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Abstract
Fathers can range in age from teens to the nineties. Many men can sire children, doing so does not make them fathers. In this chapter, using Role Theory (Biddle, 1979) and Erikson’s Life-Span Development Model (Berk, 1988), we discuss what makes a man a father rather than just a sire and what impact fathering children—performing the roles and functions of a father--at a more mature time of life (after 40) might have. In particular, the norms/expectations that guide the role enactments are explored for the complexity of their influences. Based on this information, we offer suggestions for intervening to help older men father more effectively.

Older Fathers


“Older” fathers, who are they? What are they? 


When asked to write this chapter, these are the first questions we asked ourselves. We did not have answers then; we do not have an answer now. We have many answers, or, more accurately, thoughts. 


Some data exist, but not much. For the most part we extrapolated from what is known of fathering and what is known of the developmental processes and challenges that come with aging. Which points to the first lesson, age per se means little when it comes to fathering, or being an “older” father. Development and experience can have a great deal of influence. For example, certainly the “Cat’s in the Cradle” syndrome (i.e., delayed father involvement with his children) takes years to come to fruition, but it is a life lesson that can be learned reciprocally, vicariously, early, and even quickly, under the right circumstances.

The purposes of this chapter are at least dual. We delve into the dynamics of fathering that seem most likely impacted by the passage of time—the aging of a father. In doing so, we examine such dimensions as the effect of the aging of a father both on him and on his relationships with other family members. We also look at the use of this information in and to inform therapeutic situations, which may or may not directly include the/a male parent in the actual therapy.
Who are “Older Fathers”?


At the time of his death, the opera singer Lucian Pavarotti had a preschool age daughter; he was 71. Fred Thompson, the actor/Tennessee Senator, had two preschool children during the period of his bid to become President of the United States; he was 65. Fellow politicians running in the same preliminary Presidential elections (2008) included John McCain, John Edwards, and Barak Obama, all of whom had children after the age 40. David Bowie had a child at age 53. Michael Douglas was a father at age 56 and again at age 59. James Doohan, who played Scotty in Star Trek, became father to his last child at age 80. All of these men also had children while younger. Other well known older fathers include David Letterman, Tony Randall, Larry King, Woody Allen, and Jack Nicholson. 
We need to begin with a definition of older father; older is not synonymous with old. An older father is anyone who becomes a father after age 39. As reported by the National Center for Health Statistics (2004), about 24 of every 1000 men in the United States between the age of 40 and 44 fathered a child in 2004; this represents an increase of almost 18 percent from the prior decade. Of interest, the number of children born to fathers between 20 and 22 dropped 15 percent during the same period. The group of post-age 40 fathers, unlike the actors mentioned above, are primarily first time fathers. Data from the National Center for Health Statistics (2007) indicates that the number of men ages 35-39 who father children has increased 40 percent since 1980 while there has been a 20 percent decrease in the number of fathers under 30.

Types of Older Fathers


There are several categories of older fathers. To give a sense of who older fathers might be and how they might differ according to their circumstance, general descriptions and case examples follow.

First Timers

First Timers are the post-40 group who married late, married and divorced without children and then remarried, or postponed beginning a family. Many fathers are waiting longer to have children as they pursue career goals. The population trends indicating a decrease in the percent of fathers in their 20s and an increase in fathers in their 40s suggests that this is a growing trend (National Center for Health Statistics, 2007). 
The following illustrations are cases known personally or as therapy patients to one of the authors.
Chris: First timer. Chris is a First Timer at age 42. His 20s were focused on education. He obtained a Ph.D. in the natural sciences, served a post-doctoral fellowship, and began his career. Much of his time during his early 30s was career focused. He did date extensively during his 30s and had two serious relationships, neither of which resulted in marriage. He reports his social life during his 30s as “living life to its fullest.” At age 38 he met his now wife, married at age 40, and had his first child at age 42. Chris states that, “I began to have children when I was ready to have children. Children were not on my screen until after I was 40. Thank God I had options that were not available to my parents; they were pressured to be married and have kids by the time they were 25.” To add emphasis to his feelings he stated, “I don’t think that people now don’t want to have children until a later age than people in the past; I think that people in the past probably wished that they could have waited until a later age.” When asked about his experience of being an older father as compared to a younger father, Chris made reference to having more time (with his career well established), having more money, and having more tolerance. 
Second Timers
Second Timers are those who married once, had children while younger, and then decided to (or perhaps inadvertently) become a father again when the initial children were older. As the authors’ observation, this pattern appears to be somewhat less frequent. 
Howard: Second timer. Howard had children at age 24 and 28. When his children were 14 and 18, he and his wife decided to start a “second family.” They had two more children after his 40th birthday. He died at age 83 having suffered a head injury resulting from a fall off a ladder at his place of business. At the time of his death, his children were 59, 55, 42, and 40 years of age; he had 12 grandchildren and two great-grandchildren. 
With just 6 years in age separating his youngest child and oldest grandchild, many activities included both generations. Sundays hikes with his younger children and all grandchildren were common (frequently with a child too young to walk being carried on his back). References to being an older father were dismissed. When his younger generation children (both boys) were adolescents, he was a vibrant and healthy man in his 50s who was able to play sports with them. Howard is typical of the Second Timers in that much of his life was focused on family. The considerable charitable work he did was focused on children’s needs and children’s interests. For Howard, having a second family was simply a continuation of who he was and desired to be. While there was no mid-life crisis, there was a mid-life awakening. Howard stated on many occasions that his desire to have a second family resulted from a realization that he enjoyed raising children and had no desire to be done with this task when in his early 40s.

Remarried Second Timers

Remarried Second Timers are those who had children from a prior marriage or marriages and began a second (or more) family later in life. A majority of the actors mentioned above married women who were considerably younger. It is unknown if this is true for other individuals. This group, too, appears to be increasing as divorce and remarriage is becoming a common phenomenon.

Jeffrey: Remarried second timer. Jeffrey is currently 67 and states that “I love my work, but would love to slow down some.” His daughter is 18 and recently began college. The expense of a college education is preventing him from cutting back or retiring. When talking about the several older actors who have fathered children with younger women, he states that “I don’t have their resources; I do wish that I could sock away more money for retirement; college is expensive.” Jeffrey states affirmatively that “my daughter is not affected by my age.” Jeffrey was married in his early 20s, had two children, and divorced when his children were adolescents. Both of the children from his first marriage are married; Jeffrey has 4 grandchildren. Two of his grandchildren live across country; the other two live close by and are mentioned frequently as “the joy of my life.” Jeffrey remarried when he was 47 and his daughter was born soon afterwards. He, with laughter, states that “she only recently did the math and realized that she was - kind of - at the wedding.” Jeffrey states that the wedding was planned before the pregnancy and their lack of contraceptive care was purposeful. His wife, 15 years his junior, was anxious to have a child quickly, primarily “because she was concerned about whether I would have the stamina to raise a child much longer.” Jeffrey states that he has no regrets about his ‘second family’ and states that “I’ve always been in good shape; I even coached my daughter’s soccer team when she was in late elementary school.” He states that neither he nor his daughter minded an incident when another team mate made reference to “your grandpa” when speaking to his daughter about him. Jeffrey assured the interviewer that “it was not a reflection on any lack of energy; being bald does have some drawbacks.” 
Continuous Fathers

Continuous Fatherhood are those who tend to have large families and have children in a fairly regular pattern from the 20s through the 40s or later.

Paul: Continuous father. Paul, the father of 4, has had children continuously over a 13 year period. Married at age 29, he had his first child when 32 and the other children when he was 36, 41, and 45 respectively. He reports that he and his wife considered having a fifth child, but she was 40 when the fourth child was born and they had decided to “close shop” by the time she reached 40. 
Paul was 51 at the time he was interviewed and stated that he did have “a bit less energy” for the demands of being a father to a six year old. While stating that his children are not in any manner short-changed, he stated that “my back feels it when I pick him up” (referring to his six year old son). Paul mentioned that the major disadvantage of being an older father is having older parents. At age 51, with his children now 19, 15, 10, and 6 years of age; his parents are 74 and 77 and both in poor health. “I don’t know what we would do if my in-laws were in poor health; there are only 24 hours in a day and we are filling 28 of the 24 now.” He does feel what he refers to as “split demands” of the two generations. While stating that he has “not one regret” about having children post age 40, he sarcastically states that “I’ll do my kids a favor and die suddenly without being ill for years.”


Data do not exist to support general conclusions regarding differences between older and younger fathers. Data consistently support that older men are more affluent than younger men (Payscale.com, 2008).   This fact would suggest an ability to spend more money on children. Older fathers are more likely to have established their careers, so waiting to have children might mean that older fathers have more time to spend with their children and families. Jung (1933) observed a tendency for men and women to become more androgynous during the second half of life. He postulated that men may become more likely to build close family ties. This observation would suggest a tendency for older fathers to be more involved in child rearing and to be more nurturing. Older fathers may very well not have the energy to participate in high energy activities. A majority of father/coaches are younger, but then a majority of fathers are younger.

Impact of Physical Aging

The literature has, for many decades, supported the fact of potential dangers in older women having children. It was assumed that the mother’s age was the sole determining risk factor. More recently, an increasing body of literature supports the fact that there are dangers in older men fathering children as well. 

A large scale study at Columbia University (Fisch, Hyun, Golden, Hensle, Olsson, & Liberson, 2003) studied the incidence of Down Syndrome in children born to mothers over the age of 35 in New York state from 1983 to 1997. In 1983, 8 percent of all births were to women 35 years of age or older; in 1997 the number of children born to older mothers had more than doubled (17 percent). Between 1983 and 1997 the number of children born to women over the age 40 increased 178 percent, and the number of children born to fathers over the age 40 increased 73 percent. Because older women tend to have children with older men, it is somewhat difficult to separate out the individual contribution of mother and father.  Nevertheless, data analysis indicates that men over the age 40 were twice as likely to have a Down Syndrome child than men less than 20. The author concluded that the paternal contribution to Down Syndrome was 50 percent in the over 40 group. The dramatic increase in Down Syndrome in children born to mothers over the age 35 is now assumed to be the result of the combination effect of maternal and paternal age.

An analysis of the Israeli army database (Malaspina et al., 2005) supported the conclusion that children born to men over 40 were 5.75 times more likely to have an autism disorder than those who had fathers under 30 years of age. A second Israeli study concluded that children born to fathers in their late 40s had twice the risk of developing schizophrenia (Age of Fathers, 2007).

In a study of fathers of boys with the sex chromosome related disorder, Klinefelter Syndrome (XXY chromosomal pattern), Lowe, Eskenazi, Nelson, Kidd, Alme, and Wyrobek (2001) found a clear trend for an increase in sperm abnormalities with each age decade. Similar conclusions have resulted from studies of other genetic abnormalities (e.g., Apert Syndrome; Tolarova, Harris, Ordway, & Vargervik, 1997).
Singh, Muller, and Berger (2003) found the cellular basis for a reproductive clock that may exist for men as well as women. Sperm in men older than 35 showed lower motility as well as more DNA damage than sperm in younger men. Additionally, older men are less efficient at eliminating damaged sperm cells, increasing the likelihood that damaged cells could pass along abnormalities to offspring.

Recently, Marcini, Howie, Myers, McVean, and Donnelly’s (2007) findings of a genetic link between Type I Diabetes and Crohn’s Disease have suggested the possibility that these disorders might be linked to paternal age. A 2004 retrospective study of a large sample Scandinavian population reported that for older fathers between 40 and 54 years, there was twice the likelihood of having a child with Multiple Sclerosis; mother’s age did not appear to be a contributing factor (Montgomery, Ekbom, Olsson, & Lambe, 2004).

Role Theory


To make our bias clear, we do not consider a person a father simply because he is a sire. We consider a “father” the person who fulfills the responsibilities needed to promote functional family interactions. So to help in the exploration of the impact of having an older father considered as part of those patterns, and, in particular, the therapeutic constellation, we supply some perspectives from which to reflect on that/those influences. The primary one is Role Theory (Biddle, 1979). As the case with all theories, Role Theory has its strengths and weaknesses, but provides a viable structure with which to organize information.
A Useful Structure: Role Theory


Biddle (1979) suggests that roles, such as those of a father, be considered at four levels (see Figure 1, parenthetical inserts): positions, roles, functions, and norms/expectations. A position is a major area or category of life endeavor, such as family member (e.g., mother, father, son, daughter), career designation (e.g., police officer, CEO, homeless person), or other social locations (Worell & Remer, 2003). Positions are composed of constellations of roles or role repertoires (e.g., supporter, disciplinarian, observer), many versions of which are shared from one position to another. The roles are defined by functions, what is actually done when implementing a role (e.g., comforting, instructing, confronting, feeding). At the deepest level, roles are judged as acceptable or functional in relation to norms/expectations derived from many sources both conscious and unconscious (e.g., personal identity/self-image, family background, societal strictures, acculturation, religious up-bringing). 

A few aspects to consider:

(a) Although role repertoires exist for all of us, the construct of a role is realized in its enactment-- that is, roles are reciprocal and call for interaction with others to be both implemented and judged effective.


(b) Role reciprocity requires a meshing of role structures, either complimentary (e.g., teacher/pupil, entertainer/audience) or symmetrical (e.g., bargainer/bargainer). A role may not have a counter-part in another’s repertoire. (See Figure 1.) 

(c) Roles, while similar in label, may differ by function and/or norm/expectation from position to position, person to person, and situation to situation (i.e., no two persons’ roles or even one person’s enactments of roles are ever exactly the same). For example, a person in the position of teacher may function as a disciplinarian differently than the same person would in the position of parent.

(d) Roles can change over time through additions of functions or modifications of norms/expectations. 




Role enactments are complex interplays subject to many influences that include and change patterns of actions, thoughts, and emotions. Role reciprocity may fail to be realized because of problems at any level. The brief description just offered merely scratches the surface of that complexity. Our intent is neither to present the whole of Role Theory—its various versions and nuances—nor to argue the finer points of definition—whether the position is actually “parent” and “father” is one role aspect. Rather we offer a structure to look at older fathers vis-à-vis younger fathers. However, Role Theory does serve to point out the difficulty in capturing both the “essence” of being a father and how the positional complexity increases over time (i.e., with older fathers). For example, how physical limitations due to aging may change the norm about how a father plays with his children.

To illustrate some of the points, we look briefly at some of the possible role patterns attendant on the position of father. 

The Father Position: Partial-Possible Role Structure


Completely representing the position of father is impossible, for many of the reasons already stated—complexity, contextuality, variability. What is portrayed is an example intended to convey how the conceptualization adds to understanding fathering in general so that the challenge of addressing the situation of the “older” father specifically is illuminated.


Figure 2 is a representation of part of the role constellation for the position of a particular “father.” In the “provider” role this father may offer emotional support, a function of that role. To do so adequately and effectively requires that this father be caring and listen, norms or expectations by which the implementation of the function is guided and evaluated. The role diagram presents other roles that are components of the role repertoire of this father—disciplinarian and protector—each with its attendant functions and norms. More roles, functions, and norms could likely be added to the diagramed constellation. 
Insert Figure 2 Here


To reinforce some of the interactive nature and complexity of role implementation look again at Figure 2. Problems can occur because a role does not have a concomitant one in the other position’s constellation (e.g., friend in the offspring is not reciprocated in the father), because a necessary function is not present (e.g., the father’s teacher “to discuss” has no match in the offspring’s learner), and/or because norms or expectations are at odds (e.g., the offspring asking for clarification is not acceptable to the father). Even if reciprocity is possible, misunderstandings, miscommunications, situational/contextual ambiguity, and internal role constellation inconsistency (e.g., conflicting norms) can lead to role unavailability. 

Note that fulfilling all the roles of a father does not require being a sire. Certainly a step-father is an example. In fact, it does not necessarily require being a male. However, the need to be male to “be” a father is a debatable point, and one well worth considering particularly in the context of changes that occur in males as physical beings with the aging process.

Given these theoretical structures we first look at the literature on fathers for some indications of typical and/or stereotypical role constellations of fathers. Then to focus more on the influence of “aging,” we examine this impact using Erikson’s theory of life span development (Berk, 1998). 
Erikson’s Life-Span Development Model


Erikson’s model (Berk, 1998) has proved useful and been widely employed for years (e.g., Westermeyer, 2004). In particular, as a stage model, it leads to unwarranted assumptions of linearity and well defined boundaries between stages, both conditions to keep in mind when consulting it.  In our case, despite seeming to provide more information than needed here, Erikson’s model (see Table 1) is useful for at least two reasons. First, it defines the differences in the developmental tasks of men who have been defined as young fathers (those under the age of 40) from those labeled older fathers (not to mention from men in the 12-18 age range who might be named “younger” fathers). Second, it indicates the situations faced by fathers in fostering and aiding the development of their children as they engage in their own challenges to maturing successfully.
Table 1

Erikson’s Psychosocial Stages Related to Fathering
	Psychosocial Stage
	Period of Development
	Description

	Identity vs. Role Confusion
	Adolescence

 (12-18 years)


	Teens need to develop a sense of self and personal identity. Success leads to an ability to stay true to yourself, while failure leads to role confusion and a weak sense of self.

	Intimacy vs. Isolation
	Young Adulthood 

(19-40 years)


	Young adults need to form intimate, loving relationships with other people. Success leads to strong relationships, while failure results in loneliness and isolation.

	Generativity vs. Stagnation
	Middle Adulthood

(40-65 years)


	Adults need to create or nurture things that will outlast them, often by having children or creating a positive change that benefits other people. Success leads to feelings of usefulness and accomplishment, while failure results in shallow involvement in the world.




Adapted from About.com: Psychology (2007) and Berk (1998) 

Accepting even a part of the validity of the characterizations of the three psychosocial stages (also called tasks or challenges) where men are most likely to sire and/or father children, we can see marked differences that can contribute to how men might approach their fathering. 

At the time most men are typically assuming the position of father, in the “Intimacy vs. Isolation” stage, the need to form intimate relationships would suggest more focus on those adult relationships offering reciprocity. While loving relationships are certainly part of fathering, they are not of the ilk suggested by this level of development, which may explain the difficulty many men may have in incorporating children into their adjustment to family from the coupling relationship. The resentment that may be felt when the family energy must be channeled to children, rather than romantic endeavors (“where is the woman I married?”) is too often experienced.

In contrast, the “Generativity vs. Stagnation” stage in which most older fathers are found is characterized by the “need to create or nurture things that will outlast them, often by having children or creating a positive change that benefits other people,” (Berk, 1998, p. 17) success leading “to feelings of usefulness and accomplishment…” (Berk, 1998, p. 17). The thrust of the tasks in this stage readily lend themselves to effective fathering, at least if accomplished successfully.

Finally, in the case of younger fathers, those men most likely in the “Identity vs. Role Confusion” stage, needing to develop a sense of self and personal identity, are challenged to father effectively. Being not much more than children themselves, and thus unlikely to have a “true sense of self,” they risk not only failure leading “to role confusion and a weak sense of self,” but also not being able to meet the developmental needs of their children.

Ironically, older fathers, while least likely to sire children—and even being at risk of producing physically challenged children—are the most apt to be effective fathers. Not only does that task meet the needs of this developmental stage, but also in part defines it. 

So how do these differences manifest themselves in the actions of actual fathering? They may influence the roles fathers take and the functions they perform. However, while some roles and functions may be limited by age (e.g., being able to participate in some physical activities with children), more are consistent across the age spans. However, the way these roles and functions are approached may change drastically with the different perspectives gained through life experiences and successful maturing. With this observation in mind we now discuss the application of Role Theory to the phenomenon of older fathers.
Role Theory and Older Fathers

While the list of roles and functions fathers manifest is both myriad and diverse (e.g., Bouchard, Lee, Asgary, & Pelletier, 2007; Bronte-Tinkew, Carrano, & Guzman, 2006; Findley & Schwartz, 2004, 2006; Masciadrelli, Pleck, & Stueve, 2006; Schwartz & Findley, 2006), we have employed those listed by Findley and Schwartz (2004) in their development of the “Father Involvement” and “Nurturant Fathering” Scales as the basis for our discussion (see Table 2). The table includes only three possible roles, the list of functions suggested by the article, and some representative norms/expectations—both general to the roles and the functions and a sample specific to the functions listed. 
Roles and Functions that Define Fathers


As with any position, a socially determined definition exists regarding what that position is (social location; Worell & Remer, 2003). In any society and across societies, the idea of “father” is captured by that label. There is a kind of Gestalt to that designation (i.e., we may not be able to break it down into all its constituent parts, but we know what is meant by the term “father,” a shared semantic sense), despite the lack of a one-to-one correspondence of such a listing across situations. In fact, for this reason, a comprehensive, exhaustive listing of these constituents—the roles and functions—is not possible. However, Table 2 presents at least a representative sample, as suggested by the literature about fathers. Keep in mind that roles are dynamic (and dynamical) entities, they mutate over time, experience, and situation recursively (Remer, 2006).

 In general, only constructive norms and expectations have been mentioned (e.g., in the case of “supporter-engage in play - to be flexible”) because we would not want to be misinterpreted as suggesting less acceptable (at least by our standards) ones (e.g., in the case of “supporter-engage in play - to dictate the choice of play activity”). Of course, many difficulties are the result of problematic norms and expectations (e.g., don’t show vulnerable emotions), particularly when they are either not conscious choices or are not viewed as problematic. These types of norms/expectations will be included in our later discussions of both fathering and intervention.

Table 2
Father Role Constellation: Roles, Functions, and Possible/Sample Norms

	                                                                                                          Roles

	
	Instructor
	Supporter
	Model

	
	Norms

	Functions
	Explain adequately

Answer appropriate      questions

Encourage questions

Be present 

Be authoritative

Don’t accept/tolerate inattention 

Don’t accept tolerate disrespect


	Be consoling

Be reinforcing

Be accepting

Be present

Explain 

Be patient
	Demonstrate adequately

Show confidence

Go slow

Gradually increase complexity

Don’t accept/tolerate inattention

Be appropriate 




Engage in leisure, fun, play  

	Provide companionship 

Share activities/interests 

Focus on emotional development
Focus on social development  

Care-give 

Focus on physical development 

Focus on spiritual development

Develop responsibility 

Discipline 

Focus on ethical/moral development

Provide income 

Be protective 

Focus on career development  

Develop independence 

Help with school or homework  

Develop competence 

Focus on intellectual development
	Address: 

Relaxing, enjoying, winning 

Friendship

Hobbies, etc.

Differentiating appropriate reactions,

   rules for showing emotion

Differentiating appropriate behavior

Appropriate actions and focus

Proper nutrition, exercise

Spirituality, need for religion

Rules, commitment

Rewards and penalties

Right and wrong

Money management

Weakness and strength

Work setting and rules, differences

Doing things alone, without relying

   on others

Need for preparation

Definition, characteristics

Definition, ways of increasing
	Allow freedom and flexibility

Spend quality time

Introduce and offer

Accept reactions or correct gently

Encourage exploration

(General Norms)

Encourage activities

Encourage exploration and questions

Give opportunities

Be fair and firm

Correct firmly, but be understanding

Give opportunities

Prevent excessive painful outcomes

Encourage exploration

Give opportunities, accept failures

Correct, but be understanding

Give opportunities

Encourage exploration and challenges
	Win, don’t show temper or disappointment

Do things together

Do things together

Show appropriate emotions

Act appropriately

Show appropriate action

Stay in shape, eat well

Be engaged in spirituality

Carry through on commitments

Show accepting apt correction

Challenge injustices

Provide allowance

Stand up for others

Take to job, show skill applications

Rely on self when possible and apt

Accept limitations, learn if needed

Show learning curve

Stretch to new areas


Developed from Findley and Schwartz (2004)

Due to space limitations, we can neither analyze nor discuss all of those presented, not to mention others that could easily be added. A few considered informative have been chosen both for their likely direct applicability to working with older fathers and for the heuristic value of generalizing this type of analysis to other roles and functions of fathers (or others for that matter). The discussion is focused primarily on the norms and expectations that influence how these roles and functions are enacted—particularly how the norms and expectations are impacted by the father being older. The six addressed here are the three roles listed (instructor, supporter, and model) for two functions (disciplining and protecting). 
The Impact of Aging on Roles, Functions, and Norms/Expectations


The essence of a role analysis is answering the questions why someone in a particular role, performing a specific function, does what he or she does and whether that action is functional. The aim is to help people operate more functionally. If the role analysis suggests that particular roles and/or functions are not present, then various approaches may be taken to develop them. If the problem resides at the norm/expectation level, then the way the functions are implemented is called into question, which usually involves values. Intervention to impact norms/expectations usually call for very different interventions from those directed at the role or function levels.

To begin we will examine some contrasting possibilities for how norms/expectations may vary and how they might be different even for the same individual at different development stages in his life. Although many factors may influence function implementation, we are going to concentrate on the possible effects of age difference of father here. Specifically, the different norms/expectations developed in the following sections are possible examples based on the interaction of role theory and the different developmental stages each group of which a father is considered to be part.

Instructing in discipline. Instruction in discipline can range from detailed delineation of rules and penalties for violating them, to explaining the reasons for rules, to assuming that children should automatically respond appropriately. In the case of younger fathers, who may have no clearly defined sense of self from which to decide, they may have a tendency to blindly follow the rules learned from their own experiences (e.g., spanking as a way of disciplining explaining that “that is what my father did to me”) without being aware of the implications or able or willing to consider them. “Normal” age range fathers may explain or set out rules (e.g., “no talking back will be tolerated”), but only apply them in a self-serving manner. Older fathers may explain rules generally or even specifically but be inconsistent or even permissive in applying them (e.g., “you were supposed to ask permission; next time you will have to ask permission”) because of not wanting to alienate the child.

Supportive disciplining. Acting as a supporter while attempting to administer discipline can be difficult (thus the injunction to be “fair and firm”). A younger father without a sense of self may not be able to do so; he may instead hold strictly to a rule regardless of the nuances of the circumstance (e.g., “don’t interrupt me when I’m talking to you [even if the house is burning down]”). A normal age range father may react as if the disciplining entails a personal challenge (e.g., “I’ve already told you a million times, but again, we all stay at the table until everyone is done eating”). An older father may bend over backwards to be supportive (e.g., “well next time be on time for dinner or something unpleasant will happen”). 

Modeling discipline. While we do not usually think about modeling discipline, modeling is an important role for fathers. Demonstrating how to accept being disciplined is an important component. Younger fathers may rebel against being disciplined because being disciplined does not “feel right,” without being able to articulate to themselves why it does not or because accepting discipline is seen as a challenge to their authority (e.g., “who are you to tell me…”). Fathers in the middle developmental category may rebel out of sense of rejection (e.g., you see me as not worthy if you criticize me). Older fathers may react negatively to being disciplined out of a feeling of failure (e.g., if I need to be corrected, I’m incompetent). While the responses may be similar, they are triggered by very different messages.

Instructing in protecting. What “protecting” means to a father has a great deal of impact on what he might do in providing instruction to his children. A young father may have romanticized (stereotypic, stylized) ideas about what protecting is and how it should be done that could be strictly visited on his offspring (e.g., “boys should always defend girls and girls should not stand up for themselves and risk being hurt”). Young adult fathers may convey only a somewhat similar message (e.g., “real men should be strong and fearless; real women should demure”), with the emphasis more on appropriate actions in the relationship. More mature fathers may convey a more equal view, while still subtly hinting that men are the protectors of women (e.g., “women can take care of themselves well, but still need to be escorted in dicey situations”), particularly if accomplishment (e.g., being an adequate protector) is an issue.

Supportive protecting. Being “the” protector may be one way a younger father sees being supportive (e.g., stepping in to any situation where he perceives a threat to his children, even from other children) or another might be telling a son to stand up for himself (e.g., “just go up to that bully and hit him”). Middle range fathers may share more of their own experiences, engendering intimacy, in an effort to be both supportive and encouraging (e.g., “when I was picked on my dad taught me to box. I was scared but I really feel good about having stood up for myself”). Older fathers may combine a need to protect in a supportive way with a sense of being actively involved, so feeling a shared sense of accomplishment (e.g., “I’ll go with you to get your sister’s lunch money back from that bully”).

Modeling protecting. Effective modeling in general requires not only being consistent with words but being appropriate in the actions modeled. When modeling protecting, being off in either dimension is problematic, so the roles and functions of the model must fit with those of the instructor. A young father may model protecting as he describes it only to produce bullying behavior in his offspring (e.g., no one “picks on” my kids [even if they are wrong]). Fathers in their struggle with intimacy issues may model over-protectiveness (e.g., “I’ll talk to your teacher about her having sent you to detention”). Older fathers may demonstrate inappropriate assuming/claiming of responsibility in an effort to feel competent in protecting others (e.g., “it was my fault you failed that test, I shouldn’t have given you money for a week night movie”).


Note, developmental level (age) is not the only influence on the role structure. It may not even be the primary influence. Other factors certainly contribute—culture, family background, education, physical stature, and other life experiences, to name but a few—may have as much or more impact. Focusing on our theme, in each of the above instances, not that the norms dictating the actions are functional, but they are influenced by difficulty in managing the task at the father’s level of development. Knowing that this possibility exists, despite not knowing what else and how much other factors may come into play, can still provide help generating a schema (hypothesis) on which to base interventions. However, solely focusing on developmental influences may lead to discounting others equally or more important—and generating less than effective, and even possibly harmful, interventions. Also, as a further reminder concerning the complexity of the situation when considering interventions, role implementation is transactional and interactive (i.e., it takes at least two to tango), so parallel aspects and influences of and on the role structures of the other system “components” (i.e., individuals and institutions involved) must be borne in mind.
Interventions with Older Fathers


How might knowledge of the reactions of older fathers differing from those in other developmental categories prove useful? Like any other piece of information that illuminates the dynamics of a situation and provides a framework to intervene, having an idea of the impact of the father’s developmental stage might provide direction—at least if weighed with other relevant information that also influences such formulations. In other words, developmental level may suggest hypotheses to be considered and substantiated in light of as many relevant factors as possible. 
With this complexity in mind, we now look at how the information presented—role structure and developmental level--might be applied effectively. Even if the choice is not to approach older fathers from these perspectives, the process is similar applying others perspectives (e.g., dynamical systems). 
On the whole, both logic and the little direct evidence available on older fathers strongly suggest that older fathers perform the roles and functions of a father as well as, if not more easily than, fathers of other age ranges—as long as they are committed to being a father. Even in circumstances where they may be likely to find fathering more challenging—a child born with physical problems at least in part attributable to being sired by an older man—the developmental level of most men in the older father age range seems to indicate they likely will evidence resources allowing them to better be able to cope with the situation (i.e., commitment to others), not to mention other buffers (e.g., more financial resources, patience, experience, understanding, support networks).

Despite this rosy picture, problems occur bringing older fathers into therapy. When they come, what can be done to help them? 
Though certainly not the only viable perspective, Role Theory provides both a structure for viewing the problems and directions for intervening. Depending on where the problems lie in a less than optimal role structure/repertoire (i.e., at the role, function, or norm level) different kinds of interventions are implied. If roles or functions are missing, more psychoeducational approaches seem most apt; when norms/expectations are involved subtler, more challenging, “deeper” interventions (e.g., those to address values issues and other possibly unconscious, deep-rooted influences) may be needed, although direct, first order change techniques (Watzlawick, Weakland, & Fisch, 1974) can at times be as effective as second order change ones, and should be employed first.

Role and Function Oriented Interventions
Psychoeducational, and many other first order change interventions, can be used to add a needed role or function to the father’s repertoire. A common psychoeducational intervention is to teach fathers positive parenting techniques that are missing from their role repertoires. This end could be achieved through direct instruction. For example in the case of the role “instructor” and the function “help with school or homework,” the psychological intervention could be to instruct the father how to prepare to help with school or homework. Psychoeducational interventions could also be used to teach a father the functions and norms to communicate effectively with his children (e.g., interpersonal confrontation; Remer & deMesquita, 1990). This approach also brings in some of the parallels between the interventionist and father that need to be considered (e.g., if you are instructing the father, the interaction may exhibit the same pattern as the father instructing his children) because they can enhance the learning or they can inhibit it if the father takes offense. In either case, analysis may help provide better understanding and acceptance of the intervention by providing clients a rationale and cognitive structure to understand the therapy process. Another intervention could be modeling the desired role and function. For example in the case of the role “supporter” and the function “develop competence,” the psychological intervention in this case could be to demonstrate the role and/or function for the father either by the therapist role-playing the father in the session or by the therapist doing the role/function with the father in session. Then, the therapist and the father focus specifically on how the role/function was performed. This approach gives the father opportunities to develop his competence in a role. Assigning appropriate reading material has also been found to be an effective intervention that can foster the learning process. 
If a father does not have a needed role or function in his repertoire, he may need a more interactive psychological intervention. Recalling or observing a role model father (e.g., asking “who do you know who can instruct his child effectively?”) can be helpful. The father trying out implementing the missing roles/functions by role playing interventions with the therapist may also prove useful. 
Another situation could be that the role and/or function is in the father’s repertoire in another position (e.g., the role of disciplinarian from a teacher position), but because of lack of recognition or realization the role is unavailable. These roles and functions can then be “imported” (transferred or generalized) to the father position—provided they are examined being cognizant of the possible need to adjust the norms/expectations to be appropriate for the father position. 
Some roles (e.g., participating in physical activity with children) may be unavailable to the father due to age. In this case alternative roles and functions could be explored.

Norm/Expectation Oriented Interventions

Intervention at the norm/expectation level are focused on identifying the problematic norm or norms, examining their functionality, looking for conflicts between or among norms, and working to adjust norms to make them more functional. Sometimes adjusting norms can be much more difficult than adding roles to someone’s repertoire. Many norms come from values that are deeply rooted within family, cultural, and societal expectations. Also a shift in norms can cause a change in roles and functions. Taking these factors into consideration is important when looking at interventions for older fathers. Because many norms come from values, considering the root of these values, particularly if they are core values or beliefs of the father, may be essential. Changing norms/expectations counter to the ingrained (core beliefs) will likely be disconcerting, if such change is even possible, because of values conflicts. Some interventions used are challenging, changing, reframing, and experimenting with the norm or norms to affect change. Most likely a balancing act will be needed to keep a “deeper” level intervention from being too light (i.e., not have sufficient impact to disrupt the extant patterns) or being too extreme (i.e., too threatening or disruptive). 

To be clear, here are examples of the four interventions mentioned for addressing problems with norms as applied to the norm for the function “Engage in fun/leisure/play” under the role “Modeling” (see Table 2). The norm “Win, don’t show temper or disappointment” may set a standard both unrealistic and inflexible. Challenging might take the form of asking “Is showing no disappointment really realistic, or even healthy?” Changing the norm might be done by making it “…don’t show temper, but show disappointment.” Reframing the context of the change could be achieved by adding to the change statement, “so people know you care” making it “…but show disappointment so people know you care.” Finally, experimenting with the norm could be achieved by having the father share his disappointment at losing with his children and allowing them to acknowledge, validate, and empathize with the disappointment. These, and other interventions, are not mutually exclusive and, in fact, may be more effective if used together.
As with any intervention, the delivery of those suggested must be adjusted to take into account different therapeutic configurations—parent-child, family, individual, group. Other contextual variables (e.g., cultural influences) must also be considered. However, the structure and theory are universal enough to be able to take such considerations into account, particularly at the norm/expectation level.
Conclusion

Fathering is important. The roles and functions of fathers are essential to the wellbeing of children, the family, and society in general. Looking at these roles and functions from a Role Theory perspective, one might conclude that age, not sex, nor height, nor a host of other social locations (i.e., personal characteristics) per se really have much impact on being a successful father. Rather performing the necessary roles and functions well has everything to do with being a successful “father,” even if you happen to be female. Much as this perspective might be liberating it is not entirely true, because societal and cultural stereotypes (i.e., that father functions can best or only be met by males) influence the role structure. The situation is far more complex given the norms and expectations by which these roles and functions are reciprocally enacted. These norms/expectations are created and influenced by gender role socialization, personal experience, developmental level, and a host of other factors that fortunately or unfortunately are impacted by aspects of social locations. When working with older fathers, these influences should be taken into account and addressed to promote as functional (and flexible) a role repertoire as possible.
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Other Resources
In 2007 there are two blog sites dedicated to older fathers, http://journalnowdad.blogspot.com/ and
http://ageofthefatherandhealthoffuture.blogspot,com. 
Most of the messages are centered on the joys of fatherhood. A website for those who wish to become fathers at a later age,

http://www.4-men.org/sperm/fatherhood-in-old-age.html 
where information about sperm banks and fertility issues is exchanged.


Figure 3. Reciprocal role diagram (father/offspring)
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Figure 1. Individual role constellation: Father











