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Life with father

Research indicates a man is likely to be

just as good a single parent as a woman

By BARBARA MclNTOSH
Fost Roporter

Of course, Dustin Hoffman made an
appealing single father on the big screen
in Kramer Vs Kramer. He coped protty
well considering his movie wife Meryl
Streep just up and left him and their 6
year-old son.

Of course, there have been other in-
spiring role models for daddy bringing
up baby. Fred MacMurray was a
tweedy, pipe-smoking exemplar of pater-
nil patience and understanding in My
Three Sons. Edidie's father lovingly
cared for his son in the midst of his
many courtships, And single parent Ben
Cartwright certainly seemed to hit the
bonanza with his three law-ahiding hays,

But what about in real lite, whero
there is no script and happy endings are
harder ta find. Can & man really handle
the job that's never done? Cinematic no-
tions aside, aren’t children albways bet-
ter off with their molhers when a mar-
riage breass up®

NOT NECESSARILY. Recent
rosearch — including two Texas studies
== indicatos that men are just as lilely
ta raise well-adjusted children as single
mothers. There is some evidence that
suggests children actually get along bet-
ter when paired with the parent of the
Same Sex,

Such conclusions fatly contradict the
well-esrablished judicial azsumption that
mothers are, by nature, uniguely soited
io care for thelr offspring, be it son or
daughter, In legal circies, this hias of
the courts is sometimes called the “'tog-
der vears doctring' or the “motherhood
mystigue,”

The topic of child custody has been a
kot one in recent decades. Statistics tel]
why, Mare than half of all marriages
row end in divoree, In 195 only 347,000
children had divorced parents. By 1977
more than 1 million did. The Census Bu-
reay predicts that almest balf of all chil-
dren born last year will live in single-

parent househalds before they reach ape

14

ONE MIGHT ASSUME that the in-
crease In diverce would have meant a
stibsequent inecrease in the numiwess of
futhers granted child custody simply doe

to the wide vange of males now divore-
ing. More and more have been filing for
custody in recent years, But the latest
statistics indicate there has heen little
change since 190 In the proportion of
children lving with fathers. More than
90 percent of custody decisions still
[avor the mother,

The effects of divorce on childron was'
a neglected research topic until fairiy
recontly. There is now a national move:
among social scientists to ground custo-
dy decisions in statistical fact, not cal-
tural myth, The ideal goal is to come up
with a formula rooted in statistical re-
search for fail-safo ehild placement that
would puide beleaguered judies and
emationally torn parents through the dif-
ficult custody decision.

DATA JUST ROLLING IN indicate
that there will e no simpie answers (o
this complex protlem,

Drs. Richard A. Warshak and Jobin
Hantrock of the University of Texas at
Dallas conducted one of the first in-
depth studies in 1978, They are still
analvzing data from that research,
which concentrated an 64 children, ages
6-11, anid their [amilies. The voungstors
lived In households that were equally di-
vided among single father, single moth-
er and two parent households.

A Texas AEM professor, Dr. William
8. Rholes, fust published his findings
about the eifects of divorce oo college-
aged males and females. He, foo, com-
pared children who were reared in
single. and two-parent homes,

Bath stodies concluded that children
weren’t necessarily berter ofl with the
'mather insiead of the father. Both indi-
cated children may have an advantage
living with the same sex paresl. And
neither thought male or female single-
parent households were an optimal
child-rearing environment. In other
words, the best situation Is probably two
parents living peaceably at home.

IN A SERIES OF interviews with the
young children and custodial parent,
Warshak says “on the average we found
that children living with the same sex
parents — fathers with sops, mothers
with daughters — were less demanding,
more socially mature and independent.
We found children living with the oppo-

site sex parent tended to show more
anxiety, lower seil-esteem and less so-
cial competenca,”

Rholes found the college-aped bavs in
his study had been least affected by Hy-
ing In a sinple-parént family as a child.

‘They compared (avorably with same age

males who grew up with both parents;
although those who lived with theip
mothers were judged a bit less socially
mature than those rajsed in intact or
single Father families, "

College-age females, on the other
hand, seemed more adversely allected
by living in single father homes than
males, Rholes savs. They tended to he
generally more anxlows, The only clear
benefir femalos living with their fathers
showed through testing was a greater
easze in making friends of the opposite
sex, he says. :

WARSHAK BELIEVES there are
geveral pessible reagons why some chil-
dren do better with the same sex parent.
Having a vole model of the same gender
may make soctal adjustment easier, A
mother might feel more at case and in
control ralsing a girl Instead of a boy;

Tathers may feel the reverse, And a par-

ent may identily a child of the opposite
0K with the ex-spouse.

For example, if a man relied an his
wife for comfort and nurturing, he might
place the same emotional demands on
his daughter. If a woman is still bitter
about her ex-hushand she might transfer
that hostility to ber son. In elther case,
too mach pressure is put on the child for
praper development.

Yo, despite the differences mention-
ed, there was a sizable number of chil-
dren of both sexes who were equally well
adjusted in either father and mother

custedy, For that reason, both Rholes

and Warshak warn it is wrong to assume
children should alwayvs live with the
same sex parent. Both say the point they
are trying to mabke is that fathers and
mothers should he regarded as potential-
Iy equal single parents by the courts,

If judges were less biased toward’
mcthers, they reason that more fathers
who want their children might be ep-
couraged to ask for them. If mothers
weren't made 10 foe] puilty for not wani-
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Life with father .

From page 1

Ing custody of thelr children, more
might admit the father would he the bet-
ier singie parent. Ostensibly, the persoa
wha Wmltlrhenel'lt the most from thig
mare egalitarian approach would be the
child.

In reality, luture rescarch may show
healthy adjustrent of a child to divorce

has less 0 do with parental gender than:

exienuating circumstances, such as the
amaunt of family conflict, access to both
parents following a diverce and parent-
ing styles,

Warshak says children whose parents
make them pawns In their divorce dis-
putes fare the worst. Loag after Hﬂtﬂu
marriage is ended, some parents contin-
Ue io argue and battle for the a
of the child. Sumnumqamwdm
ter is used as a bearer of hostile mes.
sages or interrogated aftor vislting the

‘other parent, Buch a tug of war iy

damaging to the child,
be says, ’

Both Warshak and Rholes agres the
mast secure, happy children of diverce
apen access to both Fareutu. "“Too
ofien this doesn't happen,” says Rholes,

It is cruclal for younger
children to be ehqe‘__m both parents,

el

L @
Warshak says, He says they are then

less lkely to tear abandonment and
blame themselves for the divorce,

The parenting style of the mothor ar
father awardeq custody may also be epry-
cial. Warshak says research shows that

parents who combine Warm, attentive.

Involvement with firm control over their
oilspring produce more stable, success.
ful children. Conversely, 2 mother who
fears disciplininz her son or a fathep
who rides roughshod over his daughter
are more likely to rear a troubled child,
"I don't think we're pyer going to be
able 10 come up with a mathemartien]
equation which will tell us with whom
Wha children should live," says Rholes,

"But T do think we could come up with
some generally appliczble rules that
should be considered with the attributes
of each Individyl family, Custody is
golng to have to be awnrded gn i case
by caze basis — hopefully with good re
search as background.”

Some of the questions he and War-
shak say need to be answerpd: What are
the effects of splltting up siblings? Are
children afferted adversely when a par-
ent ? Should the age of the
child matter in awarding custody ta pf-

" ther a mother ar father?

So far, researchers admit they've just
scratched the surface,

Study seeks women who

“Whar typa
children?'

Dr. Rictard A, Warshak savs o
may be a woman who has the Sest
interest of hep oitspring in mind, ver,
that mere than &
peccent of mothers whag relinquisted

ane stedv found

of mather gives up hep

gave up custody

A doctoral candidate ftedying
under Warshalr ap the Urlversity of
1z2xas at Dallas wanis o find ony
mare about women why iive up thelr
hildren. She g conducti
sich mothers and g zeekting volup.
teers lor confidentia) Interviews,

cestody during a divarce reported e

they were critiefsed for doing s,
Many vwomen,

tain custody
ioes gorial
eeeggive guily, "

ps¥chelosgist War.
shak says, Cmay feel obliged o main-
rather than face treman.
préscore and, porhaps,

Any nan itl mother Interogs:
ed in the study should write Maria
Constantatog as the Universi tv of
Texas Haalth Scienca Center, 5323
Harry Hinesg Blvd,, Dailas, Texas,
T5235 ar call T1dres



