own specific set of duties.  On the surface, it would appear that such an arrangement reduces conflicts between parents, as each one’s territory is defined.  However, dividing duties rarely works well in the long run.  Eventually, situations arise where the designated parent is unavailable, and when the other parents fills in, it is easy for him or her to get a distorted picture of what typically takes place.

HOW MIGHT A RIGID DIVISION OF DUTIES CAUSE SERIOUS PROBLEMS?

Let us assume Mom does diapering and Dad does bedtime stories.  One weekend while Mom is out of town, Dad does the diapering and decides it is no big deal.  He starts to wonder why the family spends a fortune on disposable diapers instead of using the less expensive cloth ones.  When Mom returns, the parents find themselves in a bitter debate concerning convenience versus economy.  Similarly, there may come a day when Mom decides that Dad’s bedtime readings are dragging on too long.  Since she has to keep the baby going through a busy day, she is reluctant to alter the child’s internal clock more than necessary.  Yet Dad cherishes the feelings he gets during his special sessions, and he wants to squeeze every second he can into his time at the crib-side.  Eventually, the parents find themselves in a bitter argument over schedules versus sentimentality.
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IS SHARING ALL TASKS EQUALLY REALLY A FEASIBLE SOLUTION?
Although sharing all tasks equally may not always be easy, it is possible and highly recommended.  With the singular exception of breast-feeding, there is no childrearing function that need be assigned automatically or exclusively to either parent.  If both parents regularly experience all the effort and drudgery of some tasks and all the enrichment and delight of others, there is a greater likelihood that they will be viewing matters in a similar light, and thus a better chance that they will ultimately agree on how those tasks should be carried out.

WHAT SORT OF PROBLEMS CAN ARISE WHEN PARENTS DO NOT SHARE ALL DUTIES?

Sometimes parents fail to realize that sharing all tasks does not necessarily mean that both mother and father have to do the same thing in the same way every time.  Unfortunately, “advice” from one’s partner is often interpreted as “criticism,” and a suggestion to “do something differently” often is taken to mean, “do it better.”  Under the circumstances, resentment may at least overshadow, if not actually prevent, any kind of productive resolution.  Therefore, whenever discussing the details of various childrearing issues, each parent must make a constant and concerted effort to be open to and accepting of alternatives proposed or practiced by each other.

WON’T INCONSISTENCY BETWEEN THE PARENTS CONFUSE THE CHILD?

Obviously, in an area like limit setting, consistency is critical.  Both parents must agree completely on what behaviors will be ruled out-of-bounds and what course of action will be followed to control them.  Similarly, in the area of promoting self-help skills, both parents must maintain a unified front regarding how long the child will be allowed to attempt a task alone before someone steps in to assist.  However, there are many areas of childrearing where only the basic motivation and ultimate goal need to be identical, and there is plenty of room for individual tastes and styles along the way.

HOW CAN PARENTS KEEP A SIMPLE “DIFFERENCE” FROM BEING A MAJOR DIFFICULTY?
The key is to keep all issues in their proper perspective.  For instance, when bathing the baby, Mom might save shampooing until the end to avoid making the water too sudsy at the start, whereas Dad finds that shampooing is the most difficult part of the process and he likes to get it over with at the beginning.  When each discovers what the other is doing, friction can develop if each parent ardently promotes and defends his or her position.  However, if both Mom and Dad can take a step back and look at the real issues involved, the problem can be easily deflated.  After all, as long as the baby is comfortable and comes out clean, it really does not matter precisely how the bathing is done.
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WHAT SHOULD PARENTS DO WHEN THEY CANNOT RESOLVE THEIR DIFFERENCES OVER AN ISSUE THAT DEMANDS CONSISTENCY?
Such disagreements get out of hand in a hurry.  What begins as a small difference of opinion can quickly turn into a serious stalemate as both parents stubbornly stick to opposing positions and lose all perspective on the problem.  For example, when dealing with the unacceptable behavior of a negativistic two-year-old, many embattled parents have come to bitter blows as they argued over the advisability of administering a tender but well-timed swat on the bottom of their belligerent toddler.  The best way to avoid this eventuality is to employ the services of an impartial third party.

DOESN’T THE NEED FOR AN ARBITRATOR INDICATE THAT THE PARENTING PARTNERSHIP HAS FAILED?

NO, a certain number of disagreements are inevitable in all areas of human interaction, and arbitration is a widely accepted and time-honored solution.  After all, baseball players use umpires and lawyers use judges to control conflicts.  Therefore, parents would be well advised, and should not be ashamed, to defuse serious disputes in a similar fashion.  Whenever a discussion of childrearing choices shows signs of degeneration into trench warfare, an opinion from an outside authority should be used – without hesitation or embarrassment – to bring a return of peace between the parents.

WHO MIGHT CONSTITUTE AN APPROPRIATE THIRD PARTY UNDER THESE CIRCUMSTANCES?
Fortunately, parents who find themselves in such a situation usually have an ample supply of options from which to select.  However, first they must make sure that the arbitrator they do choose has the complete confidence of both.  Family members, for example, make notoriously bad choices, as the introduction of in-laws into an argument often inflames rather than alleviates the problem.  The child’s pediatrician, her daycare teacher, a book by a highly respected developmental psychologist or early educator, even neighbors who evidently have done an excellent job of raising their own children are usually more mutually acceptable as arbitrators.

WHAT ELSE SHOULD PARENTS BE WARY OF WHEN SELECTING AN ARBITRATOR?

In addition to being impartial, the third party should have expertise that is appropriate to the topic at hand.  For instance, the child’s pediatrician may be the best person to help settle a dispute concerning a nutrition question, but if the issue is behavior management, a psychologist or educator is probably better qualified to handle it.  Furthermore, parents should note that no one person knows all there is to know about childrearing, so it often makes sense to seek out several sources of assistance and try to detect a trend or consensus among them.
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WHY MIGHT CERTAIN DISAGREEMENTS BE HIGHLY RESISTANT TO OBVIOUS SOLUTIONS?

On the surface, virtually all arguments over parenting policies and practices appear centered on what is or is not in the best interest of the child.  However, if one takes a closer look, it often becomes evident that the particular insecurities or idiosyncrasies of one or the other parents are at issue.  When such is the case, it is important to remember that parents are people too, and one parent’s sensitivity to and understanding of what seems to be the other’s “selfishness” can go a long way toward maintaining harmony in the home and preserving the mother/father partnership.

ISN’T IT UNWISE TO PLACE ANY OTHER CONSIDERATION ABOVE THE BEST INTEREST OF THE CHILD?

Actually, the greater danger is to allow “the best interest of the child” to be blown out of proportion.  After all, while a child is a very special and cherished addition to a family, she ultimately is no more special or cherished than any other member of the family.  Furthermore, children are not as fragile as one sometimes fears they are, and adults are not as tough as one often likes to believe they are.  Therefore, although it certainly is important to introduce the needs and desires of the child into the discussion (especially when she still is unable to do so herself), it is not necessary to always insist that they be given higher priority than those of her parents.
WHAT CAN MAKE A PARENTING PARTNERSHIPS GO SOUR?

No matter how any disagreement is resolved, no matter what course of action is taken, and no matter who “wins” and who “loses” any argument, once it is over it should be put in the past and kept there.  Raising children will inevitably involve stress as it will inevitably bring pleasure, but the former can be minimized and the latter maximized as long as both mother and father focus on the future.  They should concentrate on sharing the duties and the delights, but avoid assigning blame or credit.  There is nothing more destructive to a parenting partnership than the words “I told you so!”

CAN A PARENTING PARTNERSHIP SURVIVE A DIVORCE?

Although it may not be easy, a parenting partnership can survive divorce, and with more couples opting for “shared custody” arrangements, it is important that at least the key elements of the parenting partnership remain intact even after the split.  This requires that the mother and father make an effort to keep their respective commitments to the child separate from their changing commitments toward each other.  If both parents can appreciate the benefits a solid, sustained partnership will produce for their child, they should be able to continue pursuing appropriate policies and practices despite whatever differences may exist between them.
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SHOULD A SINGLE PARENT CONSIDER ESTABLISHING A PARENTING PARTNERSHIP?

A single parent should definitely consider allowing someone else to share the duties and delights of raising his or her child on a regular basis, at least to an extent.  This enables them to receive some much-needed relief and, more importantly; provides him or her with a different, perhaps helpful, perspective.  Therefore, parents who find himself or herself flying solo should seek out a relative, friend, neighbor or other single parent who is willing and able to assume at least a “junior partnership” position in this regard.
WHAT SHOULD PARENTS BE WARY OF WHEN INCLUDING OTHER PEOPLE IN A PARENING PARTNERSHIP?
Whether a couple or a single parent is involved, it is common for parenting partnerships to include other people.  Grandparents, in particular, often take a role in the childrearing process.  While this can produce significant benefits, it also can create serious problems.  Parents must make sure they are not requesting a level of participation that the other party is not really willing or able to perform comfortably.  They must also realize that people usually expect some rights and privileges along with whatever responsibilities they incur.  Therefore, it is critical that everyone’s expectations and positions be outlined carefully right from the start, and that the lines of communication be kept open at all times.

HOW DOES THE USE OF DAYCARE SERVICES FIT INTO A PARENTING PARTNERSHIP?

Parents must realize that daycare personnel can – and should – be true “partners” in the childrearing process, but that they will not really be a part of the parenting partnership.  While first-class daycare personnel always attempt to give each child in their charge as much individual attention as possible, they are obligated to make the welfare of the entire group their priority.  While it is critical for parents to coordinate all childrearing policies and practices with the daycare personnel, that effort should be a separate affair.  Conversely, making that effort should be a prime candidate for equal and interchangeable assignments within the partnership between mother and father.

IS AN EQUAL AND EFFECTIVE PARENTING PARTNERSHIP REALLY AN ATTAINABLE GOAL FOR MOST MOTHERS AND FATHERS?

Although most mothers and fathers aspire to an equal and effective partnership in theory, relatively few manage to turn into a full-fledged reality.  Like any other interpersonal arrangement, a parenting partnership requires considerable initial planning, constant communication and hard work.  In other words, if they want to be successful, both parents must not only be amenable to the idea, they also must be prepared to invest the time and energy to make it work.  The price does turn out to be too high for many parents, but for those who do persevere, the rewards can be immeasurable.
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ESSENTIAL ELEMENTS IN A SUCCESSFUL
PARENTING PARTNERSHIP

While it takes two people to make a baby, two people are not required to raise a child.  However, in general, the process seems to go better when pursued as a partnership.  Of course, having mother and father work as a team does not happen naturally, not does it always proceed easily, but the investment of time and effort is usually worth it.  The following are the essential elements found in most successful parenting partnerships.
ANTICIPATION

EQUALITY

COMMITMENT

COMMUNICATION

FLEXIBILITY

FOLLOW-THROUGH

ANTICIPATION – It is more pleasant and productive to address problems before they arise rather than afterwards.  Successful parents therefore educate themselves about the childrearing process so they can identify potential trouble spots and be ready to implement appropriate solutions.

EQUALITY – Childrearing can be both stressful and rewarding.  Successful parents recognize that the bad times are less difficult to endure and the good times are easier to enjoy when shared as evenly as possible.
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COMMITMENT – Most mothers and fathers are amenable to the notion of a partnership in theory.  However, successful parents are those who are truly determined to devote whatever energy is necessary to turn the idea into a full-fledged reality.
COMMUNICATION – Advanced planning is not foolproof, and childrearing inevitably requires many modifications and adjustments along the way.  However, these tend not to work well when made unilaterally.  Successful parents see to it that the lines of communication between them are ample and kept open at all times.
FLEXIBILITY – Consistency is important in childrearing, but there usually are several ways to accomplish most tasks.  Successful parents respect each other’s peculiar inclinations and adhere to the policy that “different” does not automatically imply “better” or “worse” and “equal” does not necessarily mean “the same.”
FOLLOW-THROUGH – Working out strategies on paper is relatively simple compared to actually carrying them out in practice, and many mothers and fathers simply fail to remember and reinforce one or another mutually agreed upon course of action.  Successful parents, on the other hand, always make sure that their deeds continue to live up to their words.
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BASIC RULES

FOR PARENTS INVOLVED IN A PARTNERSHIP

There are no “quick” and “easy” instructions for establishing and maintaining a parenting partnership.  However, the following basic rules are essential for ensuring the success of a parenting partnership.

PLAN THE PARTNERSHIP IN ADVANCE – Many parenting partnerships flounder because they are an afterthought.  If a couple fails to discuss possible situations thoroughly prior to the arrival of the baby, subsequent efforts to bring about equality are often unpleasant, and the adjustments tend to be less than completely satisfying for both parties.

SHARE RATHER THAN DIVIDE – Some parenting partnerships feature a clear division of labor.  However, dividing duties rarely works well in the long run.  When both parents regularly experience all the drudgery of some tasks and all the delight of others, there is greater likelihood they will agree on how to carry out those tasks.
BE OPEN TO SUGGESTIONS AND ALTERNATIVES – Sharing tasks does not necessarily mean doing the same thing the very same way every time.  Sadly, advice from one’s partner is often misconstrued as criticism, and a suggestion to do something different is often taken as an instruction to do better.  However, when parents can see the real issues involved, most problems of this sort can be deflated.  There are many areas of childrearing where only the basic motivation and ultimate goal need to be identical, and there is plenty of room for individual tastes and styles along the way.
CALL IN AN ARBITRATOR – Sometimes disagreements get out of hand.  What begins as a small difference of opinion becomes an unpleasant stalemate as both parties stubbornly stick to their positions and lose all perspective on the problem.  Under such circumstances, it is a good idea to solicit input from a mutually respected third party to settle the dispute promptly.
REMEMBER THAT PARENTS ARE PEOPLE TOO – On the surface, virtually all arguments over childrearing practices appear centered on what is or is not in the best interest of the child.  However, upon closer examination, it is often the particular insecurities or idiosyncrasies of one or the other parent that are at issue.  When such is the case, one parent’s sensitivity to the other’s problem can go a long way toward maintaining harmony.
NEVER LOOK BACK – No matter how any disagreement is resolved, what course of action is taken, or who wins or who loses any argument, once it is over it should be put in the past and kept there.  Mothers and fathers should concentrate on sharing the duties and delights, but avoid assigning blame or credit.
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A SAMPLING OF CHILDREARING TASKS
THAT CAN BE SHARED

Many parents do not actively pursue the idea of a partnership right from the start because the father assumes that “tradition” will dictate most assignments and the mother assumes that “enlightenment” will help determine who does what.  The fact is, with the singular exception of breastfeeding, there is no task that is automatically or irrevocably in the realm of either motherhood or fatherhood.  The following is just a sampling of the many childrearing duties that can be shared by both parents on a regular basis.

· Diapering the child

· Bottle or spoon feeding the child

· Bathing the child

· Preparing the child for sleep

· Attending to the child during the night

· Waking and dressing the child in the morning

· Dropping off and picking up the child at daycare

· Attending daycare conferences and special events

· Maintaining communication with daycare teachers

· Accompanying the child to pediatric appointments

· Administering medication to the child

· Reading to the child

· Singing to the child

· Safety-proofing the home

· Cleaning up after the child

· Taking the child for strolls and excursions

· Disciplining the child

· Purchasing baby food, clothing, toys and other supplies

· Arranging for baby-sitting services
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SUGGESTED “ARBITRATORS”

FOR SETTLING DISPUTES BETWEEN PARENTS

Unsettled arguments can pose a serious threat to a parenting partnership.  Whenever a disagreement reaches the point where both parents are reluctant to abandon their positions or compromise is some way, it is a good idea to solicit assistance from a neutral third party.  The main conditions are that 1) he or she should have the full confidence of both parents, and 2) his or her expertise is appropriate to the issue at hand.  The following is a list of possible “arbitrators” parents can call upon to help settle disputes.
· Pediatrician

· Pediatric Nurse Practitioner

· Child Psychologist

· Family Therapist

· Professor of Child Development

· Daycare Teacher

· Playground Monitor

· Mutual Friend (with successful childrearing experience)

· Neighbor (with successful childrearing experience)

· Other Mothers and Fathers in a Parent Support Group

Parents should note that no one person knows all there is to know about childrearing, so it often makes sense to seek out several sources of assistance and try to detect a trend or consensus among them.  Further sources of information include the following.
· Newspaper Advice Column

· Books

· Magazine Articles

· Booklets and Pamphlets

· Television Programs
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TIPS FOR

IMPROVING COMMUNICATION

Good communication is the crux of a successful parenting partnership.  Unfortunately, many couples cannot seem to find time to communicate, and some couples do not have good communication skills even when they do have the time.  The following are some suggestions for maximizing the amount and effectiveness of communication between mothers and fathers.
· Set aside a specific hour or two every week for discussion about childrearing.  Make this time as much of a priority as paying the bills, shopping for groceries and other duties that cannot be “put off” because you are “too busy.”
· Drop the children off with a relative or friend, hire a sitter or in some other way ensure that your discussions about the kids are not interrupted by them.

· Hold the discussion in an attractive and relaxed setting.  Choose surroundings that are pleasant, peaceful and free from distraction, thereby making it easier to remain calm and focused.
· Start the discussion with compliments, not criticisms.  Your partner will be more amenable to hearing complaints about what he or she is doing wrong if they follow a healthy dose of praise for what he or she is doing right.

· Pay attention to your partner.  Try REALLY listening to what he or she is saying instead of simply reviewing your own agenda in your head while he or she is speaking.

· Is a particular issue is bothering you badly, do not wait for the designated discussion time.  Arrange an emergency meeting or even call each other at work so the ill feelings can be aired before they have a chance to fester and grow out of proportion.

· Try to arrange a romantic “get away” from time to time.  The essential elements of a successful parenting partnership are ultimately based on the essential elements of a successful marriage.  An occasional evening or weekend, just for themselves, can help “Mom and Dad” reinforce their relationship as “husband and wife.”

· Read newspapers and magazines, watch the news on TV, read books, go to movies and keep up with your individual interests so you can practice and polish your general communication skills by talking about something other than children.
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SOURCES OF
HELP AND INFORMATION

Establishing and maintaining an effective parenting partnership is not always easy, but the time and energy invested can pay tremendous dividends for everyone.  Proper planning and constant communication can go a long way toward eliminating problems and maximizing a couple’s chance for success.  The following is a list of local professionals and national agencies to contact for information and assistance.
LOCAL PROFESSIONALS

CHILD DEVELOPMENT SPECIALIST – Pediatricians, child psychologists and early childhood educators can help parents understand the various needs of infants and toddler so that planning the partnership can be done in a complete and accurate manner.
Telephone #

ADULT PSYCHOLOGIST –Marriage and family counselors and other mental health professionals can assist mothers and fathers in making sure their relationship remains healthy so that lines of communication are always ample and open.
Telephone #

LIBRARIAN – Resource specialists at a local library can assist parents in obtaining childrearing books and magazines that will help them prepare for the partnership and settle disputes.
Telephone #

NATIONAL AGENCIES

Family Communications, Inc.

www.fci.org
National Council on Family Relations

www.ncfr.org
Family Support America
www.familysupportamerica.org
Parents Anonymous

www.parentsanonymous.org
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