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Absiract

This study was based on the belief that the dynamics of personal relationships is the basis
of social life and personal well-being. There is growing support in the literature however
suggesting that the gap between men’s family relationship functioning, and their ideals of
how life ought to be is widening. The purpose of this research therefore was to explore
through men’s own experiences what their perception of a ‘good’ family is, and how this
understanding shapes their roles and functiomng within their family. Using the three
concepts of family as a symbolic structure of meaning, masculinity and cognition, as the
theoretical framework to guide the study, four men participated in unstructured
interviews. Results were analysed utilising the symbolic interaction perspective
incorporating Kelley’s Personal Construct theory and Goldstein’s Cognitive-Humanistic
approach. Findings highlight the implications for working with men in the human
services and the inadequacies of current deficit approaches. A recommendation for
development of improved conceptual models based on empowerment and strength
perspectives is suggested if meeting men’s needs and improving their relationships within

their families is to be realised.
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Chapter 1
Men’s perception of a ‘good’ family

“My dad is too rough, not home enough, he yells too much, and his
consequences are much too hard on me. That's the way most fathers are.
Why? I don’t know.”

Boy, 11, from Take Time to Play Checkers, by Misti Snow

Introduction

Story 1 — “Ron”

Ron was in his late 40°s, though he looked at least 50. He was referred for counselling by
his friend, had been prescribed anti-depressants and was feeling very bitter. A farmer all
his life, Ron related that he was not very talkative, shy, but he’d done what was expected
of him, worked hard and provided for his wife and two boys. Times on the land had been
hard, they’d had periods of financial difficulty. However, something had gone wrong. He
was separated from his wife and now filing for divorce and claimed she was preventing
his boys from communicating with him. Ron had to think back years to recall some good
memories and moments in their relationship. They had never been really intimate and it
appeared that he had not been close with his boys for some time either. Whatever he
wished for now, it seemed too late. He was depressed, resentful and longing to get into
another relationship as soon as he could. Why? If he had not been close for a long time,
what did being in a family relationship mean for Ron? Was he looking for intimacy but

unaware of his need or how to find it?

Story 2 — “Geoff”

Being one of nine children, and with Geoff’s father working away a lot, Geoff’s mother
was the disciplinarian. However, when home, his father was strict and everyone did as
they were told without arguing. This was the way things should be. There was respect!
Geoff now sat with tears in his eyes, head bowed and rubbing his hands together. He
explained that he would get angry, verbally and emotionaily abusive toward his wife and

children if they argued and didn’t do as he asked. There was no respect anymore. His
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wife had finally had enough, and after many threats, had now lefi. He had worked hard to
provide for them like his dad had for him, but was now working only part-time so he
could be at home with the children, He loved them. He loved his wife and wanted her
back. He was now realising his perceived ideas of his role as husband and father were ton
rigid, too demanding. He had realised too late, It had taken a crisis for him to be shaken
from his ways. Why hadn’t he seen it earlier? Why was he so blind? Now he could jose
them ail — the people he loved more than anything else. The nights were now long,

sleepless and full of anxiety. He had thoughts that life was not worth living anymore.

The stories of Ron and Geoff are not uncommon for men today. The relationships and
well-being of many men do not appear to be rewarding and healthy. Like Ron, many men
want something different but are not sure what. They appear not to understand their own,
or their family’s emotional needs. Like Geoff, many men are shaped by their family of
origin and seem to have little cognitive sense of what is wrong or how to cope. In
frustration, their coping behaviour often ends up being dysfunctional. Thus, like both Ron

and Geoff, many men are ‘out of their depth’ in their relationships and end up in crisis.

If family relationships are important to men, why are many men not coping in their roles
as partner and father? The purpose of this research is to explore how men understand
their primary relationship: the family. In particular, this research explores what men’s
perception of a ‘good’ or ideal family is and how this ideal shapes their actual roles and

functioning within their families, .

Source of the study

The stories of Ron and Geoff were sourced from the researcher’s practice placement
experience as part of a University Social Work Degree Course and formed part of the
awareness of current relational issues for men. The study arose out of the researcher’s

own status and understanding within the Human Services sector. Specifically:
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o The study arose out of a growing awareness and frustration from critical debates
such as feminist theory regarding men’s negative behaviour within their own
family relationships. Attitudes surrounding such critical analysis can often appear
to be stereotyping men or be anti male. While these attitudes may well be
justified, (though the researcher suspects not) research is needed to understand

men by getting men’s own stories.

e The study also arose from concern over negative health statistics of men in
general and evidenced personally from three instances. Firstly, working in a
facility providing meals to people who were homeless and on low-incomes, the
vast majority of whom were men. Secondly, from working with teenage boys who
had suffered domestic violence from their own fathers, and thirdly from the
placement experience in a counselling agency where the stories of Ron and Geoff

were sourced.

e The study is also influenced by the researcher’s personal experience of family, A
career change resulting in role adjustments from breadwinner to student was
accompanied by questions related to the researcher’s own functioning, and what

the fundamentals were that shaped oneself as a man, husband, and father.

o Lastly, awareness of changing masculine stereotypes in society leading

anecdotally to apparent role confusion in some men.

Background

In recent years, there has been greatly increased awareness and research on women’s
psychological health and wellbeing (Hafner, 1989) which has been linked with much
improved funding for resources such as Women’s Heaith Centres. While men’s wellbeing
has received comparatively little attention there is growing awareness concerning the
health and well-being of men in society. With health statistics reporting high incidences

of mental health, suicide and general declining health outcomes for men, men appear to
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ignore their health problems and not to be accessing services {National Men’s Health
Data, 1998; Lloyd, 1995).

While this has raised some public awareness, much of the attention has been focussed on
what Giblett (1997) calls “plumbing and wiring’ (eg. prostate and testicular cancer) and
on men as individuals (eg occupational health, alcohol consumption etc.). While it is
acknowledged that a man’s functioning in a relationship impacts greatly on his health and
vice versa (Giblett, 1997), there has been a dearth of literature focussing on men in
relationships and the interconnection between men’s functioning in relationships and

their overall health: psychosocial as well as physical.

While there is much data concerning men’s health, health is measured statistically in
terms of how men generally engage in higher risk activity than women. For example men
are shown as being more overweight/obese than women (44.7% compared to 31% for
women);, smoke excessively (32.1% compared to 24.7%), and drink at excess levels
(149% : 7.5%) (ABS, 1998, Australian Institute of Health & Welfare, 1996).
Additionally, statistics report that the male-female ratios for the different causes of

mortality are:

Motor vehicle accidents 5:2

Domestic and industnial; accidents 3:}
Suicide 3:1

Homicide 3:2

Coronary beart disease 3:2

Lung cancer and other lung diseases 5:2 and

Cirrhosis of the liver 2: 1.

This data would appear to indicate that men’s health is constructed in physiological and
behavioural terms. The issue of men’s wellbeing is surely more than the medicalisation of
their problems. Men are more than behavioural beings who drive recklessly. They are
also cognitive, social, and spintual. Furthermore, the construction of men’s health

appears not to have looked at the vast majority of men, and men in their context.



Men’s perception of a ‘good’ famity p. 5

There is an absence of research or health data showing a correlation between our
individual health and the heaith of our relationships (Giblett, 1997). One of the major
problems impacting adversely on the health of many men, women and children today is
relationship dysfunction and breakdown. As these relationships are experienced primarily
in the family, the family is therefore the context for many of these concerns, and the
comglexity in men’s lives generally. As Doherty and Campbell (1988) argue, “the family
affects the individual’s health, and the individual’s health affects the family” (p. 14).

Relational issues surrounding the family, for example divorce, and domestic violence
suggest a problematic situation for some men and their families that appear to be
deteriorating. Relationally, many women are expressing their dissatisfaction with their
intimate relationships with men. Shere Hite’s survey (1977) of 4,500 women showed
that, for 98% of them, the biggest problem in their current relationship was a lack of
emotional closeness. The most commonly expressed complaint (77%) was that “he
doesn’t listen.” In the succeeding 24 years, this situation does not appear to have

improved.

Within the family, there appear to be major differences in health and wellbeing between
married men and women. Married women for instance report twice the psychological
symptoms than married men, and women not employed outside the home reporting up to
four times the amount of psychiatric disorder than do their husbands. (Tennant et al.,
1982 cited in Hafner, 1989). While men report a level of psychiatric disorder about haif
that of women, their montality rate is substantially higher. Hafner (1989) cites additional
research by McLennan (1984} concluding that in the age group 15 to 24, the male annual
death rate is three times higher for men than for women. The ratio falls te 2:1 for the age
range 25 to 75. The death rates for both married men and women are significantly lower

than for those unmarried or not in partnerships.

Cultural aspects related to wellbeing are also relevant. While the traditional Australian
male behaviour has been linked with negative health consequences (Lumb, n.d.) and
relationship functioning (Giblett, 1997), the changing nature and structure of the family
toward a more multicultural society may also be impacting on men’s functioning and
wellbeing. This aspect is further discussed in Chapter 2. It is relevant to highlight at this

point however that the cultural aspect is contextualised in this study as it was undertaken
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in a rural and regional centre. Literature suggests that men’s wellbeing in rural areas is
more adversely aftected than in city locations. Cheers (1990), for exampic suggests that
rural Australians are generally disadvantaged relative to urban dwellers due to the large
geographic distances and variations in population densities which makes serving rural
and regional centres difficult Cheers (1990) argues that the impacts of policies such as
competitive tendering, farming subsidies, employment strategies favour larger locations
and has contributed to higher rates of stress-related health problems, and higher and more
prolonged unemployment in comparison to city locations. This in turn has led to a

general feeling of abandonment and alienation by rural populations.

However, one of the consequences of this data concerning men’s wellbeing and negative
health is that there is poor conceptual framing for considering how best to work with, or
help men. While men are visible in the human services, they are arguably stereotyped as
a social problem (adjuncts to the lives of women, domestic aggressors and perpetrators})
and an epidemiological problem (drink drivers, motor vehicle statistics). If the Human
Service sector is to work with men effectively and appropriately, service models
constructed around more effective frameworks are needed to successfully address these

issues.

Defining the family

The popularity of the Australian family is demonstrated in Australian Bureau of Statistics
(ABS) figures which show that 88 per cent of all Australians live in household families,
that is, with at least one other family member (ABS, 1997:1). However, what is the

definition of the family?

The ABS (1997) defines _family as a group of ‘two or more persons [who] live in the same
household and are related to each other by blood, marriage (including de facto marriage).
fostering or adoption’ (p. 6). An Australian study of 602 university students reported by
Sarantakos (1996, p. 5) found that 90 per cent of respondents agreed that families are
characterised by a combination of marital status (being married or living together),

parental status, living in the same household, heterosexuality and affinity. In other words,
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according to respondents, for a group to be a family the couple should be married to each
other, should have chiidren, should live under the same roof, be of different sex, and
should be related to each other. As 84 per cent of single parent familics in 1997 were
headed by mothers (ABS, 1997:1), this definition has important implications for

separated and divorced men who may not live under the same roof as their children.

There is however, several types of family structure including single parent, nuclear,
cohabiting and homosexual. There is also several types according to composition
including extended, stepfamily/blended and modified extended. The majority of family
type in Australia remains the two-parent family (53.7 %). Family diversity in Australia is
also marked due to ethuicitv. Ethnic families are generally defined as those with at least
one parent born overseas. In these terms, the proportion of ethnic persons in Australia has
increased dramatically since settlement in 1788, such that Australia is now a multicultural

society comprising over 140 different cultures (Sarantakos, 1996, p. 67).

Value of the family for men

Research supports the notion that while men appear to be in crisis, marriage and the
family have significant value for men, and are positive mediating factors in their
wellbeing. Sarantakos (1996, p. 36) cites studies (Glenn & Weaver, 1988; Kurdek, 1991)
comparing the happiness of marmed, single, divorced, separated and widowed persons.
These results showed that married persons generally displayed the highest levels of

happiness and lowest levels of depression.

What specifically does the family provide in terms of positive, practical utility for men?

To date, what have generally been appreciated as benefits are:

¢ The provision of domestic tabour and care.

¢ Relational security through attachment.

* The provision of emotional work within the family largely done for them by their
partners.

¢ The resulting progeny from the relationship.
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e The provision of nurturing, especially during the children’s infancy, the majority

of which has also traditionally been done by the partner.

When marital breakdown occurs, men in general appear to struggle adversely compared
to women. For example, divorced men have significantly higher death rates than married
men (Edgar, 1997) and nen are five times more likely to commit violence against cx-
partners than current partners (Williams, 1998, cited in Pease, 1999). There is also a
strong association between social isolation and mortality for men rather than women
(Doherty & Campbell, 1988, p. 53) with the family components of social support being
the most predictive of who would live and who would die. With one third of all marriages
in Australia ending in divorce, research shows that contributing factors to the breakdown
result from recentments and disputes over vartous forms of marital inequality and abuse

of women by men (Dempsey, 1997, cited in Pease, 1999, p. 6).

Overall, this shows that there is clear benefit to men by being in a family relationship and
that the vast majority of men enter into the relationships of partner and father within the
family. However something is not working, as women are voicing dissatisfaction with
their men and their situation. This study is about one aspect of men’s relationships within
the family, namely how men’s understanding of their ideal relationships shapes their

functioning.

The family as more than demographic structures

The family is more than a structural institution. It also has a symbolic representation for
men. According to Marris (1986), our lives are ordered based on the symbolic meaning
we give to objects around us. Marris referred to these symbolic meanings that we attach
to significant objects as ‘structures of meaning’. It is this symbolic value that is the

family’s most powerful role.

The family has significant meaning for its individual members. It provides the framework
of thinking and action (Sarantakos, 1996, p. 68), and is an idealised system based on
strong beliefs, values and norms, which shape the mode of thinking of its members. In

ethnic families for example, family life can often be characterised by familism, whict.
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puts family before individual rights, idcals, ambitions and interests. Being committed to

kinship groups, families often act as an economic, social and personal reference grou
g

providing companionship, emotional security, puidance, source of models and a sense of

identity and belonging.

According to functionalist theory, the family provides a status role. There is a correlation
between occupational roles, income denved from those roles, and status of the families.
Parsons (1951, cited in Sarantakos, 1996) believed that the social class position of the
child was therefore ascriptively determined by the link between the father’s work role

and the father’s family role.

Critical vs. romanticised notions of the family

Various and contrasting discourses in the literature surround these concerns. Depending
on the theoretical orientation of the researcher, the family can be addressed as a social
system, a group of interacting personalities, an institution, or the place of interpersonal
conflict (Sarantakos, 1996). Across the diverse forms of families. gender is a dominant
structural force (Milardo & Duck, 2000, p. xi1). The family is the primary arena in which
gender is taught, and learned. Parents are the primary agents for reinforcing ideological
gender codes and gendered activities in families. Gender consequently must thesefore be

central to any understanding of family functionality.

Feminists have drawn attention to the mismatch for both males and females in idealised
presumptions about families and gender stereotypes. Critical perspectives posit that
traditional romanticised views of the family reinforce relationship processes and a
division of labour that are unfair to women (Milardo & Duck, 2000, p. 17). Feminism as
a theoretical framework defining women’s needs has thus highlighted the power
imbalance between men and women. Within this paradigm appear wide-ranging
perspectives that include portraying men synonymously with the ‘patriarchy’. Associated
translations of men in this power imbalance are often as “aggressors” and “perpetrators”
(Orme, 1998). Here gendered patterns observed in the family have structural rather than
biological roots. There is no fixed or universal patten and human behaviour in

relationships and families has the potential for infinite variety.
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The ‘good’ family

Amidst the apparent difficulties and contrasting notions of the family, literature also
refers to the ideal of a ‘good’ family, and a ‘good’ relationship. However, what does a
good family look like? Higson (2001, p. 44) suggests intimacy, and practical and
emotional support between members would identify ‘good’ family relationships. She
states, “partniers who share a close, supportive relationship are also likely to have good
relationships with their children” and, “be is a good man. He is quite helpful in
housework and emotional support.”” Qther definitions of good families may have strength
and resilience in mind, such as the Australian Government's Stronger Families and
Communities Strategy (cited in Silberberg, 2001, p. 52.) that aims to build stronger
family and community relationships. Alternatively, a good relationship may simply infer
a ‘happy’ one. or require a parent to cope with everyday demands and be just ‘good

enough’ (Good Enough Parenting, 1978).

It is not the purpose of this study to debate the philosophical nature of what is good, but
to identify the term as a symbol used in common everyday language to connote an ideal
that individuals and families aim to achieve or to become. Goldstein’s (1986b) Cognitive
Humanistic approach to counselling suggests that people make meaning and order out of
the world they experience. Order is found by thinking through how life ought to be,
which 1s an ideal, and then what actions are needed in order to achieve that ideal
However, as this chapter argues, some men are in crisis. For some. the ‘gap’ between
their actual lived experience and their ideals may involve changes that are too great to
bridge. As Higson (2001) ponders, “perhaps “happiness”, in the final analysis, is simply a

reflection of the fit between expectation and reality.”

Why are men in crisis?

Current literature appears to focus on three interconnecting factors that help explain the

current crisis in men’s functioning. These three factors are:

e The changing structure of the family.
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¢ Deconstruction of traditiona! gender roles, particularly masculinity, and

o The part socialisation plays in shaping roles and beliefs.

Changing structure

Changes in family structure and functioning have resulted due to a umber of factors.
Especially after World War 1l, the proportion of women and mothers in the workplace
and the number of dual-earner marriages increased dramatically. Fathers are no longer
the sole providers of the family or providers only, and their participation in household
tasks has increased. Social conditions have led to families being under severe pressures
more than before. Poverty and unemployment pressures have placed excessive stress on
families, to the extent that a singie income is no longer adequate for the families to

maintain reasonable expectations of living standards (Sarantakos, 1996, p. 417).

The results of these changes are that men are fighting social pressures that mediate
against having a more positive part in their families. Participants at a conference on
fathering (Fatherhood, 1994) identified five major social barriers that currently prevent

men from active involvement in family life:

e Men are not reconciled with their own fathers.

¢ Men have grown up without male mentors and good role models.

e They have not developed the skills to be involved.

e There is a lack of liveable resources, thus men are preoccupied with the issues of
survival and their own usefulness.

e There is a lack of support from business, education, and personal, which doesnt
allow men to be fathers. For example, there is a social stigma against men

utilising paternity or parental leave.
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Deconstruction of traditional gender roles

With the traditional family structure undergoing rapid change in society, men’s
traditional role within the family has, and stiil is, changing (Wolcott & Gleser, 19%5).
Levant (1996) believes the crisis is a loss of mastery and control of traditional roles.
Thinking that there is any one “right” way to be a man is now seen as a confining and
crippling beltef.

With changing societal values, the patriarchal family is seen by many to be on the way
out. Egalitarian attitudes of sex roles and a democratic family are replacing the former

authority of the father/husband.

Buchbinder (1994) believes that with this disintegration of traditional boundaries, the
individual’s sense of how the social world is constituted is threatened. What were
apparently self-evident truths are contradicted and as other possibilities are offered, men

can, and have, reacted angrily when their worldview is criticised.

Socialisation

Literature points to a growing genderised culture. Pease and Cammilleri (2001) and Pease
(1998), for example argue that sexuality and gender have traditionally been situated in
patriarchal culture. This has shaped men’s accomplishments and their family interactions.
Denzin (1992) asserts that woven through this culture are the ideal stereotypes, myths and
beliefs surrounding, “romantic love, the beautiful woman, the handsome man, the perfect

family, and erotic sexuality contained within a monogamous marriage structure” {p. 31).

This gendenised cuiture is reinforced by media definitions of roles, which reinforce sex-
role stereotypes. Donovan (1997) believes that men’s socialisation leads to the individual
beliefs that can promote abusive behaviours. If many of the beliefs that men hold are the
cause, or at least aid the troubles in their lives, then the starting point for working with

men is surely to assess their beliefs.

This study will use these concepts of family, masculinity and the part socialisation plays

in shaping male roles, and the concept of cognition, that is how men think and make
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sense for themselves about the family and their role in it, as the basis for the theoretical

tramework used to guide this study. This framework is further described in Chapter 2.

Research purpose

Due to the general crisis in men’s lives relationally, there is a clear need to understand
what is happening to men in their relationships. Two critical issues arise from these

CONCErnS:
e How do men understand their relationships in the family, and how do they think a
family ought to be, in other words, their idea of a ‘good’ family? How do these

understandings shape their actions within their family?

o The importance and appropriateness of conceptual framing for social workers to

understand how men understand.
From these two issues, the purpose of this research is:

To explore what men’s perception of a ‘good’ family is, and how this understanding

shapes their roles and functioning within their family.

Research significance & objectives

This study is based on the belief that the dynamics of personal relationships are a basis of
social life and well-being. While existing discourses appear to speak on behalf of men,
there appears to be an urgent need for exploring a new conceptual framework for social
working with men;- one that seeks men’s own perceptions of how things are for them and

that benefits and compliments both men and their family relationships equitably.
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The way men think of the family, that is its symbolic rather than structural significance to
them, and their roles within the family is important in giving order and meaning to their
world. These meanings are shaped in part by perceptions of how things are, and our
ideals of how things ought 1o be (Goldstein, 1986a, p. 42). Only through an analysis of
understanding how men conceptualise their ideals and roles within their family, that is
what they perceive as a ‘good’ family, may we realisc possible reasons how this shapes

their functioning.

Secondly, authors such as Thompson (1995, p. 75) stress the importance of linking theory
and practice by social work professionals with the aim of improving service provision to
clients. It appears though that surprisingly little exploration has been undertaken to derive
a conceptual framing of men’s needs. As Goldstein (1986a, p. 33) asserts in his cognitive
framework “understanding our clients and their probiems is achieved when we are able to
comprehend their subjective worlds.” Unless we gain a clearer understanding of men
then, social work intervention may be at risk of being irrelevant to men’s beliefs, hopes

and expressed needs.

While this study focuses on men, it recognises that not all men share the same race or
class, or similar cxperiences, life chances, status and health functioning. That is, men are
not a homogenous group. A rationale for this paper however, is the belief and need to
recoghise men’s capacity for wanting the best for themselves and their relationships and

to do this by hearing their own stories through providing an opportunity for dialogue.

Friere and Shor (1987) state that “the structural social worker must develop a dialogical
relationship with service users - a relationship based on horizontal exchange rather than
vertical imposition.” Within this way of working, each are equal, each learning from and
teaching the other, sharing expertise and insight. Experience and wisdom are accepted
from each other. From this critical perspective, the dialogical relationship is not simply
counselling or interviewing, but consciousness-raising, and results in some change or

action. It thus breaks down misconceptions and increases understanding,

This exploration therefore has three objectives:
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¢ To contribute knowledge to the social work profession concerning men’s own
understanding of family issues. The aim of this is to improve conceptual framing
for practitioners and hence better delivery of, and more appropriate services for

men.

e To provide men themselves with an opportunity, and a sense of the contribution

that they can make, toward self-empowerment, and,

e To add to my knowledge and understanding of what shapes my own role and
functioning in my family, with the aim of being a better husband; father to my
own four boys soon to be young men themselves; and as an effective social work

practitioner when working with other men.

Chapter two will present the theoretical framework for this study.
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Chapter 2

Theoretical Framework

“Perhaps ‘happiness', in the final analysis, is simply a reflection of
the fit between expectation and reality. ™
From, State of the Union, by Rosalie Higson

Introduction

The strength of the contribution of social work to the human services is its emphasis on
the social context in understanding the personal issues people encounter in their daily
lives. Arguably the most significant context surrounding much of the complexity in both
men’s and women’s lives is the family. The way men think of the family, and their roles
within the family, are therefore important in giving order and meaning to their world.
Only through an analysis of understanding how men conceptualise their ideals and roles
within their family may we realise possible reasons how this shapes their functioning.

This understanding is crucial for working with them to improve their wellbcing.

The purpose of this chapter is to provide a conceptual framework to begin to understand
men’s perception of an ideal or ‘good’ family (to use colloquial language), and how that
pefception shapes their action and functioning within their family. This chapter will
provide a conceptual framework that is guided by the three concepts of family as a
symbol, masculinity and cognition. This framework will also be used to analyse the
results of this study. This chapter consists of four parts: firstly, a rationale for using these
three concepts, secondly, a description and discussion of the family including its
changing nature, symbolic meaning and usage in the literature; thirdly, a description and
discusston of masculinity including various contrasting discourses surrounding
masculinity in the fiterature;, and fourthly, a description and discussion of the role that

cognition plays in men’s understanding and behaviours in relation to their relationships.



Men’s perception of a ‘good’ family p. 17

Rationale for concepts used

The first concept of family as a symbol is used to illustrate the significance that the
family has for men, as both a symbol of meaning and due its practical utility for its
members. This symbolic meaning arises from both the functional roles the family
provides for men, as well as the ‘cognitive scnpt’ that men create for themselves around
their notion of family, This concept will allow an analysis of how men’s individual
experiences and understandings within the family shape their meaning and actions toward
these relational symbols. This thesis will explore the concept of family as a symbolic
structure and institution in men’s lives, while also acknowledging its significance in
women’s lives. As a symbol, the family represents many meanings for men which shape,

and are shaped by its functional expression.

The second concept of masculinity 1s used to examine how constructions of masculinity
have led to particular masculine identities, roles and practices by men. This analysis will
illustrate how the sub-concept of socialisation shapes both society’s and an individual’s
understanding of gender identity and expectations of masculine roles within the family.
This will also allow an exploration of the extent to which socigl constructions of

masculine roles are transferred to, and within the family.

The third concept of cognition is used to illustrate a link between mén’s thinking and
behaviour. Individuals are a product of what they think, believe anci value. Although
there is philosophical debate as to the exact nature of the relationship between cognition
and behaviour, cognition is undoubtedly a key dynamic that help§ shape life in ali
contexts of the human experience. An analysis of cognition allows for a perspective into
understanding how men’s behaviour is shaped by how and what thea think about their

family relationships

e P e gl T
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This section discusses the changing nature of the family within Australian culture, the
symbolic meaning ascribed to the family by its members and the theoretical and research

usage of the family in hterature.

Changing nature

The dynamic of the change process requires a modification or adjustment from one
circumstance, value or idea to another. While the nature of the family in western society
has been changing since the industrial revolution, the once clearly defined roles of its
members have changed rapidly within the last generation. This rate of change, the lack of
certain direction that the change is taking, and what the end result of the change will be is
effecting member’s roles in the family, especially those of men. As Weeks & Quinn
(2000, p. 5) assert, “the dominant themes, then, for Australian families are coping with

change and uncertainty.”

For generations, child rearing has been the shared responsibility of both biological
parents of their children. While the dichotomisation of gender roles may have existed in
many cultures, it has not generally excluded fathers from parenting roles and
responsibilities, which might be defined as teaching, nurturing, supporting,

communicating, disciplining and caring for their chiidren (Tifi, 2001).

Only in recent history, since the Industnal Revolution in the western world, have we seen
a major emphasis in the separation of the male from the home. Previously, cottage
industries permitted mothers and fathers to live, work, and raise their children together in
the home. They largely also taught their chiidren their trade, or sent them to the home of
a tailor, harrier etc. With the removal of the father from the home, or village, the
commitment toward fatherhood and to their village tended to decrease (Walcott & Gleser,
1995).
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The nature of marnital and family arrangements in Australia, as in most other Western
societies has undergone a major structural and cultural shift. According to Edgar (1997b),
a marmage boom during the post war recovery period was characterised by carly
marriage, early and prolonged child bearing resulting in a baby boom up to 1965. For
most women this brought full-time¢ home duties, and a period of cultural ‘breadwinner
husband-housewife nuclear family’. The societal relationship norm in the early 1970°s
was marriage. In 1971, marriage rates implied that 99 per cent of men and 100 per cent of
women would marry. However just twenty years later, the norm had changed markedly.

In 1991, rates imphed that only 63 and 65 per cent respectively would ever marry.

The Australian divorce rate rose steadily for decades but rose sharply from 4.2 per 1000
married couples in 1971 to 12.5 in 1982, and reducing to 11.5 in 1992. Sixteen per cent
of children are now likely to expenence the divorce of their parents before they reach
their 16™ birthday (ABS, 1997). This rise in the 1970’s can partly be attributed to the
introduction of changes to the Family Law Act in the 1970"s, however family breakdown

has continued to rise in the 1980°s and 1990’s.

According to Sullivan, (2001), another indicator of change on the family is the increased
number of one-person households. One-parent families now comprise 13% of all
households. According to the ABS (2000), 53 per cent of divorces in Australia involve
children under 18 yeurs of age; 19.3% of all families with children under 15 are headed
by a lone female; compared to only 1.9 per cent of all families with children under 15
which are headed by a male. As Sullivan (2001) reports, the effects of rapid change on
the family “includes an increase in the number of children who do not have a male figure

consistently in their lives” (p. 46).

According to Edgar (1997b), the increasing labour force participation of married women
(up from 5% in 1933 to 61% in 1992) has raised important issues for both family policy
and the place of marriage and family life in Australian society. Rising education levels
for females and later age at first marriage may indicate that their workforce attachment
has become stronger. It may also indicate a growing need and trend by women to give
higher priority to income earning than to traditional home-making duties. Additionally,
rising housing and child-rearing costs force a majority of families to become dual income

earners. However, a contrasting study on maternity leave by the Australian Institute of
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Family Studies (cited in Walcott & Gleser, 1995) indicated that women still give child-
rearing and home-making high priority. This priority however competes with their need
and desire to work for both psychological and income benefits. Although some work
places offer childcare, and flexible working hours for both mothers and fathers,
Australia’s working parents have struggled to fit iheir family life around the demands of
their jobs rather than push for political change The resulting impact on men is that their

longstanding role in the family as the sole breadwinner is changing.

While the ‘two-parents-with-children’ model has decreased, it is still the dominant
pattern. Bryson {1997) reports that Australian surveys time and again indicate a strong
affirmation of ‘family values’; marriage is still seen as a preferable state for the rearing
and protection of children; family life ranks well above work life as a source of
satisfaction and focus and interest; and commitment and stability are seen as desirable
components of ‘coupling’. Current trends however indicate that choice and the option to
change unsatisfactory partnerships take priority over conformity for the sake of social
acceptability. It appears that Australia is a multi-cultural, multi-model society in which
exist a number of optional forms of intimate adult relationships. Indeed in a critique of
functionalism as a perspective on family life Sarantakos (1996, p. 13) argues that “there
is no ideal family system but many and diverse family forms, all of which are acceptable

and legitimate in their own right.”

With these changes, the experience of family life in Australian culture is one of diversity.
While the family has important practical value and symbolic meaning for people, the
meanings will vary due to the different experiences and value given to both family
culture, that is the traditions and daily activities of families, as well as the structure: who

a person’s family includes, such as grandparents and other relatives (Edgar, 19973, p. 8).

Symbolic meaning

The family .ot only has practical value but also has symbolic representation for its

members, including men. Duncan (1968) argues that,
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It is impossible te talk about human relationships without saymg something about meaning.
And...meaning is usually studied through the interpretation of symbols, for it 1s in symbols

that meaning (as attention and intention) can be observed. (p. 5.)

To Duncan, the symbolic concept a person has of the family shapes what importance and
value is placed on it (attemion) and what actions are desired (intention). According to
Charon, (1995) people see according to the set of symbols, or symbolic framework they
have. “Our symbols are our gutdes 1o what we see, what we notice, how we interpret — as
well as what we miss - in any situation” (p. 47). For example, the concept of family for
an individual as a place of harmony and nurture, may accord a positive value and high
importance to them in resolving conflict and meeting other’s needs. In this way, symbols
ascribed to the family create and sustain beliefs in the way its members act because they
serve as ‘names’ that represent either the best, dubious, or unacceptable ways of

expressing relationships (Duncan, 1968, p. 22).

According to Ephross & Greene (1991, p. 211), families are termed primary symbols
“because it is within them that social ideals, values and definitions of normality are
derived”. While there is some consensus of meaning towards symbols by us, one
individual’s meaning of say what a ‘good’ family is, may be different from another’s, and

therefore meaning is not intrinsic to the symbol itself (Charon, 1995).

What happens for men when their symbolic meaning of the family and their place in it is
threatened? Marris (1986) states that:

The disparity between life chances and the assumptions and iearned expectations men come
to adopt about their world and their place in it become incongruities that give rise to finding

a new sense of self and place. {p. 136.)

To some this may mean simple adjustments, however to others, it may result in strong
resistance to change. In trying to maintain a symbol, for example that ‘the man is the
head of the home’, the need to maintain attachment to the symbolic ideal may be enacted
in dysfunctional ways such as authoritanan behaviour. This can occur when pressure to

change is great or when the ideal is being suppressed.
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This study seeks to understand how men construct the family by exploring what symbols

of meaning shape both their understanding and actions in their family.

Theoretical and research usage

The family has been the focus of study more so than any other institution (Weeks, &
Quinn, 1997). Since the 1980’s there has been a growing critique of the welfare siate and
its effect on families; a reassertion of family values; and a revaluation of the role, effect
and nature of the family on the part of some feminists. Debates on the family have thus
been political. It is not the purpose of this study to critique these debates, but to briefly
discuss some literature that has highlighted the family as both a private, as well as a

public sphere of study.

This study seeks to explore how the personal experiences of men can be improved by
more appropriate intervention that assists men in achieving better family relationships. In

this way, the personal in this study is political.

The family is the institution that relates most centrally to both the interpersonal and the
structural dimensions of society (Edgar, 1997a). C. Wright Mills (1959, in Edgar, 19974,
p. 4) made the distinction that the individual and society anse out of each other in terms
of divorce and unemployment, which are both public issues and private troubles. The
family, with its marital and parenting relationships, is both public and private, both
society and individual, both institutional and personal at the same time. The terms
‘family’, ‘marriage’, ‘parenthood’, ‘husband’, ‘wife’ have a history and socially
constructed character whose meanings are both institutional and mndividual. Several of
these meanings are undergoing reconstruction at the present time, politically through
social policy, socially due to gender norms, and privately between men and women by
interacting in their everyday lives. Because each family has its own meanings, own

divisions of labour, own structures of relevance to it, change is often not smooth.

By accepiing the division between private and public spheres and excluding the private

from scrutiny, Pateman (1987, cited in Bryson, 1997) points out that until the 1970’s,
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theorists, “have excluded women from the scope of their apparently universal arguments”™
(p. 22). Feminist theorists thus exposed this ‘error’ and asseried that the private and

personal are as political as the public realm.

Families construct their own realities and may not share a stable or uniform view in
society. They are the site for multiple realities, ‘his’, hers’, ‘the child’s’, each different
view of marriage and the family being different (Edgar, 1997a, p. 5). Indeed Edgar
(1997a, p. 6) cites research by the Australian Institute of Family Studies (AIFS) that
suggests men and women approach and experience marriage and counselling with very

different personal ‘languages’.

The family is also fundamental to how individuals construct their own sense of identity.
Edgar, (1997a) states:

Family themes and family-based activities are important in individual's lives in giving
them a sense of self, an anchor of security, a base from which to predict and control (as far

as possible) their interacticns with others. (p. 5.)

Families therefore provide an important and ‘safe’ social context for learning and
defining what is acceptable in relationships and where self is defined ia relation to others.
In western, capitalist society, the notions of the “self’, and of the ‘individual’, have

particular emphasis. Edgar further states that this is linked to:

notions of private property, free enterprise, personal and competitive ‘agency’, and the
family is the main conveyor of that ideology, with all its imperfect successes and
contradictions. (p. 5.)

Families thus also provide the context for, and are translators of] cultural ideology. The
family’s ability to translate or absorb rapid cultural change however is arguable, With the
rapid changes over the last 30 years, the basic power relationships have altered (as in
birth control, improved education, social mobility, technological change, greater access to
paid employment for women, changes to youth transmissions to marrage, fertility and
divorce), and no clear rules exist for their reordering. Adelaide author Dr Goldsworthy

(cited in Williams & Savage, 2000, p. 5) believes there is a mismatch between hcw men
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and women are evolving in society, which is beliind men’s confusion about their roles
and marriage breakdown statistics. The impact of this on men, according to Williams and
Savage (2000}, is that men either employ violence as a means of controlling what appears

to be going out of control around them, or retreat to an emotional distance, or both.

In summary. the rapid changes in Australian, and western society generally, has affected
the nature, structure of the family and the roles of its members. While literature points to
the negative impact this change is having on men generaily, Marsiglio (1995, cited in
Sullivan, 2001) points out that much sociological research to date has relied on womens’
reports of mens’ attitudes and behaviours. The purpose of this research therefore is to

explore what men’s own subjective realities are.

Masculinity

This section describes the various and contrasting images and views of masculinity in
literature and discusses the effect that attitude changes in society concerning these images

has on men’s roles within the family.

Australian masculinity

Australian masculinity has traditionally been linked with images of the macho, anti-
authoritarian larrikin, and the tough bushman (Harris, 2001). However, the dominant
socialised male ocker image often represented appears detrimental to some men and their
families. This is evidenced by an apparent link between socialised male behaviour and
negative health consequences such as excessive risk taking (Lumb, n.d; Australian

Institute of Health & Welfare, 1996), and in relationship functioning (Giblett, 1997).

While Goldsworthy (cited in Williams & Savage, 2000, p. 5) believes men’s struggle
with trying to find an identity, “somewhere between the snag (sensitive new age guy) and
the macho male” is due to adjusting to rapid changes in the family, Harris (2001) believes

that a lack of Australian national identity today is linked with men’s struggle for
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masculine identity, He argues that Australian’s arc fascinated with national identity, a
true and decp meaning of what it means to be Australian, however they are struggling 1o
find a “cultural’ stereotype except that of being a multicultural community. It appears that
men are similarly struggling with this sense of who they are. Men’s expenence of class,
race, sexuality, age and ideology constitutes their social identity (Pease & Fook, 1999),
however this social identity can be understood as being formed through competing
discourses which are causing confusing signals to some men. Masculinity is thus at crisis

point according to many (Connell, 1995; Pease, 1999),

Gender and ‘masculinites’

There is however, differing and opposing views on reconstructing masculinity that
confuse the issue. According to Connell, (1995) “masculinity” is a recent historical
concept, which looks at gender in a culturally specific way. Analysing masculinity within
cultural contexts has resulted in difficulty for researchers to arrive at a definition. Pease
(1999, p. 99) believes that in this post-modem era, variations among men is seen as
central to the understanding of men’s lives. Rather than defining masculinity in singular
terms, he argues we should be exploring ‘masculinities.” Connell (1997, p. 15), defines
‘masculinities’ in broadly cultural terms as, “sustained in institutions, from corporations
and armies to the Australian Football League. Masculinities are sustained in workplace

culture, and informal peer groups.

Theoretical usage

Literature indicates that various and contrasting theoretical perspectives surround the
definitions of masculinity. It is of importance to this study to analyse what the hterature is
saying about men and current definitions of masculinity, so that the various discourses
can be evaluated against what men themselves are saying. The discourses discussed in
this section are essentialist versus normative; critical versus popular; and structural versus

personal,
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Essentialist

According to Buchbinder (1994, p. 36), an essentialist perspective of gender asserts that
masculine traits are innate, that is essences, in the individual. For example, an essentialist
view of gender often explains aggression in ‘men’ as the result of testosterone levels in
the individual man. Though male hormones do play a part, this hypothesis cannot solely
cause this, nor can it explain acts of female aggression. One difficulty with this theury of
gender is that it can effectively deny the possibility of change and discourage attempts at

it.

Normative

Normative views of gender prescribe through socialisation social norms for men’s and
women’s behaviour. In differentiating between the genders it guides how men ought to
be. Particular social significance is therefore ascribed to sex differences and roles are
allotted accordingly. Gender expectations such as assertiveness in men is thus seen as a

strength whereas in women it is bossiness (Thompson, 1997, p. 16)

A similar category of gender theory is constructivism. This proposes that gender is not
innate but rather learned or constructed. Behaviour is the result of interconnecting
historical, cultural and social factors (Buchbinder, 1994, p. 6). While recognising that in
any culture, certain gerder constructions are dominant, behaviour can change as

experiences and constructions of those experiences change.

Critical

The critical literature highlights masculinity in terms of its sociological status, its use and
abuse of power, its relationship to femininity, and its connection with political patriarchy
(Tacey, 1997). Tacey uses the phrase “the hermeneutics of suspicion to describe this
approach. Hence, the language i1s about “hegemonic”, “oppressive”, and “patriarchal”
masculinity. Its aim is to deconstruct the subject, where the father is seen as the, “central
pilar of patriarchy, and complicit with, and a beneficiary to, an institutionatised system

of injustice” (Tacey, 1997, p. 26).
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Feminism as a critical discourse has forced men to review their own positions and
assumptions (Buchbinder, 1994, p. 14). From a feminist perspective, many of the current
problems of women and the modern family are related to gender and power (Rabin, 1996,
cited in Pease, 1999). It is concerned not only with men and masculinity, but also with
the structures of patriarchal society that perpetuates and advantages their oppressive role.
“It has therefore attacked the entrenched male culture and exposed its negative aspects

such as violence and issues of male power and control” (Williams & Savage, 2000, p. 2).

In spite of their relatively advantageous position, many men however feel disadvantaged
compared to women (Pease, 1999). Critics of feminism argue that if men don’t feel like
powerful patriarchs, then the feminist analysis must be wrong. While this then leads to
blindness to the institutional power of men, Tacey (1997, p. 23} argues that if not self-
critical, the cntical literature can be critiqued for being almost paranoid and extreme in its
criticism such that “masculinity is symbolically biamed for rape, abuse of power and all

men become abusers and destroyers.”

Popular writers such as Biddulph (1995) and Bly (1991) argue that traditional masculinity
has been destructive for both men and women. Until recently however, the focus of much
critical literature has been on men’s deficits as the oppressor generally, and as the
aggressors in domestic violence specifically. Some authors such as Connell (1995) and
Pease (1999) however believe that feminism is an appropriate emancipatory practice
framework for men. Similarly, Pease and Fook (1999, p. 106) believe that, just as
feminism is a counter discourse that resists the hegemony of male domination, the
contradictions in patriarchal discourses can also be a starting point for men for their
transformation. Men have much to gain from feminism they argue because of the

hegemonic masculinity on their own lives.

Additionally, according to Pease & Fook (1999), most of the current literature concerned
with improving men’s wellbeing has a psychological focus. They state that ‘‘the
orientation is on therapy and the use of the healing metaphor to address issues such as the
father ‘wound’ and crises of emotions and personal meanings” (p. 107). These personal
issues tend to overshadow the political nature of issues such as sexism and domestic

violence. However, Middleton (1989, cited in Pease & Fook, 1999) argues that the
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critical view can lead to a conclusion that makes oppression definitional of men such that

if we define men solely as oppressors, there is no room for change.

Popular

In sharp contrast to critical discourses, the popular approach is governed by the
hermeneutics of affirmation (Tacey, 1997, p. 23) where the interest is in affirming what is
good and right about masculinity. It focuses not on negatives but on positives and setting
men free. Popular writers are informed by humanist ideals and how to recover male pride,
dignity and nobility. The passion of these writers is not to deconstruct, but to heal and
cure and build bridges (Tacey, 1997, p. 23). Popular literature contains programmes,
answers and solutions for how to heal the father/son relationship. Biddulph, (1995) for
example writes of “fixing it” with your father. Robert Bly in his book lron John (1991),
advocates ritualistic retre.ts to reconnccl men with their lost ‘wild man’ inside. The
popular men’s movement, -.hich “offers relief frem despair and respite from suffering
has been constructed by crtical writers such as feminists as a backlash against change”
(Tacey, 1997, p. 25).

Nonetheless, amid these contrasting discourses, there appears a lack of masculine
defining concepts. According to Tacey (1997), a discourse is needed that brings together
the values of the crtical intellect and the affirming heart. The social and the personal
reality of men are split and centred in opposing discourses highly suspicious of the other.

He asserts that:

Analysis of men’s social power, and authority, and patriarchy is kept to one side, whereas
the recognition of men’s emotional pain, intemal suffering, and search for new spiritual

values, is confined to the opposite side. p. 27,

Semiotics

A semiotic study of gender analyses signs and symbols of meaning and their relation to
referents such as men. Semiotics assigns meaning, mediated through and influenced by

cultural and historical circumstances, to symbols such as sexual difference. Behaviour is
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seen as distinct and in contrast to the “other’. Masculinity is in effect seen as different and
contrasted to fenuninity. The media in general, and television commercials in particular,
are one of the many sites where our symbolic orders are constituted and transmitted
{Roxburgh, 2000). Beer commercials for example are representations of masculinity that
have historical and cultural antecedents in discourses of Australian national identity that

are almost exclusively, according to a critical critique, patriarchal.

The effect of change

While masculinity appears to be in crisis, Buchbinder (1994, p. 8) argues that it is the
mythology of gender that struggles to remain stable by continuing to insist on a particular
outdated behaviour and attitude. Today men are as socially diverse as women and this
diversity entails differences between men in relation to class, ethnicity, age, sexuality,
religion, bodily facility, world views, parental/marital status, occupation and propensity
for violence (Collinson, 1992, in Pease & Fook, 1999). While this may be
demographically and structurally correct, the effect of the crisis on men’s lives is still a

reality for them.

L.evant (1996) believes the crisis is a loss of mastery and control of traditional roles.

According to Marris’ (1986) Loss and Change theory, the reactions to social changes can
be thought of in terms of bereavement, We can learn something about the management of
men’s loss of identity from the process of mourning. As Marmis (1986, p. 93) states, “The
loss of identity which colonisation inflicted on the colonised can be likened to the loss of
masculinity.” To Marris, people seek meaning to life that gives them purpose, regularity,
conceptual coherence and function to life. Marris called this need a structure of meaning.
As Marris believed that people have an innate need for attachment, loss of attachment
removes the structure of meaning. Grief is evoked not only by death, but also by any
profoundly disruptive loss of that structure of meaning. This includes the loss of
attachments and a predictable environment where ones meaning of life may be threatened

prospectively.
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Men’s roles as father, provider and carer

Do men provide specific benefit, strengths or roles in the family that are different to those
of women? Tift (2001), states that, “‘one of the twentieth century’s most famous cbservers
of family dynamics, Dr. Margaret Meade, wrote in 1956 that fathers are a biological
necessity, but a social accident.” Until recently, however 100 few studies on parenting
have considered the role of fathers and have mainly concentrated on mothers
(Fatherhood, 1994). Recent research has attempted to define what critically important

roles men play in the lives of their family members.

Research to date has not concluded what father’s bring that is unique compared to what
extent parental roles may be interchangeable irrespective of gender. Lamb (1979) argues
that whereas father involvement in the 1950’s seemed to be associated with greater
masculinity in boys, today there is more of a blending of sex-role standards in both boys
and girls. Some findings however point to four major roles of fathering: breadwinner,

moral teacher, sex-role model, and teacher and nurturer (Fatherhood, 1994).

Tift (2001) reports on research suggesting fathers have a supportive role for the expectant
mother, contribute to gender identity development and conscience formation, and as a
mediator. Research has shown the importance of fathers in the lives of their children.
Lamb (1979) found that the father’s masculinity is much less important than his warmth
and the closeness and nature of the father-son relationship. This is an important finding,
as warmth and intimacy have traditionally been regarded as feminine characteristics. Men
are now sharing in child care with 31% of fathers (51% of mother) taking days off work
to care for sick children (Tift, 2001).

Research suggests that the division of parenting or household tasks is not as critical as
cooperation between the parents and actively parenting together as the strongest predictor

of positive outcomes for them and their children (Focusing on fathers, 1997, p. 2).

Unemployment has a negative impact on father involvement (Focusing on fathers, 1997,

p. 6). Family research gives various reasons why the roles of fathers have changed:
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» Economic transformation, which has seen mechanisation and the evaporation of

jobs, and companies employing cheaper overseas labour. Physical strength is

1
L}

therefore no longer financially appreciated or remunerated.
e Cultural emphasis on personal freedom and individualism uﬂgich pursues self-
gratification and de-emphasises other values key to the heal_lhy development of
family solidarity, such as collective responsibility, fidelity, moderation.
e Changes in family law, divorce and custody laws, tax codes, and welfare policies

which have not been equitable toward fathers.

With these pressures, men need assistance and supports to stay engaged with their
children (Tift, 2001). Just as it takes a whole village to raise a child, it takes a whole
village to maintain a family. At a conference on fathering, (Fatherhood, 1994)
participants identified 5 major social barriers that prevent men from ‘active involvement
in family life: \

|
e Men are not reconciled with their own fathers.

¢ Men have grown up without male mentors and (good) role models.

o They have not developed the skills to be involved.

o There is 2 lack of liveable resources, thus men are reoccupied ‘with the issues of
survival and their own usefulness. r

e There is a lack of support from business, education, and persopal, which doesn’t
allow men to be fathers. For example there is a social stigma against men utilising

paternity or parental leave.

In summary, various discourses compete for men’s allegiance and are subject to rapid
change. Thus, the nature of masculinity is one of the key sites of discursive struggle for
men (Weedon, 1987, in Pease & Fook, 1999). Resisting and challenging dominant
discourses is important in the development of alternative positions to aid men’s
wellbeing. This has implications for social work practitioners. Resources must be
available for the individual to have agency. These include definition of ones self as one
who makes sense of meanings within discourses, access to alternative discursive
practices; and access to others with similar ideals that will support alternative _

positionings.
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Cognition

This seciion describes and discusses the role that cognition plays in men’s understanding

and behaviours in regard to their relationships.

Cognition and men’s behaviour

Cognition refers to the mental processes by which knowledge is acquired and meaning is
made from a person’s experience. This process can include perception, intuition and
reasoning. Cognition appears to liuk socialised behaviour and men’s healthy functioning.

One author, Lumb (n.d.} states that men “experience socialised psychological pressures
which lead them to take risks”. According to two authors, Williams & Savage (2000) the
negative health data pertaining to males may in fact be behind some men’s confusion

about their roles and marriage-breakdown statistics.

In addition, because of changing and conflicting role expectations, a mismatch between
men’s perception of what should be (their ideals) and what is (their actual situation) may
be linked to men’s dysﬁjnction in the family. Unrealistic expectations of one’s roles as a
parent for example, can “soon breed a sense of failure and resentment” (Good Encugh
Parenting, 1978). In contrast, men’s positive functioning may be linked to similarity
between ideal perceptions and actual family relationships. One study revealed that the
more similarity participants perceived in actual and ideal partners, the more satisfaction
could be expected from the relationship (Langis, Sabourin, Lussier & Mathieu (1994, p.
410).

Cognition is used as a concept therefore in the theoretical framework to illustrate a link
between men’s thinking and behaviour. This analysis allows for a theoretical perspective
into understanding the reasons for what shapes men’s behaviour in relationships within
the family. Although there is philosophical debate and different theories that argue the
exact nature of the relationship between cognition and behaviour, cognition is

undoubtedly a key dynamic that helps shape life in all contexts of the human experience.
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Research application

According to Piaget’s Cognitive Development theory, people’s thought processes change
over time. People adapt to their environment by forming mental structures or concepts,
which are used to organise information and regulate behaviour (Kail & Cavanaugh,
1996). As new experiences occur, they are ‘assimilated’ into exisling concepts, or
concepts are modified to ‘accommodate’ the new experiences. Two theories, which argue
that cognition has a key role in understanding people’s behaviour, are examined in this
study. These theories are Kelly’s Personal Construct Theory and Goldstein’s Cognitive-

Humanistic approach.

Kelly’s Personal Construct Theory

The basis of Kelly’s theory assumes that “making sense of the world and what it means to
be a person, is the basis that underpins all of what constitutes their behaviour and
experiences” (Atkinson, 1996, p. 50). Similar to Piaget, Kelly believed that individuals
perceive events according to existing schemes or constructs. Their behaviour depends on

how they interpret those events.

The essence of Kelly’s Personal Construct model is based on the premise that knowing
these personal constructs are central to understanding an individual’s behaviour. Pervin

(1990) elaborates on this point:

To understand a person’s cognitive process, one must know something about the constructs
the person uses, the events submerged under these constructs, the way in which these

constructs tend to function. (p. 234.)

Using this relationship between cognition and behaviour, this study seeks to explore
men’s personal constructs, or conceptual understanding of the family and how these

concepts shape their behaviour in their family.
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Goldstein’s Cognitive Humanistic Approach

Goldstein’s theory sought to answer the question, “How do we begin to make sense of
and find some order and meaning...?” for clients (Goldstein, 1986, p. 6). Goldstein
believed that mental processes affected people’s behaviour according to the meaning they
placed on events. He argued that the mind is intentionally seeking to make meaning by,
“constantly seeking to create patterns of order and meaning out of what might otherwise
be regarded as random and meaningless in the individual’s experiences” (Goldstein,
1986a. p. 37).

A major premise of Goldstein’s approach is that pcople are likely to ascribe different
meanings to the same event due to the respective ‘frames of reference’ each one has. To
make sense of and understand the meaning in other’s lives, Goldstein (1986b) posited
four frames of reference, which arise out of an individual’s unique experiences and

histories. These four frames of reference that people have are:

e Psychological: Individuals are persons of the mind. The dynamics of mind,
emotion and intellect will help explain an individual’s behaviour. This is useful in
questioning men’s motivations, self-concept and character traits to enable he

researcher to establish what is important to their functioning in heir relationships.

» Socio-cultural: Individuals are persons of the community. This concerns the social
context in which an individual’s life and issues exist. This is useful for
questioning men’s expectations, deficits and strengths, roles, values and nature of

their family relationships.

¢ Moral-ethical: Individuals are persons of principle. This concerns the personal
and interpersonal dilemmas and definitions of what people understand as being
right and wrong, good and bad, and obligations to self and to others. This will be
useful in establishing what men consider to be a good family and what principles

they adhere or aspire to in their family.
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o Spiritual: Individuals are persons of faith. Spirituality concerns the deepest
subjectivity of a person embodying one’s symbols, deeply held beliefs and
transcendent commiiments and ideals. This frame of reference will provide an
insight into men’s personal beliefs that empowers and motivates them as well as

their ideals and what keeps them committed to their relationships.

Goldstein believed that “‘a more accurate understanding of our clients and their problems
is achieved when we are able to comprehend their subjective worlds” (Goldstein, 1986b,
p.6). |

Using the framework of these four frames of reference, helps in understanding the

reasoning associated with individual men’s meaning making and consequent actions.

Chapter summary

The purpose of his chapter has been to provide the conceptual framework to begin to
understand men’s perception of a ‘good’ family and how that perception shapes their
action and functioning within their family. This conceptual framework has been guided

by the concepts of family, masculinity and cognition.

The first concept of family as a symbol illustrated the significance that the family has for
men as both a symbol of meaning and for practical utility for its members. This has
allowed an analysis of how men’s experiences and understandings within the family have

been shaped in Australia by their meaning making and actions toward relational symbols.

The second concept of masculinity was used to examine how constructions of
masculinity have led to particular masculine identities, roles and practices by men. This
analysis has illustrated the influence of socialisation, and offered a critique of vartous
discourses in literature that portray gender identity and expectations of masculine roles

within the family.

Thirdly, the concept of Cognition has been used within the framework to help understand

the link between human thinking and behaviour. Cognition has been examined primarily
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using Kelly’s and Goldstein’s theoretical perspectives for understanding what shapes

men’s behaviour in relationships within the family

Chapter three will present a rationale for the selection of the methodology that is used to

guide the research.
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Chapter 3
Methodology

“So I'd want 1o be a little Aussie kid, but | couldn't do it “cos I had
no one 1o teach me. So that was a big thing, and it’s still there... that
sense of place.” "

‘Bob’

Introduction

This chapter provides a rationale for the selection of the methodology used to guide the

research. In providing this rationale, the chapter consists of the following sections:

» The epistemological knowledge guiding the methodology.
e The theoretical perspective or philosophical stance used.
¢ The Methodology, and

¢ Methods used conducting the study.

The chapter also includes the strengths, limitations, and ethical considerations of using
this methodology to explore what men’s perceptions of a good family are, and how this

understanding shapes their roles and functioning within their family.

Epistemology

According to Crotty (1998, p. 8), epistemology is concerned with the nature of
knowledge (how we know what we know). Epistemology provides a philosophical
grounding for deciding what kinds of knowledge are possible and how we can ensure that

it is both adequate and legitimate in relation to the phenomenology of experience.

The epistemology guiding this research is constructivism. In adopting a constructivist
paradigm about how the social world is known, meaning is not discovered, it is

constructed via engagement with the realities of the world (Crotty, 1998, p. 8). People
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invent concepts, models and schemes to make sense of experience, and continually test

and modily these constructions in the light of new experience.

Ontology questions the nature of knowledge and social reality. Denzin & Lincoln (2000,
p. 165) suggest that constructivism entails an ontology of relativism and of local and
constructed realities when they state, “There can be multiple, ofien conflicting

I‘n

constructions and all, potentially, are meaningful.” The personal aspect of constructivism
then suggests that people can, and do, assign different meaning to the same symbols and
events ir their lived experiences. Accordingly, each individual will give meaning to the

family as they structure and make sense of what the family is for them,

As well as this personal dimension, there is also & sociocultural dimension to this
construction;- we don’t construct our interpretations in isolation but against a backdrop of
shared age, class, cultural and gendered understandings, practices, language etc. Although
people assign meaning in different ways even from the same event (phenomena), society
is held together due to some common experiences of culture allowing some consensus of
meanings. Greenwood (cited in Crotty, 1998, p. 54) says that “social reality is therefore a
function of shared meanings; it is constructed, sustained and reproduced through social
life. Rather than the meaning making of the individual mind, (constructivism), the focus
of social constructionism then is on the collective generation of meaning as shaped by
conventions of language and other social processes (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000, p. 58).
Therefore, while constructivism points to the unique experience of each of us, social

constructionism emphasises the influence that our culture has on us.

This cultural influence however can be both limiting and tiberating. Rather than the sense
we make of things to be the way things are, this research accepts a critical aspect to this
constructionism. The critical perspective goes beyond exploning understanding and seeks
to bring change by critiquing constraints (Crotty, 1998, p. 58). This critical aspect of
individuals and society acknowledges the position of self, emotions, power, and gender in
the interactionist’s interpretive study, (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000, p. 125). The interaction
between researcher and participant provides the context for facilitating change where,

according to Denzin and Lincoln (2000):
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One’s constructions are challenged when one becomes aware that new information
conflicts with the held construction or when one senses a lack of one’s own intellectual

sophistication needed to make sense of new information. (p. 129.)

Change, as an outcome objective of this study is anticipated both for the participants of
the study and for those working to make social work intervention more appropriate for

men.

This study then takes the position that the world that people construct is a function of
both a social context as weil as an innate, intrinsic untqueness as individual human
beings. Due to the conceptual difficulty in separating these two constructions of reality,
both constructivism and social constructionism are used as the philosophical knowledge
guiding this research. Using these epistemologies, this research will explore men’s own
subjective understandings and meaning making of family relationships. Constructivism
allows an exploration of how individual men construct their own perceptions of what a
good/ ideal family is. Social constructionism is also used, as there is some consensus of
meaning surrounding notions of what men as a collective group perceive and convey as
their ideal and expected roles within the family and which is influenced by social
interaction and socialisation. A critical perspective is included that will explore limiting
and liberating aspects to men’s perceptions with a view for change and empowerment and

how to make intervention more appropriate to men.

Theoretical Perspective

According to Crotty (1998, p. 3) a theoretical perspective is the “philosophical stance
informing the methodology and thus providing a context for the process and grounding its
logic and criteria.” This section outlines the choice of symbolic interactionism as the

theoretical perspective informing this study.
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Symbolic interactionism

Symbolic interactionism is the theoretical perspective in which constructivism is
embodied. Crotty (1998, p. 7) suggesis that symbolic interactionism is a qualitative
perspective “that grounds the assumptions of language, communication, interrelationships

and community in most explicit fashion.”

An early advocate of symbolic interactionism, Herbert Blumer (cited in Denzin, 1992;
Crotty, 1998, p. 72) enunciated three basic assumptions of this perspective:
e Human beings act toward things on the basis of the meanings that these things

have for them.

o The meaning of these tlings is derived from, and out of, the social interaction one

has with one’s fellows.

e These meanings are handled in and modified through, an interpretive process used

by the person in dealing with the things he encounters.

Guiding the first assumption is that humans are purposive agents. Individuals engage in
‘minded,’ self-reflexive behaviour. They confront a world that they must interpret in
order to act (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000, p. 124).

The second assumption asserts that meaning for an individual arises within a social
context. We inherit a ‘system of significant symbols’ (Crotty, 1998, p. 54). That is,
language and other symbolic tools that humans share and through which we
communicate. Through dialogue, we become aware of the perceptions, feelings and
attitudes of others and interpret their meanings and intent (Crotty, 1998, p. 75). Through
symbols such as the family, symbolic meaning allows a shared or similar meaning for
individuals within society or a social network, We view the world through cultural lenses.
“Culture brings things into view for us, endows them with meaning and leads us to ignore

other things” (Crotty, 1998, p. 54).

The third assumption argues that humans select, check and transform the meanings within

the context in which they are placed. Meanings toward symbols are used and revised to
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guide and form action (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000, 1994, p. 124). I1 focuses on how people
interpret and what is taken into account in their interpretive process. This suggests then
that the meaning a man attributes to his concept of ‘family’, and how a family should be,
is used to guide his actions, roles and functioning in his family. The recognition of
differing family types and differing masculinities within society 15 both a function of the
different meaning that individuals place on those symbols and the social context within

which they are located and from which their meaning of those symbols is derived.

Symbolic interactionism then, is used to explore how men construct a perception of a
good family within their social context and what meaning is applied to important symbols
such as ‘family,” ‘marriage’ and ‘masculinity.” In addition, it is used to explore how this

understanding shapes men’s role within their family.

Research application

The symbolic interaction approach is concerned with the interaction of people and the
way they perceive the world, and create, maintain and change it and their interaction
(Sarantakos, 1996, p. 15). This approach sees the family as a unit of interacting
personalities and stresses the significance of the symbolic, that is the interaction through
symbols, gestures, norms, and the like. It looks at the interpretations people make of their
world, marriage, family and society (the way they respond to them and the resulting
interactions) and allows a study of issues such as socialisation, perscnelity, mate
selection, marital roles, positions, role assignment, marital adjustment, marital conflict,

sexual interaction, personal adaptability and marital dissolution.

Critics such as Sarantakos (1996) stress that the symbolic interaction approach fails to
account for macrosociological processes and is thus of little use to policy makers, who
are less sympathetic to personal impressions and individual accounts of reality. This
study rejects this argument and maintaing that policy should be relevant to personal
needs. To be relevant, the personal must be political (a feminist tenet) and individual
voices are thus necessary. Men’s subjective views are therefore necessary to frame social

policy in relation to men’s lives. The consequence can then be an intervention that is
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effective and relevant to felt need (Pease & Cammilleri, 2001). If it is not, social working

with men (and their families) is in danger of being irrclevant to them.

Methodology

Denzin & Lincoln (2000) define methodology as the best means for gaining knowledge
about the world and the process behind the choice of particular methods (Crotty, 1998, p.

3). This section describes the methodological design suited to undertake the research.

The particular methodology employed in this study is exploratory ethnographic enquiry.
Crotty (1998), states that, “in the spirit of symbolic interactionism, ethnographic enquiry
seeks to uncover meanings and perceptions of participants in the research, viewing these
understandings against people’s worldview or culture” {p. 7). The nature of the research
therefore supports the appropriateness of this approach. Being a qualitative approach, the
objective using this methodology is in “understanding how others experience life, in
interpreting meaning and social phenomena, and in exploring new concepts and

developing new theories” (Alston & Bowles, 1998, p. 9).

The exploratory ethnographic enquiry approach embodies the personalised nature of
accessing knowledge and gaining understanding of a group. As an exploratory approach,
the questions and unstructured interview attempt to engage the participant in a process of
mutual discovery and to find out what reality exists for them and which is fundamental to
their experience. This methodology is used therefore as it allows, through men’s own
stories, an exploration and understanding of their own subjective system of meanings and
perceptions of what a ‘good’ family ought to be and how this worldview is actually
enacted. This approach is inductive. It allows movement from specific interactions and

understandings, to general ideas and theories of how best to work with men.
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Methods

This section describes the techniques or procedures used in the research to obtain and
analyse the information related to the research questions (Crotty, 1998, p. 3). The

methods described include sampling, data collection and data analysis.

Sampling

This section describes the sampling technique, criteria under which participants were

canvassed and the strategy employed to access the sample group.

Sample Technique

A non-probability type purposeful sampling technique was employed. Alston and Bowles
(1998, p. 90-92) suggest this sampling type is well suited to qualitative exploratory
research because it doesn’t make any claims to be representative of the population under
study and therefore generalisability of results is limited. Alston and Bowles (1998), claim
that a purposeful sampling technique is justified when participants are sought who typify
the issues to be studied. Those approached enabled some variety in the sample with

respect to age and perceived life experiences.

Sample criteria

Disclosure forms were given to prospective participants that typified the following

criteria:

o Male
e Over the age of 21,
¢ Either in, or previously in, a married or defacto relationship. There was no time

duration stipulated of the relationship. It was assumed that a short relationship
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duration may have yiclded data that focussed more on ideals while a longer
duration may have yielded more varied data. All experiences were thus
considered relevant.

o Participants did not necessarily need Lo be a father.

e Sample was limited to between four and six participants due to time constraints of

the study.

Entry to the sample

Two strategies were employed to access the sample group. Initially, six disclosure forms
were given to a university staff member considered a key informant for gaining access to
the sample group. This person distributed the disclosure forms to friends and
acquaintances fitting the sample criteria. The disclosure described the study’s purpose
and inviting participation. This strategy ensured that the identity of possible participants
was unknown to the researcher and therefore their entry into the study would not able to
be influenced by the researcher. Three respondents contacted the researcher showing
interest as participants. The lack of response provided an ethical dilemma for the
researcher;- should the researcher contact the non-respondents to gain a response? The
ethical decision was made not to approach these men as their relationship was not with
the researcher but with the key informant. Contacting them may have resulted in

agreement to participate but under conditions of being pressured.

A second strategy was therefore employed to obtain the desired sample size of four to six.
Due to the initial lack of response, the lower limit of four was adopted. The second
strategy involved the researcher distributing a disclosure form to someone known to the
researcher. This necessitated a departure from the initial ethical stance of the design. This

person however responded willingly.

Feedback from the key informant on the initial lack of response revealed that although
two men from the initial sample community showed verbal willingness to participate in
the study, they did not respond. One conclusion from this was the practical issue of the

business of men’s lives, which resulted in not undertaking activities that were desired. A
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second conclusion was that, in contrast to women who are a larger client group in the
human services/social sciences, men are a smaller client group and therefore may present

as a more difficult research group.

In both strategies, the disclosure forms were distributed in person allowing for discussion
of initial questions and concerns from individuals about participating in the study.
Individuals were given subsequent time to allow them to decide whether to participate in
the research. Those showing interest then initiated personal contact with the researcher.
This allowed further information to be provided and the opportunity to discuss any
further issues such as confidentiality and anonymity. The procedures such as the audio
taping of interviews to assist with later data analysis were also discussed and the proposal
by the researcher to provide the participant with a copy of their transcript. At this time,
the researcher also reiterated that the participant could withdraw at any time during the
interview, or at any later time for any reason. A consent form was then given to those
agreeing to participate, signed by the participant and a date and time arranged for the

interview.

Data collection

The instrument used for collecting data was an unstructured interview. This instrument
was used as it “allows far more flexibility for the researcher and participants to vary topic
areas, questions and stories depending on the issues being explored™ (Alston & Bowles,
1998, p. 69). The nature of this process as an interactive one indicates its appropriateness
as an exploratory instrument and gives meaning and guidance to the interaction and

exploratory process.

Interviews were held either at the participant’s home or the researchers home at the
participants choice. The structure and nature of the interview was again explained along
with confidentiality assurances and that participants could withdraw or were under no

compulsion to answer any question.
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Socio-demographic information was obtained from cach participant during the interview.

This information included:;

o Age,

o Birthplace,

o Length of time living in the present locality,

o Length of time in their current relationship, and

o Highest educational qualification achieved.

Generally, these questions were asked to gather information about cultural and family
background as well as to assist both the researcher and participant begin the interview

process. More specifically, the rationale for requesting this information was as follows:

» Age sought to provide possible understandings for any differences or similarities
across generations for the influence of socialisation on concepts such as

masculinity and meaningful aspects of family relationships.

» Birthplace and length of time in present locality sought to identify any
geographical distance or proximity to significant family members. The
researcher’s own experience of moving interstate away from family of origin

influenced this aspect.

o Length of time in the current relationship sought to help understanding of the
aspects related to attachment and commitment and information on any change in

early and current ideals over time.

¢ Educational level achieved was of interest in identifying any apparent quahtative
correlation between problem solving skills, communtcation or cognitive capacity

to academic or socio-economic status.

Information was not requested that could later identify participants. For example,

employment details were not requested as this was considered to be highly identifiable
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considering the relatively close, semi-rural locality within which the study was

undertaken,

The interview questions asked were based broadly according to five key themes. These
themes were in turn based on the research objectives and derived from the underlying

conceptual framework. These objectives were:

» How do men describe the family?

e What conceptual framework do they use to make sense of the family (and their
relationships).

o What factors shaped their descriptions, content and framework?

¢ How dces this framing act to shape (or influence) their actions {or roles).

o What helps and hinders men from achieving their relationship goals and enacting

their roles

Themes and theme questions were related to the objectives. An outline of themes and

related questions is provided at Appendix A.

Interviews were transcribed verbatim. There was no record kept of non-verbal
communication or intonation or emotional intensity of voice. Some background noise and
soft level of speech resulted in some spoken phrases not being able to be transcribed.

Participants were provided with a copy of transcriptions pertaining to their interview.

Data analysis

The method of analysing data was qualitative. This involved identifying themes, and
analysing responses around recurring themes related to the key concepts of family,
masculinity and cognition. As interpreting qualitative data in this fashion is highly
subjective, participants were given a draft of the reported data pertaining to them so they

could verify that what they intended was what was to be documented.
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Ethical Considerations

Alston and Bowles (1998, p 20) state that “ethics is a vital part of every research project.”
This section outlines the criteria considered necessary to ensure the research was ethically

acceptable.

Sensitivity and Anonymity

Two ethical considerations for this study are that “participants should not be identifiable
in print, and that they should not suffer harm or embarrassment as a consequence of the
research” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000, p. 175). Firstly, given the sensitivity of the subject
matter (i.e. men’s relationships) the structure of the interview and information provided
would enable respondents to have maximum control over what is discussed. Details of
referral services that participants can utilise were provided in the event of having
sensitive issues being uncovered. Giving participants freedom to withdraw at any time or
not discuss certain issues was informed to respondents prior to entry and reiterated during
interviews. Additionally, access by participants to written material after data analysis was
given prior to publication for their feedback and to give participants maximum control in

the process.

Secondly, utilising coding techniques gave more assurance that the names and identity of
respondents were concealed. This coding was discussed with respondents to ensure their
satisfaction with techniques used in reporting. The audio tapes used in interviews are to
be kept for six months and then destroyed to remove any possibility of later identification

of participants or unauthorised use of data.

Closure

The qualitative nature of the research enabled the researcher to be a participant and the
participants as co-researchers. This can enable a closer relationship and identification

with the group. Generally, this can be a positive benefit for the researcher as a necessary
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entry, acceptance and identification into the sample group. However, as a transient, the
researcher will abandon the group at some stage. An exit interview was therefore
arranged concurrently with providing feedback prior to publication. The main objective
of the exit interview was to gauge any concerns by participants and the need for follow-

up action.

Transparency and openness

Providing sufficient knowledge to the participants so as to ensure transparency and
openness about the topic and study’s purpose was an ethical consideration for the
researcher. The methods employed within the research design ensured the participants
were given truthful, accurate and sufficient information regarding the study’s purpose and
aims prior to the commencement of the interview. This was attached to the disclosure

form.

Additionally, participants were asked if they had any questions, as well as provided with
the knowledge that they could ask any questions. This was reiterated prior to consenting
to participate in the research, during the interview process and again after undertaking the

interview,

Positive Potential

R-"ated to the above, and within the aims of the study, was an objective to enable
participants to gain a sense of the contribution that they were making by involvement in
the study. This was be named and identified in the disclosure form. An objective of the
research was to understand men in positive terms and not simply negative terms. Men’s
potential for good in their families was therefore explicitly emphasised in information
provided as well as the commitment they were making in endeavouring to achieve this

objective.
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Limitations and Strengths

Although qualitative research claims to begin research with no pre-conceived ideas, and
altows the patterns or themes to emerge from their experiences (Alston & Bowles, 1998,
p. 9), no research, or researcher can be value free due to the nature of people’s different
meaning making from the same phenomena and the consequent different values ascribed
to those meanings. Limitations and biases therefore exist. Four such limitations can be
argued as existing in this study’s design. A fifth may be argued: namely that the

researcher has identifted limitations to the researcher’s own research!

Role of researcher in translating meaning

The process of placing the researcher in the research may be argued as lacking objectivity
eventuating in a shared understanding of responses and possibly missing some deeper
meanings. This probability may be strengthened as the research is conducted within a
local environment shared by the researcher and participants, and the socio-economic
status, educational characteristics and gender biases of the researcher and participants

may therefore be similar.

Social meaning and the significant symbols for each participant however are viewed
methodologically in the research as constructed. Any shared understandings or missed
deeper meanings can therefore be argued as not limiting the study’s design, purpose, or

findings.

The researcher impacted the study as a translator of what participants said in two ways.
Firstly, by what the researcher paid and didn’t pay attention to and what was therefore
expanded on. Secondly when analysing the transcripts, the researchers own meaning was
imposed onto participant’s answers and assigned to a meaning category. The researcher
therefore may have interpreted participant’s meaning as his own. The research design
includes providing participant’s with a draft of the results and discussion to enable
participants to be informed and check the researcher’s meaning making with an

opportunity for change if requested.
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Methodological

A methodological issue for the researcher was when and where to prompt when
participants appeared unable to easily answer a question, or appeared to be attempting to
find a particular word or phrase to answer a question. Prompting helped in a number of
instances to clarify one way or another participant’s thoughts. However prompting can
bias the interview by leading the participant through trying to interpret what is said and
putting the researcher’s meaning making on the question rather than the participant’s.
This may lead the participant along a certain cognitive route they may not have
independently chosen to go along without the prompt. This however is the dynamic of the

interaction and the nature of action research.

The use of language and particular words used in framing questions may also have
different understandings to the participants. Symbols of ‘masculinity’ or words such as
‘space’, or ‘roles’ may have had different meanings for the researcher and participants.
However, the principal objective of the research was to explore meaning attached to such

symbols.

Sample bias and generalisability

Similarly, due to local demographics, even though sampling was from two sampling
points (students and acquaintances of staff), participants were arguably from one defined
social group. That is, from predominantly white, middle-class, tertiary educated males.
As results are qualitative and not being reported as generalisable, there was not

considered to be an issue of any sample bias in this respect.

Researcher’s personal bias

The author is writing from the bias of personal experience as a male constrained by his
own gender, class, race and ethnicity. While acknowledging the importance of these in

the construction of masculinity and its various meanings and expressions for men from
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non English speaking backgrounds and Aboriginal men, the author’s experience is
Anglo-centric. From such a positioning as a man, the author is considering the current
position of men within- families and the interpersonal and intrafamilial issues and

struggles men appear to be facing.

The researcher’s bias may have resulted in a choice of questions that leads or biases
discussion rather than having the participants share understandings of their experience. A
strength of the study however is the informal nature of the interview and open questions
that enabled participant’s latitude to discuss areas of importance to them. The choice of
an informal setting in which to conduct the study was also important to aid this,

Additionally the questions were derived from within the conceptua! framework.

Additionally, the outcomes are a legitimate part of the interactive process between

researcher and participant. Lincoln and Guba (1994) argue that the researcher,

Cannot, and should not, be neatly disentangled from the observed in the activity of
inquiring into constructions. Hence, the findings or outcomes of an inquiry are themselves

a literal creation or construction of the inquiry process. (p. 128).

Indeed, to engage in critical evaluation requires the interpretive researcher not to be

distanced from the inquiry.

Choice of concepts

The choice of concepts used in the study was very much shaped by the literature
reviewed. This choice was in turn informed by the researcher’s own values and political
stance. An alternative bias and reading of literature may well have resulted in a different
choice of concepts. For example, a more critical theoretical framework may have utilised
associated language and concepts such as hegemony, or patrarchy instead of
socialisation. This acknowledges the position of the researcher as subjectively influenced,
however the concepts used are believed to be useful and relevant, and their validity tested

by the research.
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Additionally, the research took the position to move away from a ‘labelling’ negativism
and to look for a more positive, strengths-based perspective. Rather than a simplistic
reductionist approach that portrayed men synonymously with patriarchy, the research

suggested that men want the best for their key relationships, as do women.

Chapter 4 will present the results of this study.
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Chapter 4

Results

“I'd say family wounld he family.. friends are friends. I mean
you've got good friends and you've got family, and there is a
difference I think, yeah."”

‘Colin’

Introduction

This chapter provides a description of the results, The results are presented i a qualitative
format using quotations from interview transcripts. Where applicable, the researcher's
prompts are provided within brackets before the participant’s quote. The responses provided
by the participants te the questions asked form the basis of the results, however it is
ackriowledged that individuals talk across topics. Other areas of importance to participants
were therefore raised and discussed within the framework of the study. It became apparent

that people's lives are not neatly packaged due to the interconnectedness of experiences,

In presenting the results, a case study format was chosen that provides four separate studies.
Rather than presenting participant's answers collectively for each question, the value of the
case study format enables both the researcher and reader to follow each participant’s story
with greater clarity. Additionally, this enables the researcher to more ably explore each
participant's perception of what a 'good' family is and how their separate understanding

shapes their individual roles and functioning within their families.

To value the individual input of each participant, and to ensure their ‘realism' as actual men,
personal pseudonyms were given to each participant. Names were assigned alphabetically
according to the order interviewed. For example, Participant A is 'Alan', Participant B is
'Bob', C is 'Colin’, and D is David’,
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Additionally, in numerous instances, full quotes are given which might not seem to be fully
applicable to the theme question involved. There are purposeful reasons for this. Firstly, as
the men may not have talked about their relationships in this way before, the process was
new to them. They took time to enter into the discussion, and realisation sometimes occurred
gradually as they talked. At times, participants seemed to struggle with articulating what they
were thinking, Therefore, full quotes have been provided, as the process of telling men’s
story is considered as important as the content of the story itself. The researcher decided that
to do otherwise would have compromised the richness and meaning of the ideas embodied in

the quotes and would not do justice to the participants involved.

Interview Length and Process

The length of interviews varied from 40 minutes to fifty-five minutes. The variation was the
result of both the amount of time participants spent answering questions and the semi-
structured interview format that enabled further questions to emerge from responses.
Successive interviews also enabled the interview process to be improved with respect to
framing questions. For example, questions asked that related generally to ‘'men' were changed
in favour of personal questions to obtain more specific answers. The wording of some
questions was also changed to help make them clearer. Additionally the socio-demographic
questions were asked at the start of the interview process for the latter three interviews to

help ease participants into the interview process.

Socio-demographic results

Results from socio-demographic questions yielded data about cultural and family background
and aided in possible understandings of mediating factors of age, length in a relationship,
geographical distance to significant family members, education on present functioning within

men's family relationships.
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Participant's ages were 38, 43, 52 and 57 years.

Two participants attained year 10 level with one currently undertaking undergraduate study.
Two participants achieved postgraduate qualifications. The type of qualification is not

recorded to ensure anonymity of the sample.

Residency in the Regional city was: 8 months, 8 years, 17 years and 5 years. Of the four
participants, one was born in Australia. The remaining three participants emigrated from
northern and central European countries at the ages of 10, 15 and early twenties. Two of

these three came from countries where English was the second language spoken.

The lengths of time in their present relationships were 5.5, 16, 31 and 12 years. Three men
were in a married relationship and one had been separated from his previous partner for 5

years.

Themes

In order to gain insight into how men understand the concept of the family and their ideal
farmly and how this understanding shapes their functioning within their family, themes were
derived from the theoretical framework. These themes formed the initial questions asked of
each participant from which discussion and further questions followed. The question, ‘In
practice, what ‘participant’ considers is necessary in order to achieve his ideal of a good
husband/father,” was not asked of Andy. The nature of the interview process as an
exploration was one that enabled a refining of the format with each subsequent interview.

The mitial questions were based on:

¢ How 'participant' defines the concept of family.
¢ The most significant experiences for 'participant' growing up.

o Role models that helped shape "participant’s’ ability to be a husband/father.
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e Where else 'participant' got his definitions of how to be a man/husband/father.

e  What 'participant' considers to be a good family.

e ‘Participant's’ ideals for his family relationships,

e In practice, what 'participant’ considers is necessary in order to achieve his ideal of a
good husband/father.

e What supports ‘participant’ considers men need most today in order to achieve good

relationships.

Participant A - "Andy"

Andy is 38, has been married for 5.5 years, and has been in the locality for 8 months, Andy
achieved an academic level of year 10 and has worked for a number of years. He 1s currently
studying at university as a mature age student. Andy was the first participant interviewed and
chose to be mterviewed on the back veranda of his home, this being a favourite place outside
in the sun from which to observe nearby bush. Andy's dog also made himself at home with us
during the interview. The nature of the interview was therefore casual, unstressed and
conducive for communicating. Andy wished to acknowledge the point that 'guys' relate best

in such a casual setting as this.

How Andy defines the concept of family

The family has value for everyone, however variations exist as to the importance and role the
family plays for individuals. For Andy the family had several meanings with a unifying theme
as a symbolic 'place’. It is a place of love, hereditary structure, security, belonging and where

needs are met. This symbolic place is a firm base on which these components are built,
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"A loving place. A place where...I was born into it. It's probably the first place that offers the greatest
place for security...A place that also gives you a sensc of belonging.” "I find it as a place thal mects

your personal needs and gives you that base, that platform.”

The family is a positive place that provides these qualities to Andy by virtue of him being
born into it. The family is a relational concept between partners, between children, between
parents and children. Andy identified this refational component as the important aspect of the

family's impact on him.

"In growing up as a child, It's your parents that meet all your needs, 50 you grow in appreciation of

that particularly as an adult as you reflect back."

The value of family is often taken for granted in childhood. The realization and appreciation
of the family's practical importance 1s only realized as he reflects as an adult.

The most significant experiences for Andy growing up

The significance of family does not exist apart from life events and within some context.
These act to impact on the individual's experience of family. For Andy, the significant event
was the experience of migration. This event bought a sense of loss at being 'torn' from that

symbolic place. The depth of significance is sensed from the language used.

"Migraling lo Australia was the most significant because you get a sense that I was torn away from
the place where I belonged." "We just left an entire extensive network and I felt the loss of belonging,
and in many ways I still have. That extentive belonging has only come back. And I have a sense that

I'm part of a larger network."
(Because of your wife's family?)

"Yes, and my family's a bit more extensive now."
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Andy, in his late 20's went back to his birthplace. This experience brought ? realisation of
'‘belonging' that he'd missed, yet the reconnection to his cultural heritage didn't restore the
sense of belonging, His identity had been shaped by both cultures and he was stuck in the
middle. Andy highlights the impact on him of migration, which is alienat;ion, and then
digresses. The impact on society generally due to families migrating or even relocating within
one's own country due to work transfers is the loss of ability to make meaningful

relationships.

Alienation

* . 1 wasn't able to identify this til...I went back to the country as an adult...] hadn't had that sense of
belonging and yet when I came away from cven there 1. know too much and I'm not the same as them.

As a migrant you get caught in no man's land."

Ability toe commit to meaningful relationships

"It's one of the consequences of constantly uprooting and travelling we won't realisc til 50 or 100 years
later. Unless we look at it honestly, the impact on the family of this constant transition...may cxplain
for me why we have a shallow and superficial socicty where people are constantly uprooting and we
don't have to bond with people and develop this substantial relationship. It's difficult 1o maintain those
relationships of substance. I have a number of {riends that have moved on and it's not the same. [t's

difficult."

Andy's sense of belonging, provided via his extended relationships, was significantly affected
by migration. The impact however was only realised in his adult experience of family. The
past does not stand alone, but is connected to the present and is & basis for shaping the
future. Migration meant dislocation, loss of connections and sense of belonging.
Reconnection to a 'place’ of belonging was being experienced via a new network of extended

relationships facilitated through the family.
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To Andy, the impact of change on the family i3 negative, This also affects society.
Dislocation to Andy brings alienation, instability, and a loss of ability to connect deeply with
others. There is no sense of place or base from which belonging and reconnection can take

root and grow.

Role models that helped shape Andy’s ability to be a husband

Andy had few significant people who he considered as positive role models. The need for
positive models though still exists to guide how he is supposed to be as a husband. He uses to
his own advantage the quality of respect he was taught to proactively observe and reflect the

modelling in other's relationships.

"Very few. Very few. | was raised even as a little kid o respect the wisdom of people who've lived at

least 50 years." "I seek out people that age and just quiz them."

Where else Andy got his definitions of how to be a man and husband

Andy's role definition of how to be a man and father was from his own father, although he
didn't consider him as a positive role model. Having a contrast between positive and negative
role models was seen as important. While negative role models, either dad's or TV, may
shape some young men toward negative functioning, Andy uses contrasting models to shape

positive functioning,

"I think probably the initial definition withoul actually realising it is from their own father. I was

fortunate to have a grandfather...to gel a contrast. But...nowadays il comes from the dad definitcly."
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"You just absorb it because there's a need without realising it.” "The other onc is | think iclcvision."
"People watch iclevision so passively, They take on the values and any forms themselves without

realising il. | can sce the impacl.”

In Andy's experience, definitions appear to be gained from negative models subconsciously
whether via fathers or the media. A contrast of models however is required to be able 1o
discern positive ones. Andy believes that fathers provide the greatest impact of definitions,

either positive or negative.

What Andy considers to be a good family

'‘Good' is a commonly used term that has different meaning to each individual To some it
means what is; to others, what is not; and to others, what might be. Andy had a ready answer
to this question which displayed an existing thoughtfulness. As Andy is not a father, his
answer references three quality characteristics already experienced with his partner. He is

experiencing 'what 1s' good, and this inspires him for more.

Respect

"Respect would really be a central part. Respect (or one another, Both parties to regard each other as
equals and probably really early on in the piece lo find owl one another's strengths and

weaknesses...and how we complemented each other, and to encourage each other in our role.”

Respect is reflecting, and reflected by, complementarity. Knowing one’s own and one's
nartner's strengths and having complementary cross-gender roles was seen as more important

than stereotypical roles. Proactive self-knowledge was evident.
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Knowledge of self and other

"Again il's something that I've rcad about and (hought aboul and reflected on o bring o our own

situation in thal way. And It's met with some success and some failure”

Communication

Communication was also important, as was an awareness of perceived differences in
communication by men and women.

"I really realise how important it is 10 communicaie more and more, and clearly communicale. I think
what amazes me is the difference between men and women. You know that statement about males and

Venus whatever it is, there's a lot of truth to it. It's almost a cross-cultural experience.”

To Andy, a good family does not have to include children. A respect and genuine regard for
the other, knowing them more intimately, and communicating clearly and with understanding
appear related ideal qualities that he is already striving to practice. Partners need to be active
in exploring their own and the other's strengths, or ‘good’ qualities, so as to then encourage
the other in their role for mutual benefit. This takes proactive effort, Andy has read, thought
and reflected about his relationship. He acts contrary to literature which suggests men
generally may be reluctant to try what is unfamiliar due to the fear of failure (MacDonald,
1997, p. 195). Andy invests in his relationship despite experiencing some failures at
implementing the knowledge gained. This may be because what is good, (that is the

experience of successes), may outweigh the fattures.

Andy digressed and talked of changes in gender expectations that have, and are, affecting
what makes a good family relationship. There have been major changes in the roles of women
and men within the family, These changes, as a result of the feminist movement, have led to
self-determination of women n their roles. Traditionally, according to Andy, women learnt

and reacted to the decisions of men and the patriarchal society. Today, however, these
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changes have meant a follow-on 'restructuring’ of men's roles whereby women's expectations
2 Y

have affected men's expectations.

Changes in gender expectations

"“Traditionally, a woman lolerated so much more. She learnt in a sensc and be given the roles that the
man or socicty decided to. My wife is not that type of person and | think the majorily of modern
women are not. So, the women's movement has had an impact and has restruciured. And [ suppose

I've responded to the social change that's taken place by those movements and cxpectations.”

"H's true in middle class and upper.” "I think a lot of conflict in the working class have not understood
the change and grown up in working class and not made the change they need to make which creates a

fair bit of social tension."

Today, the tables have turned. Men are now the gender that are reactive to women's changed
expectations and roles. Andy perceives that class mediates how these reactions or
adjustments are made. The working class who are lacking understanding are seen as the men
who are struggling with role transition. Though Andy does not posit why, he may be linking

understanding with education as his reason for men's different reactions with respect to class.

Andy's ideals for his family relationships

Roles within the family are the specific parts individuals play, influenced by their expectations
of what is appropriate. Men's roles within the family are therefore dependent on how they
think, feel and act about their usual functioning as a man, husband and/or father that enhances
good relationships. While having an ideal for his relationship, Andy found his role within that
difficult to name. Gradually, through conversation, key characteristics were identified:
support, effective communication, reciprocity, faith, reflective learning, valuing the other and

vision.
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Support/strength

Traditionally, men have been seen as the strong gender but today roles are blurred. For Andy,
he has needed to provide strength and support for his wife. However, while this has been
important, he is unsure where this role comes from. Roles can be learnt implicitly and

unconsciously. We do what we have to at times without assessing why.

"1 don't know. It's difficult 1o come up with a specifically man type of thing." "I wonder whether it's
like being a strength, you know traditionally being strong for a woman in times of despair and being
there." "... My wifc has nceded me to be there for her and uphold her. T don't know whether that's

tradition or the way we werg raiscd or what...." "Whether it's conditioning."

Effective communication

Communication is a key aspect in an ideal relationship. Andy recognises that this is complex
and ‘incredibly difficult.' To maintain a good relationship, absolute and personally important

values must be compromised and negotiated for mutual satisfaction.

"Each situation is so unique, it's so difficult 1o say. The thing that sirikes mc commonly with ail
relationships is I think communication, How casy il is to lake your partner for granted and how
difficult communication is. And then the negotiational values because you don't negotiate everything
up front before you get marricd.... you know I find this incredibly difficult and you'rc making
compromises on things that are really highly important, and yeah you make compromises to maintain

your rclationship."

"I think that the difficult issues that arise for me has been he clash between the 2 values. Even though
both my wife and I are Christians we understand certain Lhings in a totally different way and a number
of things have been incredibly difficult (or me to respond to and I've had to make compromises on
things that I've held very dearly and to me are really significant. And I've had to realise that she's had

the right to not hold something as dearly or as important as [ do. We have to creaic that environmicnt.
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Al (he samg ime my concerns need Lo be addressed and the majorily of those things we're still in the
process of negotiating,” And "demonstrating to her thal in my new understanding and new position [
have taken into consideration her feclings and thoughts and I've also presented to her some of my own

..the thmgs that I need to take place around that issue for us lo move on.”

Effective communication is important in resolving differences. While Andy and his wife have
the same faith, there is a difference between the object of their common belief and the way
this, and other values, are understood. Resolving differences requires accepting gender and
personality differences and conflict, finding ways to work with and manage the differences,

demonstrating change and then an ability and willingness to move the relationship forward,

Reciprocating as an equation

The value a person places on their relationship shapes their commitment to it. Andy has
observed and cognitively appraised what this means in practice; that the one who values the
relationship more will sacrifice more to mamtain it. If the equation is in the 'blokes' favour,

then the partner will maintain the relationship when they need to withdraw support.

"To me it makes sense, and is vety cvident, that-the person who really wants to hold it together will
make much more compromises than the other person. And I think nepotiating that up front, it's a
relationship of equals. But the best advice [ ever gol from marriage is from my mechanic, His advice
was (and he'd been married for 55 years) marriage is giving and taking, and he says for blokes its 70%
giving and 30% taking. That way you've always gol a bit of surplus in that little pool for the hard
times when you necd to take a bit more or when she needs o take a bit more. For me, IU's the wisest

thing I've ever actually heard, and 1 thirk ils truc for all relationships,"
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Faith

Faith is a confident, unshakable conviction or trust in something or someone greater than us.
In a changing secular world where there is little room for absolutes, faith in the sacred
provides direction and purpose. For Andy, his Christian faith provides both his clear ideal and
the motivation to live up to the ideal. However, there is always a 'shortfall' that results in a

tension between what is, and what is strived for.

"It's difficuli for me to reference people who've made me who I am. The core of who I am in a sense is
that I'm a Christian person. I would regard myself as a nominal Christian, I'd regard myself as highly
committed to Jesus." "So I have a very high ideal that... drive is not the right word I'm thinking

of.....that inspires me."
(Motivation?) "Yeah, it motivates me, ils the core of who I am, so its also my theorctical perspective

the way 1 see the world through those things and every thing that I sec | take the gospels, Jesus'

account,,.”

"My faith provides my ideal, it provides my inspiration, and it provides me with energy to altempt of

implementing that ideal."”
(So its like your faith is the ends but its also the means to that ends?)

"Absolutely. Absolutely. That sums it up really well. It's a shortfall. But peopic of faith live, you
know, hive in that tension between the ideal and the shortfall. "

Reflective learning

The continual and rapid societal changes that affect the family can either leave individuals
behind and struggling to adjust to their expected roles, or cause them to reflect and reassess

their functioning. Andy recognises that reflection is needed to distinguish between what is
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important and to be maintained in the relationship from what is expendable. The metaphor of

the baby and the water helps him to think through and explain this.

"I've tried to take out the good things oul of the modern social changes that have taken place, in the
family and in relationships I've tried to learn -what | supposes I've tricd Lo do is nol throw the baby out
with he bathwater. First, I've reflected on what in my faith is the baby, and what is (he water so |
could recognise the baby and then just throw out the water and I think I've done thal. And I've tried to
apply that same thing to our socicly whether it be in relationships or in other things o first struggle lo
work out what the baby is and struggle 1o work cut whal the water is and it's not so casy because the
social changes hat arc taking place arc so maity and there's very little time between those changes to

accurately sce what is rcal and what is not."

Value and esteem 'other!

Love that esteems and highly values the other 1s a glue that cements the relationship. For
Andy, the ideal is realised by his wife feeling the value he places on her. Andy uses another
metaphor. Rather than being stagnant, the process must be fluid and fresh, and growing in

maturity like a 'fine wine.'

"I suppose the ideal for me is that my wife would {ee! loved and highly respected by me. That she
would have the opportunity, in a sense, to becomg the person she was born (0 become in God's sight
and that in our rclationship together we would actually grow in love for cach other and respect for

each other as we gel older. A bit like a {inc wine!" "To keep our relationship fresh."

"I think one of the qualitics to be sensitive at all times in the sense thal attentive to how my wife is
fecling and thinking and not 10 take for granted what I understand.”

"Again these are ideals and I really want to emphasise that I fall short."



Men’s perceptions of a ‘good’ family p. 68

Vision and inspiration

With two individual personalities and wills, there is bound to be conflict in the relationship,
Andy's faith inspires him and provides the vision ahead to ensure his role and actions are

other-centred and not simply self-centred i the present.

(It's a tension between the ideal ...)

"...And my reality. My idcal still inspires me to go on. Il [ didn't have that ideal I would revolve into
selfishness, I would be sclf centred and I want my way causc often what I've found is m relationships
including my married relationship is that there is a conflict of wills. It's what I want and it's what you
want, And again my inspiration of my ideal is thal it's not my will but at that same time if it's
constantly her will then it's detrimental to me so we have to negotiate a common will that's for our

common good."

Men may be reflective and analytical about work but have been criticised for not applying the
same abilities and effort in their relationships. Andy however does! While he is not sure
whether some roles are conditioned or innate, he recognises that his faith provides both his
ideal and inspiration for ensuring a good relationship. The complexities of differing wills,
requires reflective thought processes and effective communication skills for compromising,
and sacrificing self in the interest of esteeming the other. While faith guides Andy in an ever

maturing good relationship, it provides a contrast with what is - a 'shortfall’.

What supports Andy considers men need most today in order to achieve

good relationships

While men appear to be struggling relationally in the family, they are stereotyped as unwilling
to seek help when needed or engage in services to improve their relationships. How accurate

is this perception of men? If the stereotype is accurate, what prevents men from accessing
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services, which would help them to achieve or maintain a good relationship? Andy highlights
coping with change, other male role models, access to services, and communication as

mediating factors that help or hinder men in achieving good relationships.

Coping with change

Change is a part of everyday modern human life, For Andy, the rapid pace of change, like
never before, is causing important longstanding traditional values to be lost in favour of new
superficial and temporary ones. For Andy, the effect of change on families is negative. As
Andy is a thoughtful, reflective person, this essential aspect of assessing what is important

and what is not in maintaining a good relationship has become increasingly difficult.

"] think we have a westem world that is rapidly spinning off its axis in many ways because there's
such a blurring (of values), of anyone tradittonal, you know il hasn't reflected and kept the baby. It
scems to have thrown everything out and constantly throwing things out without thinking about them.
If you look at the greater history of the world for a change o take place, a minor change took
hundreds of years. If you think about the changes taking place in the family since the industrial
revolution, they've been phenomenal. And never mind just the industrial revolution but even the

changes that have taken place since transport. People....moving, Not cnough time has transpired.”

"There's certain things about life thal aren't findable until time passes by."

(So, reflecting and analysis seems to be important then?)

"Yeah, for me it is cssential."

Male role models

We learn what is appropriate from significant others and collective societal norms. As

individuals, we tend to gravitate toward others with similar beliefs and values. Change
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however has blurred what is appropriate and Andy believes men are confused. Andy believes
that men need help in enacting their ideals and beliefs. Older, more experienced male role
models who think similarly and have struggled give hope to persevere. Society needs to play

a role in reinforcing positive models and their achievements,

T think other men who share the same ideals and (ry to implement those things in their lives. Older
role models. In a sensc people who have been doing it for a long and demonstrating that its worthwhile

to struggle.” "I think il's & socicty that's confused."

"And as a socicty this needs to be highlighted even a ot more - that positive rolc model."

Acecess to appropriate services

Ensuring equitable access to services mn the human service arena across groups in society is a
current issue of social justice. To Andy services for men are inappropriate to their need,
especially those in the working class. Before men will access services, work is needed to help
them cognitively rethink their beliefs and help them adjust to changes. Social services to him
have taken the easy road by catering to the middle class rather than those that need services

more.

"A lot of places that exist in our society are places for middle class men don't access. A ot of the
soctal services don't address the needs. They're trying to address the needs, but very poorly I think, of
working class guys. They're not getting to theﬁ to encourage them to rethink, to integrate, not
necessarily totally rethink, but Lo integrate into their existing world views Lo sharpen it up to make it

better, Lo make them a bit more sensitive o their women."

"I think a lot of the services are delivered by middle class people and it's much casicr to deliver a

service to middle class group.”
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For Andy, access and communication were related reasons why existing services are
inappropriate to men's needs. Firstly, effective use of services relies on effectively
communicating. Class differences exist however due to different education standards
available and achieved. As services are delivered by the middle class, services are not
appropriately communicated to the working class. Secondly, as men and women's
communication patterns differ, the absence of men in the human services was seen as an

imporiant reason hindering working with some men.

"Well they develop their communication often through cducation.”

"Actually just onc thought on scrvice delivery. Hts oflen women delivering serviees to men and it

docsn't go very well particularly for working class men",

Summary of "Andy"

Who is Andy? What sort of man is he? What impressed the researcher most was his proactive
curiosity of other's relationships to help his own. Contrary to critical and popular literature,
he also has great capacity and ability to reflect on past events such as migration and its impact
on his relationships and sense of identity, Perhaps practical life experience rather than

education has been his key.

How did Andy describe the family? He saw it as a symbolic place to find belonging, and
security. His sense of family as a migrant was a 'place’, not only geographical but also
relational and he therefore felt a sense of loss at being disconnected from his extended

network. Marriage brought something of a reconnection to another network.

His ideal family relationship is one that has respect and equality, and where his wife feels

loved and respected by him. Tying to achieve his ideal inspires him to go on. His ideal can be
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achieved by good communication, negotiating what's important, and adapting, being

cognitively aware of his wife's needs and astute at meeting them,

The conceptual framework Andy appears to use to make sense of the family, and his
relationships is a symbolic 'place’ which has connection to others for growth, direction and
support. The factors that appear to have shaped Andy's descriptions and framework are the
loss of belonging due to migration, his spiritual faith as an ideal and a means to his ideal and
the rapid pace of societal change that impacts relationships detrimentally. This framing has
acted to shape (or influence) Andy's actions (or roles) through a realisation that there is a
tension between his ideal and the shortfall of actual experience. This has led to a need for

reflection and an analysis of society.

Andy believes that what hinders men from achieving their relationship goals and enacting
their roles is: a lack of knowledge/skills to communicate, television, no places of
communication for men to improve themselves relationally, the rapid change in society, the
lack of men in the human services resulting in inappropriate communication of services by
women to men, and the mode of service delivery by, and catered to, the middle class which

further marginalises the working class.

Andy perceives that what helps men in their relationships are both formal and informal
strategies. These are. Communication skills gained through education; having more men
delivering services to particularly working class men; having a network of other men with
similar values, and older men who are seen as wiser who can role model positive, healthy

relationships and advise others both at both an individual and societal level.

Participant B - "Bob"

Bob is 43 years old, has been in his current relationship for 16 years and is a father of two

children; a son and a daughter. He has lived mn the region for 8 years, the last four of these
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years residing in the regional city. Though Bob was born in Australia, he was shaped by the
heritage of his parents who emigrated from a northern European country. After studying at
university, Bob graduated with a Bachelor of honours and later undertook postgraduate

study.

Bob was the second man interviewed and preferred the option of being interviewed in the
researcher's home. Like most men, Bob works during the day. Therefore, the interview was
conducted in the evening, relaxing in the researcher's lounge room whilst enjoying 'a coffee.’
Bob talked at length, and like Andy, the casual interview seemed to give a unique chance for

him to talk about his thoughts and ideas regarding his ideais for his family.

How Bob defines the concept of family

The family has value for everyone. While Bob's experience was similar to Alan's, his concept
of family contained variations. Bob's concept of family was in terms of structure - a

traditional one. His immediate family came to mind first, then his extended one.

"The first thing that comes into my mind is a fairly traditional one, of like a nuclear tvpe thing. So,
male and female, kids. So I'm really relating it (0 my immediale siluation and then afier that, 1 guess, if
[ gave it a bil more thought I'd think of the cxtended family life. My wife's family, the relationship of
our kids to them, and my relationship with them. I get on fairly well with them, I gucss if's a fairly
traditional model."

Both structure, and the relationships within the structure are of importance. Bob's concept
relates to his own personal experience of family as a positive one rather than what others may

experience, or what he hears of others experiences.

"When you say the word family, I'm thinking of a positive thing. So 1 don't have any images of
dysfunction, or severe dysfunction. So when I'm thinking of family, I'm thinking nice, get on okayish,

you know."
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The family is both a structural and relational concept within which its members interact. The
important aspect for Bob is how its members interact. Whereas Andy valued the relational
aspect for its utility as a place for meeting his needs such as security and belonging, the
important relational aspect for Bob is the quality of those relationships. The family has
symbolic meaning for Bob as a structure that is safe so that he can be himself, where he 1s
understood, accepted, and which is held together by strong bonds that enable barriers to be

overcome.

Acceptance

"] think there's something about acceptance with people. People being able to be themselves, and
people understanding where people are coming from. And that's accommodating their quirkiness or
there litile habits that's annoying. So, if [ think of my own family, like my brothers and sisters, there
would be things that shit me ofl with cach of them and visa versa. Bul the bonds between us are strong
enough that we go past that sort of stuff, whereas if it's an acquaintance or a fricnd you'd say that's it.
In my casc it's about overseeing those barricrs where you can and ahways | gucss making yourself

open to be there. And I'm not always good at il.”

The saying, 'you can choose your friends, but can't choose your family' is alluded to here. Bob
seeins to suggest that as members cannot choose to be family members, they make
allowances and accommodate others' differences, This aspect appears to be an ideal that Bob
is not always good at achieving. Where there is choice, however as in friendships, individuals

are not compelled to commit.

The family of origin shapes individuals in ways that are often subconscious. That Bob has
talked more about his siblings than his immediate relationships, suddenly dawns on him. In
listening to Bob, the researcher had difficulty in naming what he was saying. Words such as

'civility' came to mind in endeavouring to encapsulate what was considered as the intent.
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Harmony and civility

The ideal for this extended family is that members ‘get on'. Closeness and intimacy is not

necessary. Bob is not seeking a perfect relationship but a more pragmatic, realistic one.

"I guess the structure part docsn't really worry me in terms of importance. Its how you get on with

people.”

"It's intercsting when vou asked about family; I talked aboui my family - niy wifc and my kid, and then
straight away jumped into the family | was born into, So the ideal is that we get on ok. We don't have
to love cach other, but we get on ok. And we put aside our differences. In thinking about it, I can do

that but I don't have a particularly close relationship with my brother. We don't get on that well.”

The symbolism of family as a strong bond between members ensures effort is provided for
maintaining the quality of relationships. As an example, Bob relates a situation, where by

doing their parental duty, the bond between spouses was strengthened.

Being there, support

"You can ceriainly have fights and arguments and you palch them up too, but there's always that
desire to look afler them i a way, or be there for (hem. Here's an example. The education of onc of
our kids, (was) a potential problem area in terms of schooling, And so we went therc because it was
important for us lo be there. And it was inferesting afier we lefl, the bond between us was closer. Cos
I guess how I saw it, we're doing something for our sor, yvou know." "Il's funny, just doing that hitle

thing made it stronger again ...And parl of it is for us Lo be together, but also to assist our children.”
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Balance

Life is a balance. The relational aspect of the family includes self giving to others and
others giving to self. There is often little time and space however made for self giving to
self. Bob's sense of self needs nurturing and space as well as piving to others in
maintaining his close relationships. Although overcoming a hurdle concerning their child

brought he and his wife together, his own 'space' is also important.

"Like how do you get the balance between having your own space and doing stuff together? And
that's an issue I've got. Yeah I think it's those issues of doing things together that's important - the
nice family holiday you have or something like that "

As with Alan, Bob's concept of family is relational. While the symbolic value for Alan is
as a place of nurture, for Bob it is the quality and strength of its bonds. Family bonds
provide a safe place where one has freedom to be oneself, and are strong enough to

overcome barriers within and without.

The most significant experiences for Bob growing up

The family provides a significant context where values are shaped and significant events
can be experienced together. Values learned within the family are related to one's 'place’
within it. For Bob, loyalty was a quality that resulted from his particular place within the
family as the eldest child. This quality had pre-eminence for him, even if his senses said

otherwise. Such is the power of being raised to 'do the right thing.’

Structural position - 'the oldest’

Within the family, one 's structural position in the family can define one's roles. The
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oldest child often provides parental support, and often before their developmental

capacity to do so. Bob's roles as the otdest child were that of mediator and carer.

"I think with me there's always that strong sense of loyalty, which I've hinted to already. It's
always been a strong point with me even with friends for many years. You know I'd always still
be there. Maybe when it was sensible to let that friendship run. But that sense of loyalty, and
being there, and doing the right thing has always been there for me."

"Particularly in terms of the family stuff, maybe it's the oldest son syndrome - I've always gotta
do the right thing."

"Always being the one that was counted on. So that carries through very much. And in my family
as we got older, in my late teens I'd be the peacemaker in the family or the one that would bring
people together. Mum and dad would get on but I wouldn't say their relationship was the best.
And if there was problems there, | would be the ear for her to talk to, or even to bring my brothers
and sisters together. So yeah, it was a funny sort of relationship. I guess normally, that sort of
stuff might be the eldest daughter that does that or brings things together. But that was my role
within that family.”

Bob perceives that relational and caring roles are more feminine than masculine, however
as the oldest child, he automatically bore these. By default, his responsibilities and

inherited duties were more adult than childlike.

Connection with cultural ties

Life events also impact on individuals in the family shaping their experience of family.
These events can strengthen bonds. Bob recalls a significant experience that he
considered 'positive’. Why? He states twice that, ‘we did it as a family’. As with Andy,
migration had a significant impact. The initial recollection triggers two additional

significant positives for Bob. The experience brought new knowledge, with a benefit of
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increased academic achievement, and it brought him in contact with family he'd not seen

before. Connections.

"The other thing we did which was great. We did it as a family; we went overscas for 6 months, | was
cight. And that had a huge impact on me. And was the best thing we ever did. It opened my cyes Lo the

world."

"We went to sce relatives overseas, and by boat - 1 month there by boat, 4 months there and 1 month
back by boat. And two things happened after that. One thing was that academically I achicved a bit
more. It has stayed with me to that day. So that was a really positive experience I've got. But that was

something we did as a family."

"Ch and I'll tell you the other positive thing for me here, cos | come from an immigrant family, and
we're the only people here. What was really significant for me, then was to realise | had all thesc other
relatives overseas, and that was very important to me. And I actually went back to Europe in my carly
to mid 20's and rediscovered that again, and It was interestling cos we'd never had or known any

immigrant migrant familics."

As Bob continues to talk of this experience, he recalls other effects of the experience.

Sense of 'place’

Like Andy, Bob also uses the symbolism of a ‘place’ to describe his sense of belonging and
identity that his new extended family and cultural ties provided. His cultural roots were also
important to him as they provided a new social network, and answers to familial

idtosyncrasies, It explained why he was like he was.

“Why? Cos I didn't have anything, My parents are very quict socially."
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"But it was this scnsc of place which I feel that I've missed. Like when | went back to "name of
country”. 1t was really interesting (o sce my uncles, auntics and cousins, and see my sensce of humour
and where that comes from, and quirkiness, or whatever and get on with il. Some of thosc relatives |

reckon are great. 1 just thoroughly enjoy their company. So, I'd missed all that."

Unlike Andy who remembered being 'torn' from extended family, Bob never knew he had
one, yet he too didn't feel the loss until he realised what it was that he had lost. The
realisation came through discovery. However, Like Andy, the discovery put Bob in no man's
land between two cultures. Althoug.h the loss was strongly felt in his youth as his identity was

being shaped, the sense of loss is still present.

"It was only aficr. Because we had a very quiet life and were not a typical Australian family.

You know, I wanted to go kicking around with a footy, but dad never did that. So I'd want Lo be a little
Aussie kid, but I couldn't do it ‘cos I had no one to tcach me. So, that was a big thing, and it's still
there, that sense of place. IU's not as strong now as it uscd to be. But up until then, it was an interesting

thing. And cven now I think about it."

Sense of 'space’

The transition to adulthood for adolescents often involves a struggle to achieve an identity.
This requires independence to be able to experiment with possible identities (Kail &
Cavanaugh, 1996, p. 260). Another significant positive memory for Bob is the 'space’ his

parents gave him during his tertiary years.

"Il always remember when | went (o uni., my parents were okay with whatever 1 did. So, that was
terrific. I was my own boss and made my own decisions. So, I really value that. It gave me the spacc

to do what [ wanted to do, which was good."
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Like Andy, the discovery of extended family for Bob was a significant event. He too
symbolises the experience as giving him a 'place' of belonging and identity, 'Space’ aiso

provided the opportunity to search for, and be, himself.

Role models that helped shape Andy’s ability to be a husband and father

The effect of living in a migrant family is dislocation from significant others who act as role
models. Substitutes take their place. As Bob had no uncles or extended family members in
Australia, there were few close role models. After some thought however, Bob is aware of
conscious role models that have shaped how he is supposed to act. These are his peer group,

extended family connections, a male teacher, the experience of travel, and parents.

Peer group

Peer proups provide a sociocultural context for young adults that influence beliefs and
behaviours. Bob's experience of peer group is that strong views about how men should
behave are explicit. Though not influenced personally by them, sport and television provide

models of male behaviour that may be more implicit.

"Now that's inieresting cos 1 do things a bit difTerently. Well T like to think I do things a bit differently
from my dad. 1 would say a lot of it is the peer situation. Like poing through uni. That's where [
reckon | got most of my stull, Obviously, 1 gol things rom my parenis 100, But there's probably

subliminal oncs and that Fm not always awarc of, so it would be pecrs. Yeah, essentially 1 reckon peer

g],oup' It

"I don't know. I suspect il's still pecr group that's prelty important for most guys... [ got in with a
bunch of guys thal went (o a privale boys school, and they had a very sel definition of what blokes
should be like, and how men relate to women, And what I notice was really common amongst them, it

was quitc different from me, so I'm assuming it's still school and peers as the most dominant thing,
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And [ gucss parl of that too might be footy club or whalever, but | don’t know cos [ don't do that stuff.
And 1 guess it's what age you're at too. I've got no doubt that lo some degree television would shape
social morays and values aboutl how you act in the family and those things as well. [ just can't recall
lhﬁ[,"

Extended family connections
(You wouldn't have had uncles over here would you?)

"No, nothing. No, no one really stands out like that. It's interesting, [ know when I first came back 1o
Australia afier travelling around for a number of years, 1 was really impressed with my wife's family,
Because I thought this is a great family, this is what a family should be hike."

"Well they just seemed to be a more sociable, open, typical Aussic family. But I loved it. But I didn't

realise what it was like until I met them."

Like Andy, Bob's partner provided the extended family connections for seeing how family is
supposed to be. Being Australian, his wife's family provides a needed sense of belonging and

place within which to fit.

A male teacher

Individuals at an impressionable age spend much time in educational settings. The only male
role model for Bob is a teacher. He is able to discern what it is he learns from this role model],
and like Andy, contrasts his model's strengths and weaknesses. Bob takes for lumself what he

admires and considers positive - the teacher's relationship with his partner.

"But I know when 1 was single, and just out of high school and carly years of uni, I'd go and sce this

tcacher, who I gol on really well with, so I still kept relationships with this past teacher. And [ guess 1
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didn'l mind some aspects of his relationship with his family, but I wouldn't do everything he did. Cos
he would just drink 1oo much and shit like that. Bul in the sense that he scemed to have a good quality
relationship with his pariner, and they had a good fun relationship with their kids. In that. sense but not

nccessarily everything else." "1 was very aware of his weaknesses.,”

Parents and family

"So hopefully most people would also gel it from parents, in laws, a familv member, or relative or

something like that. IU's just that that wasn't much of my life."

Migrants are caught between two cultures. Bob suspects that a non-immigrant family would

provide the role modelling that he missed so as to 'fit in'.

Where else Bob got his definitions of how to be a man, husband and father

Travelling

Travel provides a context for discovering something new. Bob's experience of travel enabled
him to clarify what his strengths were and find his sense of self as a man through being
independent and self-reliant. A sense of completeness, accomplishment satisfaction, self-
fulfilment and not living with regret s important to Bob. It appears that the 'space’ gained in

travelling enabled Bob to discover a lot about himself,

"] think in my case I got my scnse of myself, which is what I call my definition of manhood, when |
travelled." "And ils when I stood on my own, and did things on my own for a few vears that [ worked
oul what I was good at and became a lol clearer about what 1 wanted. Actually, I had that beflore. |
had that through uni., bul that firmed it up."



Men's perceptions of a *geod’ family p. 83

"Part also just (he frecdom to do whal you want o do. [ ] wanted do go here and take this risk I did it.
Also [or me a sense of completencss 'cos | actually did things that I'd dreamt of doing. So, I consider
mysell quite lucky in the sense that I've fulfilled my childhood fantasics. I'm not saying that it's
finished, but I've been able to do it 1t's not as if I've sat and said "oh T wish I did this all my life." "

Feminism has highlighted women's struggle for equality in the domestic sphere. Women
appear therefore to have done much of the thinking regarding their status and roles i the
family and are more proactive in meeting their needs. For Bob, whal it means to be a husband
is shaped more by his partner than his own definitions, as his requirements and expectations
are not as clear as hers. His definition of fatherhood however is more oriented and defined by

himself,

Partner

"But some of that is just shaped up with my partncr. You know if [ had a different type of partner,
therc might be some things that I'd be doing differently too. I think in terms of 'father’ its ok. I don't
think I'd be that much different. But in terms of a partner, my wife's relationship with me is not shaped
back because she's very clear whal she wanis and cxpects, and if I'm getting a bit slack at times, she

lets me know about it. So then we go through a phasc of rencgotiating,

Father

"And probably without her I might have slipped into much more of my [ather's habits. Ahh, just sit
back and let everything happen around you, cos that's his day, and my father’s a bit like that.”

Definitions and roles for Bob's father a generation ago were more contrasted and socially
defined than they are for Bob today. Whereas society may have defined roles then, women

such as Bol's partner appear to be influencing definitions today, Perhaps for Bob, the more
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equal or egalitarian relationship of being a husband is less definable than being a father.

However like his dad, he 'lets it happen.'

What Bob considers to be a good family

'Good' is a term that has different meanings to each individual. To some it means what is
realistically possible, to others the opposite of 'bad’, and to others an ideal of what can be. For
Bob, he has hopes and vision for his family. To achieve a good family Bob wants the best for
his children, for members to operate as a whole not individuals, to persevere and 'ride' the ups

and downs, and to move and grow together. Like Andy, a good relationship is not stagnant.

Hopes and vision for others

Bob has hopes and dreams for his family. A good family has tolerance, understanding, fun
and positive shared memories as key ingredients. Space is . --.u'h mentioned as an ideal.

"l guess I'd like {0 see that we've got some tolerance and undersuudding of each other bul also some
fun, you know, we want to be able to enjoy ourselves and have fun. We don't want it to be all bloody
hard work. And I'd like to have some shared memorics. You know I put a lot of time into my kids but
I'm hoping that later on they remember somc of those things. The other thing is 1 guess some scope for

people to do their own thing a bit."

{Some space?)

"Yeah. For my daughter its more or less that she's got great personality and 1 just hope that she fills it
up rather than retrealing back. So, my wish for her is that she just grabs life and takes (he

opportunitics."

"So, family 10 me should be able to foster that and encourage that."
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Wanting the best for others

Wanting the best for his children in practical terms doesn't exclusively translate into a duty of
providing for their future economic wellbeing, It is more about providing general support and
connecting with them emotionally. To do this he realises that what was real for him may not

be real for his children due to societal changes.

"Yeah, it's that. And it's more about the rclationship with them in that emotional sensc. Like I don't
have a big sense that I've got to financially do a whole [ot of stuff for them and set them up, That's not
in my headspace at all. I'd like to be able to help them a bit. And I gucss what T've got to come to
terms with now is thal the world's a bil different to when [ was a uni student.... very much independent
and my wife and | when we were 17 or 18 we chose o be on our own and look afier ourselves but

that's obviously not the case these days, with these kids. IU's a different world."

Operating as a whole, not as individuals

A good family is one where individual members have space to do what they want, but at the

same time put collective family needs above their own.

"We've basically been on a single income for 12 plus years. But I've always allowed her to have the
space to do what she wanted to do like to go out and do some voluntary work, go to uni. Do that stufl,
And I think it's about making that space for people as well. Rather than me saying, 'well your in this
50-50 you should work, I should work.' Like, I'm not like that. So for me that's a bit aboul giving
space, or putting what we think is morc important for the family ahead of just getting money. That's'

what T'm trying to say."
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Persevering: 'riding' the ups and downs

There are many pressures on relationships today. For Bob, a good family hangs in there

longer than others and rides through the hard ups and downs.

"Yeah, and I've been ablc Lo do my stufT while I'm working so is ok. | gucss in my mind [ realisc that
divorce rates are pretty high. It's pretty hard to just hang in. But my picture of a good family is that we
can ride through that stulf. Thosc sort of ups and downs that you get. So, I would like to keep sticking
at it. And I guess in my mind be able to hang in a lot longer."

Growing together

Separate agendas and stagnant relationships are not good, but destructive. To Bob, a good
family is one that copes with change by maintaining cohesion as members moving together in

the same direction.

"A bad one is just when you both, well, it doesn't necessarily maiter if you'rc going separatc ways but
when you're going separate ways and its destruclive, or something. Where there's no growth. You're
not moving fogether in any way, so it's siale. Which is not necessarily good. But siale doesn't mean

bad it's just stalc."

(It's not going anywhere.)

"Yeah. So, a good one is ...where you can change and adapt and still stick together, and find some
commonality. It docsn't have 1o be everywhere, but as long as you can find something that you can

work on together."

Bob's concept of family as a strong relational bond compares well with the qualities he
considers makes a good family, cohesiveness, putiing collective needs above individual needs,

growing together, and being able to ride the ups and downs.
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Bob's ideals for his family relationships

Individuals play specific roles within the family influenced by their expectations of what is
appropriate. Men's roles within the family are therefore dependent on how they think, feel
and act about their functioning as a man, husband and/or father that complement their
relationships. Andy believes he has invested sufficient time in his relationship as a father and
as a result it s 'basically good.' Through conversation, Bob identified key characteristics for
his role in his ideal relationships. These were: space for each other as husband and wife;
support from other men; space for personal interests and maintaining boundaries to reach his

ideal.

Time and flexibility

"Well, | think my relationship with the kids is preity ok, it could be improved a bit here and there but
it's basically good. I pui a lot of time in so that's ok. I guess it'li be tested soon as my daughter is
moving.... So that'll be a lesson for me to see how flexible [ can be. And my wife's better at picking

that up than [ am, but no doubt between us we'll probably get there.”

Space for each other

Bob's ideal for his marriage is more closeness and more room for just the two of them His
present assessment however is that his relationship has been ‘really good' due to riding the
ups and downs over many years. When questioned whether getting this 'space' was a goal,

Bob's reply indicated a desire to achieve the goal

"And for our relationship, il's been really good, we've been together a long time and we've had some
ups and downs, and it's just about working through some old stuff so we can move together, We need
a bit more closeness, that's what we need. We need some more space where its just Llime for us, instcad
of with the kids. And that'll be good lor us to get.”
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"Yeah, Oh, we'll get there. I'm prelly comforlable about that”

Support from other men

The role of other men in a man's life is important. In relocaiing 4 years ago, Bob's male

connections had been lost and the relationa! need of other men is not being fulfilied.

"The other key thing for me, and this relates to both being a good father and a good partner, is that |
think our relationship is...obviously assumcs some of my own intereste, and basically [ need to conneet
back on that. And that's a little bil since we've just relocated. [ have a very good, strong, or had a key
network of male friends. And this relates to the question of male supports. So, if [ was there, I'd have
most of the support I needed. But I'm not. They're there, and I'm here. And in this town, | don't have
that as much. So its how... or who 1 mect that I can connect with casily Lo have that same relationship.
There's a few people [ get on ok with bul it's not the same personal level of sharing that 1 probably
need.”

While Bob may not share at a personal leve! with other men, there is a need and desire to do

so. It is a need that Bob is cognitively aware of and readily articulates.

Personal interests

There is also a need to have personal space for rediscovering interests and talents for
satisfaction and fulfilment that were lost due to the constraints of family relationships. Wh.ile
both partners give to the family, Bob again considers his partner to be better at managing

self-care than him.

“The other is that | just need to get back Lo my hobbics and inlerests and rediscover some of that again
cos I've been too busy to...discover and I've let that slip. And my partner’s pretty good at that. She's
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soried herself out nicely, and that's ok. [ just need to get back and do something for myself." "And they
haven't stopped me. ['ve probably stopped myself, and I need to just find something again,”

‘Women do appear to nurture self better than men which supports the argument that women's

health and wellbeing 1s generally more positive than men's.

Maintaining boundaries to reach the ideal

Stereotypical expectations can often subconsciously hinder relational goals. Bob percetves
that the pressures of work and being the stereotypical breadwinner have resulted in this loss
of space for self-interests. This was an unconscious or semi-conscious shift that he 'slipped'
into. Though he doesn't specify why, he is now more conscious of the need to maintain
boundaries around protecting family relationships and appears to be thinking about how to

implement this. The positive benefit of communication 1s also highlighted.

"Yeah, it's a bit of the breadwinner syndrome Lype thing that vou can slip inlo. IU's a mixturc of that.”
"It used to be that busy, that ['d come home exhausted. Whercas now I'm a lot more conscious about
not giving so much without, er, making more space to be with my family and getting dialogue. And I'm

just starting to flesh that out a bit "

The ideals for Bob's relationships within the family are the similar to his ideals for his famly
a® 1 whole. Bob appears to be close to his ideal as a father and desires some working through
of parenting issues with his partner. Bob's ideal relationship is to be able to go somewhere
and not be stagnant and so resolving issues is required to be able to move the marriage
relationship on.. Space for each individual as well as space for Beb's relationship with his wife

is seen as good for them and the family.
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In practice, what Bob considers is necessary in order to achieve his ideal of

a good husband and father

People interact with their social environment, which results in change for both the person and
their environment. Just as Bob is shaping his children's lives, their needs are shaping his
actions. Bob recognises that he needs more awareness of others, and to be more present and

attentive to children's needs.

Awareness of others

There is much to capture men's attention. Bob i5 aware of his need to focus more on his

children's needs, and to think more before acting.

"In practical terms to be reallv good at that, | probably need to be a bit more conscious of what stage
my kids arc at and how to react to that; to think a bit more bafore I might react to a question, Tobe a
bit more here. So there'll be times where my kids right ask me something, but my hcadspace is still
clsewhere. So U'll give a short answer, or perhaps I'll say no, or whatever. And [ haven't really thought
about what theyv're asking or processed whether It's reasonable or nol. So | think [ nced to be a bit

more conscious about some of thosc things."

Modelling his partner

Yet again, Bob believes his partner 1s meeting his ideal. He considers her a 'good’ character
role model. That she is not seen as perfect, but stilt fits the ideal, would indicate that Bob has

made a considered, if not realistic, assessment.

"Which my partner would do. | think she's really good at that. She's sort of like a model for me of

where I should go o in terms of a rcasonable character. Well, in terms of some things, not all."
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Bob perceives that women are different cognitively to men, Rather than focussing on more

than one thing at once, they;-
"...0r relocus quicker perhaps.”

As well as being willing to change and bend and giving each other space,

To be a role model for his sor:

Bob is meeting his own expectations of fatherhood by spending time with his son and that is
verified by his enjoyment of the role. However, Bob feels that as he hasn't had the Australian
role modelling himself, he will begin to struggle with providing his son with such modelling.
The repetitive theme of struggling to be a good Aussie dad' appears to be related to his lack

of older male role models and being caught between two cultures,

"The other thing with my boy is...like he's a real little boys boy. And I'm good with him in the sense
that I give him a lot of lime, probably too much than (ihe others). That's the lion's share. But I cajoy
it, so that's ok. But T think later there arc many things that he will want, like a good Aussic dad, and |
will struggle with that cos [ haven't had it mysclf. So there's probalv some issucs there. They're not

immediatc now, but mipht come up as the kids get older.”

The symbolism he describes ts that he is in a different ‘place’ to his son which is hard to get
to. He sees the need to try and be all things to his son yet falls short, however knowing his
limitations appears not to indicate a sense of failure. Striving to be better means striving for
his ideal of a good dad. In both sport and fishing, Bob does what he can himself, and may
enlist other supports for his son. There is a tone of sacnifice here. He does what his son likes

whether he 1s good at it or not.
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"You know, showing the kids how to play footy. I'm not up with it anymore the rules of cricket, or that
stuff, I'm not there. Practical how to fix things. Bloody hopcless. I've never lcarnt that, So there's a
few things T know I'll be weak at. But | guess my job there is, if [ can't do it, that's ok."

"I do that with him. I'm bloody hopcless at it but | know where Lo go and get the little fish ard that's all
that interests him, so we go and do that. So there's a bil of that stuff but the rest might be going to find
a good mentor [or him."

Bob realises at this point that he has not talked about his partner much. He switches to what
practical steps he needs to take T order to ensure this relationship improves.
Constant effort and thought are required in maintaining relationships. Bob is aware of the

need to invest in the relationship with his partner by taking more responsibility.

Being more proactive like his wife

During the discussion, Bob is aware that his partner is proactive, and he is reactive and begins
to question the equality and morality of this in the relationship. This indicates the vaiuc of the

interview as consciousness raising.

"Now, ah, that's poing to be taking a bit morc responsibility, managing the lamily business, the
houscwork that stuff. Likc | do that but I slip out of il. A constant saga of good works and then
forgetting il and falling into a hole. That's a key thing there.,” "And the other thing there with my
partncr for me would be to get my act together and do stuff for myseif. It's also about consciously,
rather than reacting too fast, of being proactive in investing in the relationship in terms of where arc
we al now, where do we need 10 2o. So I'm not always...my partner’s generally at the forefront of that
than I am. Maybe that's ok. 1 don't know, | haven't thought about it. It's just a description of where
we're at. She'll be the one that puts the questions and initiates those things, whereas il it's cruising
along ok, I'm happy... to go along. So I'm posing that question of the relationship mysclf. So, is that
something I should do? I don't know. Is it right or wrong?"



Men’s perceptions of a ‘good’ family p. 93

Expectation from structural advantage

Due to men's structural advantage, the expectation for certain roles has been "im_plicit. The
main responsibility to Bob of men and fathers is the traditional role of breadwinner that has

been his own experience.

"Well, I described it before as a bit of the breadwinner svndrome, There's no doubt in my mind that a
part of that has been to secure the income. That's been our pattern, and | still have that lairly strong
within me." "I mean 'm happy to change that (oo, now that my partuer's gol some work, but there's a
huge income disparity beiween us, so by and large that's still up to me to manage and do that sort of

stufl. So that's a key responsibility I have."”

Being relationally present

Men's responsibility of supporting their families has often been thought of in financial terms.
Ho-vever, while Bob is the main breadwinner, support to him equates to being rclationally

present with his children and his partner by spending time and listening to them.

“The other one 1s really just to be there, for your pariner and to listen to them and support them in
whal thev're doing. That's whai I think is preity important as a role and responsibility. In terms of
kids, I guess maybe trying to instil the right valucs whatcver vou think they arc. And the other one, |
really see [or the kids is just being therc with them. On the weekend | spend a fair bit f time, In terms
of financial management... In fact with that onc ! probably err too much, not too much, but I'm sharing
that much that I think it drives my wilc crazy. Al times she doesn't want to know. But pretly much we

discuss all that stuff and work it all through."
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What supports Bob considers men need most today in order to achieve

good relationships

Men don't appear to be accessing available supports. Are existing supports appropriate to
men's needs or are their barriers to accessibility? Andy addresses these additional questions as
he discusses what supports men need to help them to achieve or maintain a good relationship.
Bob is able to articulate numerous mediating factors that help and hinder men in achieving

good relationships.

The greatest support Bob thought men needed most today in order to achieve their

responsibilities and ideal were, from his personal experience, relational.

Male peers

Dislocation can sever relational supports. The peer support from other males like Bob had

during university is still a need today.

"l guess its what I was alluding to before and maybe because 1 just miss that, It's just the good support
of peers would be really useful for me. So if | had...(Some other guvs....). "Ycah, that I could really
rclate to and get on with and that 1 valued and thought similar, veah. | think generally would be

enough for me. Or Fimaginc it would be. [ can't think of much mere that I'd need.”

Knowledge

Knowledge provides power to overcome ignorance and difficulties through increased
problem solving ability. In Bob's circumstance, his wife was proactive in making use of
supports and Bob became involved after he received feedback. This may indicate that while

Bob's wife was been willing to seek out and try anything that might help to meet their need,
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Bob needed to wait for proof of its value before conimitting to it. This may speak to some
men's reluctance to utilise supports even when relational needs are apparent. Whatever Bob's

reason for not participating with his wife initially, he is now open to such supports.

"l took a parenting course once, That was quite okay, quite useful. But [ don't always keep
up with things. 1 slip out of some of those things. [ don't know if that's every ones cup of tea
by any means. 1 found that quite good actually, and probably should do it again at one stage.

So that was a big support at a parlicular stage when we really needed it."

"Well actually, my wife heard about it. Where she went to onc and I thought, 'oh that sounds really
good.' So, 1 went to onc later and got onlo another course at another time. Because we jusl wanled Lo

deal with our daughter basically. And so I'm open 1o doing that stufl, not a problem.”

Informal avenues for obtaining knowledge

The mode of communicating knowledge must be in a form that is applicable to the recipient.
While Bob valued courses "where it's a sort of sharing set-up", he did not think 'formal
courses’ were worth attending. The perception is that formal courses are too rigid. For a
support to be able to meet his own practical needs, 1t needs to be, in Bob's symbolism, 'luid’.

He however needs a 'picture’ in his mind of what the structures are.

"Well, I'm thinking of formal in my hcad. I'm thinking of a TAFE type thing, That's what I'm thinking
of there. So il it was like a Relationship Australia type onc that's okay too. | need a picture of what a
formal and informal onc is. Bul { guess I'm looking at something that can be fluid and meel my needs.”

Books and book clubs

Men are stereotypically portrayed as not being avid readers when issues of the family or

improving their relationships are concerned. However, Bob has valued gaining knowledge
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and changed awareness through reading, Bob first indicates that discussing books with other
men in a group setting would be of benefit, and then as he discusses the topic, sees value in
both genders discussing such material, In this way knowledge is shared and is more socially

enjoyable.

"And the other sorl of support - I've just finished reading 'Malc Mateship and Myths' by Don Edgar.
So he talks about the role of men in modern socicty and how that's changed and how our whole notion
of marriage is a negotiated partnership ...so that was rcally interesting. And I guess even reading
things like that can be useful for cerlain types of guys that are into that sort of stufl. And [ am. And il
reminds you of whal's happening in the world and gets the grey matter thinking about ., okay it's not
how | perceive things about how it was, and the world is different. And it's not that traditional family
how I've painted it. To set up negotiation is a big part of the deal . So it's things like that thal remind
you of what vou need 10 do. So for me perhaps the idcal support would be someonc to discuss things
with, to bounce stul off, 'cos having a book on your own is no good, so for me it's maybe going
through something like that and bouncing that off mates. Or doing something like that in a network of
blokes that are discussing it. Or it could ¢cven be malcs and femaics. [ don't know. For me il docsn't

have to be a male discussing it."
(Like couples discussing it?)

"Yeah, it can be couples. Or it might just like be a mixed gender. So, it might be one person from a
couple and another person from another couple.” "I'm very comfortable sharing a Jot of things with
women. | guess there's some things, you know that I think, like sexual matters, I'd talk with mavbe

blokes about. But anything clse I'm pretty okay. I've gol more female fricnds than males.”

As Bob appears to value relational qualities, this comment may indicate that he unconsciously
sees relational qualities in women that meet these needs whereas other men may not be as
relationally inclined. There is however a need for male communication on deep and sensitive

issues.

Bob was then asked where he thought men go for help with family issues
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Human Service agencies

"Well, there are (imes where I've woﬁdcrcd that myscll. And I guess | know of the places you can go
to. You'd go to Rclationships Australia. I know they've had somc courses on, and things like that. )
remember seeing them advertised a year or so ago. That's the first place I'd think of, and then [ guess
there's possibly an array of other supports. Other connections. Like men's health groups. So, I'd find
out cither through Family & Children's Scrvices or probably RA or something like that. Thal's where |

would go to find out.”
"I've scen them in the newspaper. I'm aware of those Lypes of services.”

Bob appears to know what supports are available and where to access them if required. What

does he consider would prevent him, or men in general from seeking help?

Lack of anonymity in rural communities

Rural and regional populations experience different issues than city populations when
accessing services. Bob highlights what prevents him from accessing services: the issue of

anonymity in a small community.

"There's times when 've felt like, oh shit T wouldn't mind talking to someone - it might be good to do
somecthing like that. 1 haven't been quitc game cnough (o sort it oul. Maybe il wasn't a big cnough
issue. But also...there's a little bit like...for me that would be really different if | lived in "name of
capital city”. But here, therc's this little town like "name of Bob's town". So there's this mixed bag

about where to go. It's a nice size town but it's still a little bit close."
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Male ego

Another perception of Bob's that-he believes would prevent him and other men in general
from seeking help is male pride. There appears to be a large step cognitively between
recognising one is not coping, and then admitting that oneself is not sufficient to meet the

need, and therefore needing outside help.
" think g loi of it is perhaps just having to admil you need it. That's part of it. That's the first parl.”
(Why 1s that though?)

"Well I don't kniow. I'm not sure. Like I can admil sometimes when I'm having big issucs. Do that quile
casily. Perhaps to take it up to the next slage and say that I need some formal help from somewhere
else is a different matter. That's just part of (hat. The other parl might be just be, you know (he small
town thing, other people know... You don't really want them to know 777750 1 don't mind if 1 tell
friends, but I don't want Joc Blow down the street lo know. So maybe that's part of it. Maybe that's the
stigma that it sits with. I mean that weuld sit with me a bit and would probably sit with other men

too.

Bob discusses that seeking supports concerning relationships is personal and private. The
combination of living in a 'close’ community and male pride are preventing him and other men

from more willingly seeking support.

Perceived value

Pragmatically, seeking support when needed is a financial consideration. Bob considers
balancing the costs of not seeking help versus seeking help. Getting value from counselling is
also important and largely dependent on individual personalities and abilities. The ‘trial and
error’ process that therefore can deter men from making the first step. The perception that

counsellors tend to 'side with wives' may be either that women are putting more effort into
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relétionships, or be due to the predominance of female counsellors, such that men feel
outnumbered and misunderstood. These are normal considerations for men and their partners

when seeking help.
"The other thing would be how much moncy. I you're under financial difficulty.”

"If it's a save or break the marriage, then you don't mind so much, but if It's not, do you do 1t
or do you say, well shit I need some counselling honey, now I know you think we're okay but
I don't and I'm, you know, going to spend '400' to work it out. Now that raises other issues

that you may not want to deal with as well. So there's a range of things like that."

"Where's the guideline between over reacting and getting the balance?”

Counsellor's siding with wives

"But I'm also. thinking of a guy I knew who, um, who had a pretty nasty sort of break-up with his
partner, and went and saw a counsellor a couple of times. And its just common cos ['ve had other
friends who've said ...there not bloody helping me. I'm not gelting the help I need. And where that
comes {o, cos I know counsellors can be quite good, it's about what sort of counsellor you get. And
certainly the impression of some blokes, (is that) the counscllor's basically siding with their wives. So
they very much had that impression. And [ think a lot of blokes would hear thosc types of slories as
well. So I guess wanting to know "will [ go there or nol, and who's rcally going Lo listen to me' is going

to shape the outcome."

"It's a trial and error thing, absolutely I would say."
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Getting answers versus doing the hard work themselves

Men appear to either want to give answers or get them quickly. Relationship counselling to

Bob is more a process of putting in effort together to achieve self-awareness,

"I think that's a difTicully for guys lo work through and also I suspect, and I'm generalising, but I think
guys generally try to pick an oulcome like that problem solving thing when your partner has to lalk -
yeah this is it, I'm not the bloody answer. I'm just talking in gencral here about other blokes whereas

I'm a bit happier to go through the process of working that oul.”

Bob's relationships are very important to him. Although some men are not willing to put in
some hard work at resolving issues, Bob is 'happy to go through the process'. This is because

he considers his relationship above his image or what others think of his masculinity.

"Yeah, I don't care. Like I don't really have a lot of big macho image stuff to worry about... what other
blokes might think...So obviously what I need to do is to make my relationship better."

Bob has accessed supports when required as he values his family relationships above other's
perceptions and expectations of him. He values informal supports such as male peers and
groups where information can be shared. In a small community however, lack of anonymity
and the stigma associated with needing help in the private arena of relationships goes against
male ego. For men the practical 'value for money’ equation must be positive before services

are utilised.

Summary of " Bob"

Bob is a man who was keen to discuss his family relationships and his part in them, While his

partner appears proactive in initiating family dynamics, Bob has clearly invested in being a
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father and as a partner relationally. He is 'being present' by spending time and listening as well

~ as fulfilling the traditional role of breadwinner.

Bob described the family like Andy in relational terms and also structurally, The conceptual
framework he uses for the family is a strong bond between members where there is 2 balance
between 'space’ for self and the other and putting collective needs above individual ones. Bob

considers the qualty of the relationships as important.

His ideal relationship is one that overcomes barriers and this is achieved by moving together.
His idea of a good relationship is one that realistically manages and is 'ok' rather than
something idealistic or near perfect. A main factor that shaped Bob's descriptions and
framework was, similar to Andy, the experience of living in a migrant family. The experience
of travel opened up reconnection with extended family, however this and the absence of male

role models brought a sense of not being totally able to be an Aussie' role model for his son.

Bob believes that informal supports are best suited to help men achieve good relationships
such as male peers and information sharing groups. Men are pragmatic when thinking of
utilising supports. Supports must be cost effective, have clear value, Shopping around by trial

and error will result in men coping by their own.problem solving methods.

Participant C - "'Colin"

Colin is a 52 year old 'blue-collar’ worker who achieved schooling to year 10. He immigrated
with his parents from a northern European country at the age of 15 to settle locally. He had
moved from thé area 6 years later at the age of 21 and retuined at the age of 35. He is
married, is the father of two adult children, and has been in his present relationship for 31

years. Both of Colin's parents live locally.
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Colin was the third man interviewed, and like Bob, works during the day. The interview was
therefore conducted in the evenng in Colin's home over a coffec while siting at the dining

room tabie.

How Colin defines the concept of family

The family has symbolic and practical meaning for everyone. Colin's concept of family was
related to both the quality of the relationships and structure. Members involving each other in
common activities and doing things together fostered being close. Like Bob Colin's

immediate family came to mind first, then his extended one.

Togetherness

"] suppoese....cur family, We've always been a close family. We've alwayvs done things together. Right
from when the kids were voung. we always involved them in things we'se done. I we went
somewherc, they always went with us. And cven up to the laie stages when they were in their 1eens,

and cven now if we go somewhere, they cnjoy coming with us”

Extended family support

The effect of fewer family members can alter roles. Like Alan and Bob, with the
disconnection from extended famly due to migration, the structure of Colin's family is now

smaller. With less family here, his parents have a more intensive support role.

"I suppose here in Australia our farmly's quite small, whereas in "name of countn™ it was quilte large.
Our family's made up of my mum and dad. myv brother. his wife. which we don't have a lot 1o do with.
but they're (here. Whenever there was a problem and we need help or whatever, they're there and we're

there for them. And oursclves. "wife's name”. myscif and the 2 kids.”



Men’s perceptions of a ‘good’ family p. 103

"Extended family, Oh, yes defintlely. The grandparents if you like, my mum and dad arc definitely a
part of it. And "wile's name's” mum and dad when they were alive and when the kids were young, the

kids spent a lot of time with their grandparents.”

Family different from friends

Even though close friends have important value in reconnecting and extending Colin's social
network, the concept of family for him has deeper connection and symbolism than that of

friends.

"No I'd sav family would be family, Yeah. friends are friends. § mean vou've got good friends and
vou've got family, and there is a difference 1 think, veah.”

The most significant experiences for Colin growing up

While Colin is conscious of important aspects of the family for him now, there was no
thought of how important it was as he was growing up. Like Andy, the value of family is
often taken for granted in childhood and appreciated later on reflection. Although not
consciously thinking of family when young, on reflection the perception of family when

growing up is similar to the present.

Geographical closeness fosters relational closeness

"Not really, no. I didn't think anything of family | suppose when [ was growing up. But | grew upon a
farm, and I had a lot of auntic's and uncics around. And where we lived on the farm, basically ncarly
every day, or prefty snuch cvery other day, somebody would be visiting us, whether it was my family.
close friends, and we'd go visit auntics. Of course, coming from "name of countrv™, vou're not spread

out as much, vou're very closc and there was always a lot of involvement with Gamily.”
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The effect of migration

Like Alan and Bob, Colin's disconnection from extended family due to immigrating shaped
his concept of family structure. The effect on Colin due to migration was significant. It

represented isolation and undelivered hopes.

"We don't have as many relatives out here. [ was 15 when we came out (0 Australia, and the biggest
thing I found when | got here was we had nobody. We had oursclves and that was it. And vou've really
got 1o cxperience that lo... it never come inlo...vou know, oh yeah, let's go out 1o Australia, it's ponna
be great. And then we arrived here and veah, it's us.”

Reconnection

The loss of family connection appears to have been replaced by others. Friends and a sense of

community gradually replaced the disconnection of the extended family.

"Cause, now it's different. We know a lot of peoplc. but when vou first arrive vou don't know
anybody. 1 mcan we were well known in the little town. We'd walk downtown ‘hello. hello’ and vou'd

g0 into shops and people would know vou whereas here, there was nothing.”

While Colin had just related something of life growing up on the farm surrounded by
extended family, and the effect of emigrating, he could not readily and consciously name what

was significant to hun that shaped his concept of family when asked.

"No, no. Nothing at all { think."

The intrinsic power of culture and socialisation may be apparent. Allernatively, Colin may

have simply taken for granted what has been his experience without the need for reflection. In



Men’s perceplions of a ‘good’ family p. 105

later discussion however, Colin compared experiences from his upbringing with issues of

importance to him today concerning societal changes in parenting.

Explicit versus implicit learning
"In some familics [ sec, it's the way (hat people are saving it's the way you should bring up yvour kids.

People now arc lelling people how they should bring their kids up. This is how you should do it, and

that's' how vou should do it. Whereas back when our kids...nobody said anything ., you just donc it."

Education

While Cohin received his ideas of family from his parents, does he believe that people rely too

much today on other sources like education?
"In fact, well today yes. Like books and going Lo littlc classcs and this is how you do 1. Whercas |

suppose | learnt from my family. As people today rely too much on um. Yeah what people say and
maybe books, vou know like this is how vou should bring kids up.”

Societal change in raising families

Colin 15 not sure why this change in society has occurred, but he perceives that being told
how to parent is not as good as being left to do things your own way. As he discusses the
issue, he suggests that the change is a lack of disciplire.

"Um. I don't know. But [ don't think it's a good change to be perfectly honest.”

"And I can't sec how people can go to uni come out with a degree and the go and tell poople how they
should bring up their family when they're not married themselves and haven't got any kids.”
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Discipline

"And they sav you shouldn’t smack your kids. You shouldn't do this. You know if you go to the shops
now and the kid's misbchaving and vou give em a smack, you can get reported. | myselll wasn't
smacked but it was just the voice, my lather just had to say somcthing and that was cnough. We
always had a bit of a smack off my mother. 1 got the canc in school, nol a lot. | honestly don'( think
that huris people. | think discipline is quitc important. And the trouble with things today 1s that the
kids have no respect for their clders. And there's no discipline. You look at most of the people in my
age group or cven back in getting closc lo vour age group was brought up with discipline. There was

no problem with that. The problem is now with the young kids talking back..."

Pluralistic Society

With no one guiding 'lifestyle’ in society, the muititude of different values in society to Colin

results in family dysfunction.

"There's a lot of different lifestvles people believe in. You know vou bring vour kids up letting them do

whatever they wanl. Therc's different ways now, veah.”

(And it might be confusing?)

"Mmm, veah. You only need to go down the shops now and find kids running riot, they run through

the tov department ...calling out, and you sce the mums don't do anything about it."

The main experiences for Colin that shaped his idea of how to be as a husband and father
were learnt unconsciously within his extended family of origin, and after migration within his
smaller family in Australia. According to Colin, our pluralistic society has resulted in a lack of
discipline within families with detrimental effect on both children and parental nights. Colin
observes that his experience of family is vastly different to family norms today and believes

the change in society is not positive.
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Role models that helped shape Colin’s ability to be a husband and father

The effect of few extended lamily members can result n a dearth of significant others who act
as role models. For Colin, his father and mother were his main role models who shaped how
he is supposed to be as a husband and father. As was Alan's experience, the influence of
Colin’s father shapes him, however he does not reflect his fathe:'s character. Colin valued his

father's opinion but also valued breaking free and making his own decisions.

Parents

"Well I suppose it would have to be my mum and dad [ suppose. My father | suppose is quite
a strong person and has got quite definite ways, if he thinks that's the right way to do it, !
mean that's the right way to do it. He'll ask your opinion, | mean if he thinks that's the right
way, he won't change anyway. And my mother's always been, in the home. And she's always
there for you 1 suppose whenever we come home. 1 mean we go there now, and my mother's
a home person - she likes people going to wisit her but she doesn't do a lot of visiting herself.
And living on a farm you do things together [ suppose. I mean everything we done together ,

we worked together, and if we went anywhere we always went together.”

Father

"Oh, well he's definttely been the sironger one, the main one I'd say yeah. But [ wouldn't say
I'm like him. I would be a totally different father 10 what he was, so | would say that he was.
and he still is, someone that was always givin' you advice, This is why we should do it, that's

how you should do it, you know."

"I'd always ask his opinion. Ycah and because 1 shifted away, | think was the best thing becausc it

allowed me to make my own decisions. He was the onc that 'd always give the advice if vou like. or we
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were not sure we would ask and he'd say now this is the way vou do it, or whatever. Now with my
kids, [ trv and lct them make their own decistons, | don't iry and push my idcas onto them you know

vou should buy this car not that car. . or whatever "

In reflecting back in time, Colin's father was a strong role model. Although there were

differences, Colin's personahty was shaped by him.

"Well. exactly. That { supposc because | was bought up that way, ....and | look back now and a lot of
things when 1 was |3 or so | would have donc difT..or 1 wanled to do this or | wanted to do that he
would've talked me out of. He was always very cautious, and safc when moncy gocs. and he still is.
and vou know. And now when | look back at the voung kids today, they chuck a knapsack on their
back and a few thousand dollars and they travel around the world. And not that | would have done that
but there's a lot of little things 1 would have done. probably if he hadn't of discouraged me.”

After prompting, Colin agreed that this was an 1ssue of needing more ‘space.’ Whereas Bob

was given independence, Colin found it when he left home.

Space and independence

"Yeah. | suppose because we were brought up on the farm, over there in a close-knit community we
valued, you know if he said. "no that's not the nght thing to do. that's the right thing to do” well fair
cnough that's what we'd do. And as | got older and when [ moved away. and starting to make vour
own decision, then all of a sudden [ found, yeah, well, if he says to do it that way but I want to do it

that wav., | think my way is better and I would do it so as time went on..."

Generativity

Generativity is passing on the social skills and values to the next generation. What Colin

missed out on from his models, he modelled himself to his own children.
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"Yeah. Whercas if'! forced them to do it that way, they'd never've learnt, that's the way [ look at it. lts'
better for them 1o make a mistake when they': o youmg, and they learn from thal nustake. Whercas if
thev get older and all of a sudden you're loo scared Lo make a decision, without asking for advice.
That's the wav I try to bring them up, for them to make their own decisions, And ! think thev've fcarnt

a lot better that way.”

Modelling of family norms

Role models are not only significant people. Significant family behavioural norms are also
learnt and modelled. Families have their own characteristic way of acting, which to outsiders
seems strange or harsh. Colin's family have their own way of resolving issues, which to others

may appear as conflict.

"Yeah, il didn't causc any conflict. [ supposc it was a familv..we have always argued, but not

scrious.”

"But that's the wayv we arc. People outside would look and sayv "aw what's going on there but there
would be nothing in it at all. But [ suppose he used to be quite strong in tryving to push his viewpoint.

in trving to gt us o 20 a certain way. "

Where else Colin got his definitions of how to be a man, husband and

father.

Colin was asked, as was the other participants, where he thought he and men generally get
their definitions of manhood, and what defines them as husbands and fathers. After rephrasing
the questions, Colin was unsure. The sociahsing forces on, and i, the family can be

powerfully and subtly implicit

"Wherce do they...I wouldn't have a clue. No | couldn't answer thay."
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"We just did it. §t was just natural. 1 mean there was never any thoughi "] never spent any Lime with
"name of son” last week so 111 spend all with him on Saturday There was never anything like that.

We were always there and the kids alwavs had their friends around.”

In close famulies, functioming is not questioned as it might be in dysfunctional families. To
Colin, there were no other apparent ways in which he fearnt how to be a husband or father.

There was never any conscious decision to do things a certain way. It was ‘natural.’

What Colin considers to be a good family

The term 'good' has different meanings for individuals. For some it is an ideal to aim at, to
others a moral value, and to others a realistically achievable quality. For Colin, good has the
same meaning as his concept of family; closeness and togetherness doing natural' familiar
activities with each other like playing games and reading bedtime stories. Colin considers this
important for buillding relationship. But again, it 1s something one just does without thinking.

A good famiiy relationship then doesn't have to do special activities.

Togetherness

"A good family? A familv that does things 1ogether 1 suppose. That includes the kids in what thev're
doing."” "And the kids pet uscd Lo going shopping or going out for the weekend, around the place to see
different things. Doing things together | think is very important. And spending time with the kids
playing with them just doing natural things. If you're home, um vou know they're outside kicking a
ball, vou go out and kick it with them.”



Men’s perceptions of a ‘good’ family p. 111

Relationship building

"Well, it's just...they get to know you and you getting to know them, 1 suppose. It's just
building a relationship 1 suppose. I've never really thought of it that way but it just come

naturally. 1've just done what [ think.” "Yeah. Reading stories at night.”

A pood family is the antithesis of a ‘bad’ one. To Colin, a 'bad’ fammtly is one where there is no
close relationship, where members are doing their own thing and there is no care or parental

control. This is dysfunctional.

"...Well, a bad family is the absolute opposile where the parents et their kids do what they want. Don't
know where they are at night. Oncc they get into, or not even teenagers, kids arc roaming the streets

and the parents arc down the pub.”

Colin has talked almost totally about his role as a parent. Is Colin's perception of a husband-
wife relationship that is not a good relationship, similar to that above? While Colin agrees, his

answer is more aligned to the effect on the children than with his wife.

"Yeah. Um, a divorced family. 1 wouldn't think that would be good for kids. Like the parents split up
and then you'd find in a lot of cases where the mother has got another relationship and the father has
got another rclationship and therc's other kids involved. Yeah, 1 suppose bad family relationship woul?
be that. Some do survive through that ok, but | think for the kids it would be ahhh, Jong lasting."

Colin's ideals for his family relationships

Men's expectations of what is appropriate in their relationships influences their roles and parts
they play by shaping how they think, feel and act about their functioning. There appears to be
a strong match between Colin's ideal for his relationship as a husband and father and his

current actual functioning. What he aspires to is what he is currently doing. His ideal
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therefore appears to come from a realistic assessment of what he is capable of doing. As he

was doing the best he could, there was no thought of goals.

What is

"My 1deal? What I'm doing now. 1 don't think 1 could've done anything better than what I've
already done. If I look back now at how I brought my kids up, I couldn't have done it any

different.”

"Yeah. And really I didn't aspire or sct any goals, il just come natural. We just done it. Just done what

come natural, if you like."

Modelling: love in action

Children are observant and model parental behaviour. It is important to Colin that love is
seen. An important ideal for him is one where parents are affectionate to each other so that

children observe positive behaviours,

"I thirk too it's very important that the mother and father show love and affection to cach other, and
that's very important for the kids to sce, and between a good family and a bad familv, so the parents

arc always arguing and fighting or whatever."

"Yeah, I think f the parcnts have gol a good refationship, your kids will go forward and if the parents
haven't got a good relationship, your kids tend to be dragged down and grow up that way.."

Colin’s symbolism is that open displays of love where children will move ‘ahead' define a good

family, whereas obvious discord and conflict that ‘drag’ them down define a 'bad' one.
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In practice, what Colin considers is necessary in order to achieve his ideal

of a good husband and father

What has this involved for Colin in practical terms to make sure that his ideal ha'ppens?
Colin's answer relates to the differences in roles between his wife and himself. While most
roles are shared, his role as father involves more play and activities with the children than his

wife.

Deing activities tozether

"Yeah, veah, cnjov doing things together.” "I went out and plaved, run around with them a bit more,
and football and things like that. And played cricket with them a bit more.”

"Activity stvle things, veah. And ['d be out digging in the garden, or out working in the shed and thev'd
be around me and thev'd be helping me to build things and building the house and garage." "Morc

practical thins with me I'd sav, yeah."

Patience

Colin believes that mnner qualities such as patience are important for him in achieving his

_idwl.

"Yeah, things like paticnce, | suppose. You know going out there and if yvou got the kids helping vou.
as you know you've gol to be very patient with them and they are breaking their neck to help vo. And
they're more of a hindrance than help but...]t'd have to be patience wouldn't 17"

"No. Paticnce. Take a bil of time and try and tecach them how to do it, whatever vou're doing ...and try

and show 'cm he right way."
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Colin is tatking about his role as a father. After prompting, he also believes that the same
quality of patience is required by each person in the husband and wife relationship.

"Yeah. Both ways..."

Mutual decision-making

Colin's relationship with his wife appeared egalitarian. He considered that he had no

particular responsibilities as a husband that were solely his. Responsibilities were mutually

agreed and discussed.

"No. Well we've alwavs worked fairly togcther. And decisions have been made together. I mean | don't

go along and say, you know, this is what we would do. It's alwayvs discussed between the two of us.”

"Yeah, we've both done things what we both agree on.”

"..cvervthing was fairly much mutual.”

Traditional unspoken roles: work, domestic duties

While some roles are negotiated between husband and wife, others that are the social norm
are taken for granted and quietly assumed. When questioned about work, Colin realised
traditional roles enacted were not discussed between Colin and his wife,

Work

"We both work now, but um , that's another important thing 1 supposc. When the kids werc growing
up, "name of wife" didn't work. When the kids came home from school, she was there.”

(Was that discussed?)
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"Ah, no. Once the kids went to school, she thought about trying Lo get a job, bul she nceded something
so that she was always home when he kids gol home. Ycah, the kids were in high school when she got

a part time job then. And she was home then around the time they gol home."

Shared domestic roles.

"Shared, well. 1 supposc Loraine basically looks after the housc, inside. Organising the shopping and
cooking and that. And [ would organisc the outside. Well the garden would be sort of jointly. But other
things, maintcnance, | supposc difTerent things like (hat, I'd have that sort of role. ... Actually since she
has been working I've always done a lot inside as well, like doing the dishes. Yeah, well she'll come
home and she'll cook the meal, and aficr the meal she'll sit down and watch the TV, and I'll come and
wash the dishes. And on the weekend, she does the washing, and I'll quite regularly do the vacuuming
of the housc. And other things around.”

Adjusting to change

The change in roles between generations affected Colin's relationship due to different

expectations between his wife and himself. Similar to Bob, Colin's wife was the|proactive

change agent. \

"No. You sce, we were on a farm and it was a 7-day a week job, and my mother done everyvthing in the
house. Plus she done a fair bit outside. She'd come down and help us milk and different times when we
were busy. But everything in the house, she done the cooking, the washing up, cvervthigs, Whereas

my father, | suppose, and us as kids didn't have to lift a finger. She donc everything for us,

"Yeah, ycah. Big change, yeah. And I supposc that was the hardest thing when we [irst got married.
So 1 was used 1o not doing anything and sitting down. And then when we got marricd 1 was expected
to help and do things.” i

/
%
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"Well | supposc because “name of wife" wasn't going 1o walk around and tend to me hand and foot.
She said, I nced a hand here”, or, "can vou help me with this?” or, "can you help me with that?"

"Different gencrations veah.”

While Colin's role expectation derived subconsciously from his parent’s roles, he perceived
that the adjustment and requirement for him to change was due to his wife's expectations and

needs.

What supports Colin considers men need most today in order to achieve

good relationships

As Colin stated earlier, his ideal relationship was very much his lived experience. If an
individual does not experience need, and have no need to search out support, then they may
not be aware of supports, even on behalf of friends. As a consequence, Colin could not think
of any supports men needed most today in order to successfully achieve their responsibilities
as a father or husband.

"Ahh, no | don't because I've never neoded that sort of help. And I wouldn't know what would be
available or what...because it came, sort of, we just done what we done without thinking about it. if
you like."

"Asked for help? No, never."
“If 1 had a problem and 1 had to go somewhere, | really woulda't know where to go. 1 know there's help

groups and support groups, and well, ofT the top of mv head ] wouldn't, but I'm surc with cither
looking int the phone book or somewhere | would find, ar asking around | would find."
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Friends and family

After some discussion, Colin became aware of existing supports around him if needed.
With a small issue, he would confide in friends and family. Conscientisation again!

"Well, I'd probably talk to some [ricnds, or maybe someone in the family.”

"Yeah, yeah. I think 1 would do that before going to a stranger.”

As a final comment, the issue of parental discipline and shaping values in children were of

again menttoned as of importance to Colin. He stated that;

"If vou haven't taught you kids discipline and respect by the age of five, it's too late!”

Summary of "Colin"

Colin is a 'family man. His concept of family has been shaped by early experiences on the
farm in close proximity to extended family. Family to him is the close relationships fostered
by time spent doing activities together. While friends helped reconnect him socially after the

sense of loss at migrating, friends don't have the close bonds that family do. Family is family!

While influenced by his father, his generativity ensures he gives social skills and qualities that
he mussed out on. Colin's sense of how to be as a father and husband comes ‘naturally'. He
does not think how to act, in these roles. A good family has closeness and does natural, usual
activities to ring relational togethemess. As his actions have come naturally, he has been
doing what he considers a good father and husband should. His ideal family relationship is
therefore what he already has. It consists of doing things together, patience, mutual husband-
wife decision making, and shared roles. Colin interestingly though, talks more about his role

as a father which appears more defined than his role as a husband.



Men's perceptions of a ‘good’ family p. 118

The difference between his parents roles and his expectations were a "big change”. Like Bob,
Colin's actual functioning has been more influenced by his wife's expectations than his own,
As Colin is enacting close to his ideal of a good relationship, he has not had need of supports.
With this lack of need, he was at first unaware of what supports exist should the need anse,
Friends however would be calied on if he ever required help with relationships. With socicty
today having a multitude of values and declining standards, especially discipling, the parent's

ability to cope is undermined. Formally educating parents to parent is not a valid solution.

Participant D - "David"

David is 57 years old and was born in Australia. He achieved a postgraduate Masters
qualification and has resided in the area for 5 years. David is separated from his partner,
having been in the relationship for 12 years. He was in mid-life when he became a father, and
though living separately from his ex-partner, has shared responsibility with her for their two
primary age children.

How David defines the concept of family

The concept of family has different meaning for everyone. According to David, his concept of
family was distinctive and included both structural and relational descriptions. As with Andy,

Bob and Colin, extended family members are included.

"So very idiosyncratic sort of view really. Is people that I'm related to directly within 1 or 2 degrees as
they say, um and that's related genetically to. And a person that I'm maybe in a rclationship at a given
time sort of thing. A partner, whatcver. That's somcbody cither married to or il nol marricd then in a

relationship with. So there's both the genetic and there's the defacto, 10 use a term 1 don't fike."
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"I mean we talk about getung the Tamily together for Chnistmas, 1 don't mean only me and my 2
children for cxample. It involves my father and when my mother was alive her as well, my brothers

and sisters, their kids so vou've got.. that's the family in my context.”

To David, many relational types exisi. The relationship between members was more

important than the structure.

"It 15, vep. And I'd have (o say that 1 don't believe a familv necessarily has to live in the 1 residence,
You get familics like in Aboriginal Australia where kids live with their grandparents for most of the
vear, and only get to sec their parenls occasionally for some special reason...so huge number of types

of farnily, cach as good as the other, [ reckon.”

Changed perception over time

Perceptions are shaped by experiences and what we make of those experiences cogntively
and affectively. Unlike Colin, whose concept of family was taken for granted while growing
up, Davad's concept of family changed over time due to educational study that included family
types, and two relationship breakdowns. The effect of the experiences changed his
expectations of what a family is.

Study

“T supposce I'd also have 1o say that myv views of family have changed over time... I'm influenced a lot
by my anthropological studics of worldwide cultures.. And of course family there, vou sce all
different sorts of patterns of familics. Um so in a worldwide contexi 1'd have to say [ think a family is
2 or more people who are cither genelically related to cach other or arc in an intimate velationship with
cach other. So [ would include in that a couple, for example, 1 think can be a family in | sensc. ... They
are in an intimate relationship... And when 1 said 2 or morc, they conld be same sex couple, or
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opposilc sex or gender couple. You can have people who have fostered children so the kids arc not

related to the, quole, parents, unquote.

Relationship breakdowns

"Yeah. well I grew up with the view thal ahk family was mum, dad or husband and wife, um, married
legally, and their children. And other close relatives at times, well they were always scen 1o be the
family but they only get together now and then, sorl of thing. But, I've been married twice, and in my
first marriage, that was the concept in marriage, you know the onc partner, the onc spousc for life. So

was very much my vicw and ideal. ..."

"Ycah. And as years wenl by and that marriage broke down, irretricvably, I realised either [ was going
to be cclibate then or enter another. | sce the statistics recently that only 28% of Australia's children

are living with both their parents.” "a normal nuclear family situation with both their mother and the

father in the housc. So it means that 3 quarters of Australia's children arc in some other form of
family. And so that's just blown apart the theory that the nuclcar family is the predominant or most

common model of Australia's familics.."

The most significant experiences for David growing up

The family provides a context where values are shaped and significant events can be
experienced. The most significant and important events for David growing up in relation to
the family were both positive and negative ones. Positive events were a feeling of being

loved, nurtured and helped to develop. This is contrasted in the same family with conflict.

"Ycah, importance has both for me. Positive oncs were verv loving, er, a feeling of being loved,
nurtured, cared for, um helped 1o develop cic was my experience as a child, in a family situation... It

was my genctic mother aad father who were legally married with 4 of their children, plus quilc a few
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other children from time 1o time who were fostered within the family as well. So quite a big Tamily.

Ycah so that was among my fectings.”

"Sonic of the important things within the family that were somewhat negative were quite high levels of
arguments and bordering on, ..veah, quilc scvere arguments between my parents, and threats to
scparate and that sort of thing which I'd have 10 say we as children on hearing loud arguments and
these threats from time to time, it was mainly in my teenage vears, late primary and tecnage vears, and
we were quite fearful of what might happen i’ mum and dad split. They didn'( as it turned out and the
level of arguments dropped off as they grew older so that was a fearful, very imporlant to me (hat |
had this ideal of not having a family in which arguments and high levels of conflict, bordering on the
physical somectimes and so on would , veah, [ didn't want my children if | cver had them, and | now

have 2. to live in a home where there's very high levels of ongoing conflict.”

David's perception was that "most kids" have both positive and negative experiences of
family as he did. However, while David remembered both positive experiences, such as love,
nurture and care, as well as negative ones, such as fear due to arguments, in hindsight he

relates the negative events as being significant to his ideal of family.

Role models that helped shape David’s ability to be a husband and father

David is aware of role models that have helped him learn through life how he is supposed to
be as a father and partner. Like Alan, Bob and Colin, David's father is mentioned as a key
role model David's model was of good character, integrity and gave him freedom, or 'space’
Just as Alan and Bob needed. His admiration and respect for his father was such that David
wanted to be like him.
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Father - integrity, honesty

"Well I've got a dad who 1 admirc a great deal, and I've deliberately modelicd mysclf a lot on my dad,
from tccnage vears. He's a good man and has got fols of really good qualitics and | want to develop
thosc sort of qualitics and minimisc others that , er and so on. He's a man of a lot of integrity and good

conscicnce and all that sort of thing, so | respect hima lot. So that's helped me.”

Parents - freedom

"They lef me fairly frec to develop and | appreciated that and § felt that was good n.odelling.

Now as a partner, I've somchow developed,...cven though my parcnts had reasonabiy traditional roles,
mum did mos* of the house stufl, shopping catering, vou know organised cicaning the house and that
sort of thing, dad was the breadwinner... Even though they had those roles | saw that times were
changing and that men nceded to participate more equaily with women in the roles. And so for quite a
bit of my adull lifc, I've ah, in rclationships | have tricd to pull my, well do what I thought was a

reasonable share in negotiation with a partner.”

Rele change by negotiation

Though raised in a traditional nuclear family, David recognised societal changes and the
impact on family roles. Perhaps the freedom David's parents gave him helped him adjust to
the societal changes rather than struggiing with maintaining traditional roles. By negotiating

with his partner, roles are transferable and flexible depending on the context.

"Sharing veah. There's been | or 2 times in life where in negotiation with a partner or wife, it has
scemned better that we fall into morc traditional roles, me doing phvsical work, hard becausc | was
better at it, and my body was better and so on. And she doing more of the house type siuff. But I'd
have to say that most of my lifc has been with...more cqually shared. And particularly now, when I'm

cqually sharing the carc of my 2 children with their mother, legally as well as practically, vou know.
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So 1 do all the carc of the children, all the house stuff, cooking, catering, school stufl, friend's stuff,

sporl cvervthing. 1 mean full responsibibity of the children for 3 days | weck, 4 days Lhe next.”

The 'sood’ qualities David saw in his father inspired him to mode! his own hfe on his father.
This did not result in David modelling his father's traditional roles however. Societal changes,
the freedom given by parents, his pariners’ views influenced them and ensured adjustments to

roles depending on the context.

Where else David got his definitions of how to be a man, husband and

father

As well as experiences and role models, where else did David learn how he is supposed to
act? The greatest impact on David's functioning as a father appears to have been from other
men sharing their regrets, and often with great emotion. Both the content and nature of this
communication has influenced David's functioning. The regrets came from being too busy

with work, study and other 'necessities’.

Other men's regrets

"By my study, talking to ‘Tiends, and all that sort of thing. I'd have to say one of the biggest
things as far as men's stuff that's influenced me in my life is most of my friends saying in
middle age that the thing they regret, most of my male friends saying, often quite emotionally
and one or two with almost tears in their eyes that the thing they regret most of all in their
lives, and it seemed to be a common thread among many men that 1 have known, ...is not
having been involved with their children while their children were young. And they lost

contact with their kids to a certain extent."
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"They were too busy with work, travel, study, sport... Those sort of things. Particularly work bul also
when vou also add on recreation, study, you know locking themsclf away al night, or being up at uni
or whatcver., Those sort of things, vou know. And the ambition of getting ahcad just ook them away,
they were just absent fathers a lot of the time and they really regreticd it. And | thought, well if | get a

chance 1o have children, which | hoped 1 would, and now have. | would make sure 1.7,

"So | vowed, really. Like in a sensc, a bit analogous to me modelling some of mysell on my father, a

deliberate quite conscious thing.”

Taking on one of his father's quality traits, determination, helps David avoid the trap other
men have fallen into. This 'conscious thing' that he admired had fostered the quality of their
relationship. This shapes David's determination to be significantly involved with his children.
Compared with Colin who valued quantity of time as his means of quality attachment to his

children, David aims to model a quality modelled by his father for the same ends.

Wodelling to avoid other's mistakes

"But why I was saying il was analogous, it's a casc of vowing lo do or be something and in this casc |
could sec that a lot of men were quite decphy troubled by their distance from their children. They
missed out on their children’s childhood and adolescence and were having trouble having a close
cnough relationship compared with the children's mother in cach casc, to have a close cnough
relationship with their kids in the kids growing up and adulthood. And so | vowed that if' | had kids [
would be fairly. or very significantly involved in their fife from conception birth onwards.”

Such was the importance of avoiding other's regrets that David achicved this through changing
lifestyles and cracting non-traditional roles. in fact he saw a conflict between his idea of parenting and

working full time as was his role.”

"And so ! gave up fulltime work when my son was born um, and only went back to [ull-time work
during, what do you call it, accouchement leave, whatever. The second child, | went back for a couple
of years just to give their mum time lo be with them, breastfeeding them, late pregnancy and

breastfeeding them. So fulllime work for me was...(of sccond importance to..)
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"That's right. And in fact | saw almost a conflict between full-time work and good parenting. | was
fortunate to be able to do it financially and been there done that with carcer and all that sort of thing so
'm a bit exceptional in that sense perhaps.”

Significant men

David perceived that men generally, as well as him, get their definitions of manhood and what
is supposed to be for a man from significant men in their life. The realisation of the contrast

between

the traditional roles observed in a farmer and his upbringing with his current, more egalitarian
role results in an awareness of how the transition may have resulted. Through other men,

David observes what works and doesn't work in their relationships.

"Well, I suppose, from significant men in your life | guess. And it docsn'l always have to be only vour
father. As I say I've got a lot of my qualitics, I've deliberately cultivated certain qualities in my lifc
from my father. Um, men I supposc, other relatives...."

"l can remember onc guy , a farmer, [ spent a lot of holidays on farm through very late primary
through high school and that farmer was very significant. Just sort of secing how that family operated
and what his role in it was and cverything. Very traditional role there. So | don't know where I've gol,
I'd have to think about that where I've got this more equally shared roles and that sort of thing. T think
It's partly from anthropological, sociological rcading, other reading of books. Talking, ialking with
people a lot. Talking with pcople whose relationships have broken down say before my first onc. myv

marriage did and so on, sceing problems."
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Women friends

Similar to Bob, David discovers that what women friends have shared regarding what they
need in other men, has shaped his own funclioning,

"I've had quite a few close women friends over the years, some still got them from almost 40
years ago, and [ think what they want in a man has also influenced me. So perhaps when |
satd, only modelling from men, and learning from men, and that sort of thing, I suddenly
realised there is an element to which when you relate to close women friends or partners or
whatever and they share all sorts of ideas and aspects of your life and you learn from them

what they want in a man. That also. So [ suppose 1t comes from both men and women."

Family

To David, the connection of family is also important to him and his children, and particularly

with a sense of loss at a significant part of that connection with one parent deceased.

"The family's very important 1o me. Both my connection with my parents, onc now deccased, mum's
now deccased, my brother's and sister's, some of my foster brothers and sisiers that sull keep in touch,
um, my children, very, very importiant 10 me and my children.”

The value of is this connection with family to David is dependability. Family 1s 'always there',

"Um, | supposc because family arc always there. Fricnds can come and go. They can, friendships can
end. Family doesn't end, cven if someone pulls out of a family, because of some sort of dispute or
difference, they pull out of a fanuly, it's very unlikely that'll go on for life. They'll be back. Somchow
or other some forms of connection will remain, Whereas with some of your closc friends, and cven
partners you may never sce them again in vour whole life. You may or vou may not. You can't be
sure, whercas onc thing about family is, they'll be there. Even if they're living on the other side of the
world, even if, cven if vou're not as closc to onc than the other and that sort of thing, close cmotionally
elc, attachment you know, they're always there. Yeah”
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Family symbolises connections stronger than any other relationship and that can't be severed
by dispute, geography, depth of attachment. Family are always therc for David. In a changing
world where parental and spousal roles are in constant flux and family structure is flexible,

the symbolic structure of family to David remains firm, secure and unchangeable.

What David considers to be a good family

David relates the concept of good to an ideal structure rather than ideal quality. To him there
15 no ideal family structure. His perception is that the structure should be flexible and will
change over time. Having an ideal then, means he is too focussed and can't be flexible and

open to change.

"I actually strongly disbelicve there is an ideal family. cven for me. I can sce that in my lifetime |
could actually have scveral different sorts of family. Family [ grew up in is different than one I'm
going to have as a single person before having children, as a single or attached person. But with no
children. Then my fanmuly when @ have children and that can change depending on what relationship I'm
in or nol in. And posstbly when ['m older still than I am now, there could be another form and so on.”

"Ycah, I think lifc for me, life evolves a lot and it's very exciting. And can go off in different directions
int your life. And so yvour family pattern can change significantly, | mean 3 vears ago, 6 vears ago sav,
I was marricd 1o a woman who, and I had 2 children with her, we were living in the 1 housc on an
isolated, somewhat 1solated farm cic. A vear fater I'm living in "name of town”, solo parent, 2 children
half of cach week (o care for 3 days a week, child frec time, In 12 months,.. there's 2. for me 2
different familics.” "So, yeah I'm quite happy with that."

In contrast, David sees that what wouldn't 'work’ well in a family would be dysfunctional
behaviours such as high levels of conflict, where children feel instability, unpredictability. The

same negative attributes he experienced as a child.
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"Work and lunction arc almost synonyms. Dysfunctional oncs arc almost by deflinition arc nol
furctioning because there are high levels of conflict, unresolved, there's manipulation of children, by
onc or both parents, the clildren are not given the love, care, nurturing and feeling, well they fecl

unsiable. they feel that life's very unpredictable for them.”

"Things that [ said that [ appreciated in my growing up and [ want my children to have, instead of that
if therc's conflict, fear, instability, unpredictability, anxicty, [ think this can change, a dvsfunctional
family can actually change into a functional onc as the anger and the hurt and all that dissipate, or if
the person gets help with a long-term personalily thing That can always change. A dvsfunctional

family at this point in time docsn't mean dvsfunction at a time in the futurc nccessanly.”

David answered the question in structural terms, and did not consider there was a good or
ideal family 'structure.’ The changes that relationship breakdowns caused resulted in changed
expectations. He has adjusted and is now flexible in his ideas of family functioning. However,
'sood' to him may be what he had as a child; love, nurture, and also harmony as opposed to

its opposite which is conflict.

David's ideals for his family relationships

Though David considered there was no ideal structure for a good family, he discussed what
he considered was good about his own family. Specifically, the good aspects that David liked
about his fanuly were described as not structure or geography but quality of attachment.
Though David's traditional family was different in structure to his present one, the provision
of the same qualities of love, care and nurturing would be given. His ideal rests in the benefit

of his children because if 1t 15 good for them, he will feel good as well. .

"Well, ] supposc it comes back to what | liked aboul my family, the gencral things | liked about my
family, not the specifics of where we lived or whatever, but this way therc’s a lot of carc and love and
nurturing and so on given 1o my children, the days (hey're with me, and the other half of the time. she's
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an cxtremely good mum as well | reckon you know, both good parents are no problcms.,"fSo the kids

/
arc gelting really devoted and good care, love, and nurturing.” f

"What's good is that it's good for the children and its good for me, I'm having a great life, yeah, where
arc the down sides 1 ask." "You know vou can sce I'm a muiti model person. Whatever model works

well, fecls good, that's okay."

In practice, what David considers is necessary in order to achieve his ideal

of a good husband and father ,

David considered that he provided certain qualities and actions to his family as a fa\lher and as
a partner that were important to the positive functioning of his family. He provided positive
parenting to meet his children's needs. This was what Andy also felt was impolant as he
reflected on what he appreciated as a child. David considered emotional support was more
important than providing basic necessities. Time and being physically present with his
children was a priority, modelling masculine behaviours and ensuring know men c4n care and

manage domestically as well as women \

Positive parenting equals meeting needs: affection and basic

"l suppose that of a positive parent. Giving them the things, the qualitics and experiences in life that
children need from a parcent of nurturing, love, sccurily, cr, modelling, you know , how to cope with

difficultics, how to make friends and keep fricnds, those sot of things."

"Somchow you've got to provide them with food, clothing shelter and the where-with-all Lo go off to
school and that sort of thing. A bit of sporting gear so vou provide that for them.”
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Emotional support

“But I think morc importantly particutarly when 've looked at cultures around the world, the actual
stylc of house or the actuzi food you give them or the actval clothes they wear is not anywhere near as
important as thc emotional and relationship side of things for the children. Peoplc can be living in
abject poverty and vet if they've got the care and love of a family which can be cither parent or
grandparents or uncles and aunts, or whoever, foster parents adopted parents whatever. As long as
they've got that, they're on the way . whereas conversely, kids can have practically everything given 1o
the, but if they lack that love and carc and nunturing and stability and whalever and secunity they can

be quite neurotic and their lives are somewhat dysfunctional.”

Time

"Yeah, well, say mainly in the emotional typc arca, I've found thal I neced to allocate time,
uninterrupted time to the children, being available. So when [ gave up full time work, I made surc that
my part time work is done when the kids are 4t school. And I'm available to take them to school...
bring them home, sit around, have afternoon tea, work out who's plaving with who today, that sort of
thing...play ball with them or see what they want to do, play a board game or go 10 the oval. Go to the
beach. Just be there with them [ think is onc of the biggest actions | can do. Another is 1o link them in
with friends, just facilitate their need to piay with friends a bit. Talking over things with them when |
can see they're not their normal sclf at the moment.. is there anything that could be done. Etc so, just
be there."

Negotiating amicably

Being a separated partner, negotiating for the children's benefit is a practical necessity. For

the children to be thappy with that', both parties must be amicable.
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"With their mother? The pattern we have developed is that we rcally only have a conncction now over
arrangements for the benefits of the children. We've got, you know, basic agreement there and thea we

1L

just negotiate little changes that suit any one of the four of us really.

"And ['d have to sav that the kids seem relatively happy with that. | think it blurs boundarics and
raises false hopes in children if there's an attempl 1o make a sort of happy family, happy single, happy
onc familv thing. You do that at some risk. [t's better the 2 familics thing."

Varied experiences

David perceives that as his children’s needs are being met, they are better off than in a

traditional family.

"Very different sort of life experiences they get from cach home and that's great. Thev've more than
doubled their life expericnce. And I'd say, my children are much er, better developed and much happier
because of their frequent contact and immersion in half the life of mum and half the life of dad.”
"They've got the best of both worlds."

Domestic management, stability

David considers that rather than modelling to his children roles that are specific to men, it's
important for them to observe traditionally feminine roles. He is providing domestic order,

stability, nurture as women do.

"Well you could say one of the big things I can give them arc things that their mum is also giving
them. But they sce that a man can run the house, do the washing, do the cooking, do the shopping. Not
have chaos. It's nol like living in a bachelor pad in...the stereotype of a bachelor pad. They're living in

a nicc home."
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"And they see that dad cuts lunches and dad's hiere Lo cuddle you when you've fallen over and cul
yourscl{. Where you see on peoplc's back windscreens ‘'mum's taxi’ well there's dad's Laxi (oo, yeah. so
that they're getting lots of signals everyday, many signals that dad's can carce and so can mum's. ...also

there's the stability that dad is going to be able 10 cope, vou know."

Modelling masculinity

While David provides parenting qualities and carries out functions similar to the perceived
role of mothers, he sugpests that he does some of these in a different gendered way to how a

woman would.

"And for me as a man it's very important that the children arc getting, both children a bov and a girl,
arc¢ getting modelling from the male, the man, and me as their dad cqually with what they're getting

from their mum."

“I suppose that masculine stuff um that [ think children in a nuclear family arc getting from a father
anyway, albeit often a somewhat absent father, still pick up the masculine stull, you know the fixing
of the taps or banging nails in, or the digging hcavy stuff in then garden or. They might sec these
things with their mum with gardening and so on, but men and women often do gardening a

different way. One a bit more bruta! and heavy."

"And that's very important that the boy learns and relates to dad as a man, not just watching him, but
actually emotionally connecting 1o him as a man, And we talk boy things about our bodics, aboul our
feclings about things and so on. And similarly, the daughter relates to the father and is picking up
masculine stuff which is going to help her in relationships with other men, should she be heterosexual
when she grows up. She's got that. But then equally cach of them have the connection with the
feminine with their mum too. Once again the advantage of sharing the parenting, sharing substantial

parenting, not necessarily absolutely equally, but secing substantial amounts with both.”
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What supports David considers men need most today in order to achieve

good relationships

With his advanced age as a parent, David has experience, financial and social connections for

suppont.

“Now with my children, [ haven't actually nceded a lot. Because we've been in very fortunate, |
supposc financial, psychological, social circumstances thal ! could just sct up home, this is after the
marriage finished. ...a lot of experience to parent, good fricnds around to bounce things off and to
make little observations...a very experienced partner who'd been a parent of 3 children, And...would
make little observations about parenting, So [ was in a very good situation. [ don't think | nceded much
there."

"Now with myv cxtended family, not a lot. They were very understanding about the marriage
breakdown and me sciting up again, setting up a home with the children. Very supportive of the shared
parenting model. Didn't push for me to try to get the kids off their mum most of the lime and just make

her a bit of a visiting parent.”

Friends

As 15 David's experience, he thought that men generally find supports primarily in friends and
then other resources. However friends of both genders were the main support,. Although the
strength of the family for David was in his words, 'always there' compared to friends that

'come and go', it is friends that are readily available for actually providing support.

"Well, fricnds mor< ofien 'cos I don't sec my extended family more than once cvery few months
probably, Whereas my friends I sec cvery week, you know. So yeah, ah.” ""Male and female friends.
And I particularly found it very useful for people who arc parents, reflecting, 'cos it helps me with the
children."
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"Yeah. um | think fricnds, primarily. Family, though...I've got nonc in this region cven, nol one relative
apart from my children. So friends, family, books, videos, sound tapes, public information first." "But
then if they fecl a signilicant need or you can just sce therc's an aspect that onc part of your life is not
functioning at all well, then 1'd say po and seck help, professional help somehow or another thal you

focl happy with cither govt services or non govt oncs or churches or whatcver."

Togethemness of a partner and some space apart

For David, as with Alan, and Bob, space for finding oneself was important. David finds the
'space’ when not in a relationship a positive experience and a time to re-establish his own
identity. Rather than seeking another relationship too hastily, David appears to have a secure

knowledge and sense of self.

"The support of a partner I personally find very significant, and when I'm in a relationship with
someone, that adds another whole dimension to my life which, in a time when you're solo, say afier
onc relationship breaks down, I find it good Lo be on vour own for a while To re-cstablish yvour
identity. Instead of in that emotional turmo and the rebound effect, rebound time and you're not really
sure where you're going. You realise later that that was a time of cmotional ups and downs and

whatever."

(So it's actually having a bit of space?)

"Yeah, a bit of time to yourself. But when you have seltled down emotionally, and you can see where
you want your life to go then to be in a rclationship is a very nice thing, And the partner gives vou alt
sort of supports, cmotional, companionship, sexual, tips about parenting, or just bouncing things off
things, There's a whole lot that you get. The domestic, just enjoying cooking together and sitting on the
veranda and having a glass of wine, or you know, going watching a sunset. There's many things a
pariner can do for your life that I find very beneficial."
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David thought that what would prevent men from getting those supports was male pride and

socialised behaviours learned from their family of origin.

Pride

"Probably the weli documented (reasons that) men have to be scif-sufficient, not cry, not show need of
emotional things, not show nced of help even much. 1 don't know whether some feel cmbarrassment at
socking help. 1 think some cven don't open up much with friends let alonc the more distant levels of
family and well, some have family very close and ncar by so some would put maybe family first and
then maybe fricnds. Then resources and then professional help iff vou want to have those 4

categories..."

Socialised behaviour within family of origin

David perceives that men's reluctance is due to a lack of attachment shown from their fathers
who were socialised into stoic behaviours. David refers to male independence, which has
been a hallmark of capitalist society, which was reflected structurally in a perceived lack of

available supports.

"I think it's upbringing, and probably their absent fathers. Never showed any need to seck help. In
those days therc wasn't a lot of help available anyway. The socicty and culture that we grew up in,
men were deemed not to need it and we picked those messages up. Um, maybe men were very

independent and a lot of men up and off, you know. Yeah."

Did David think that there were any supports that men would appreciate that either didn't

exist or were hard to access?
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Men's and parenting groups

"I notice in some men thal some get benelit from belonging 10 dads groups that arc helping them with
parenting sorl of things. Or parenting groups where there are men and women, Parents Without
Partners and so on. Some get benefit from that where there is an in built help with parenting, ideas for
parcnting ctc. Some get help from men's groups which isn't so much focussed on parenting, just
helping them as men, and that's great. | don't know whether it forms a very big percent of the male
population belonging go 10 men's groups. [ wouldn't think so.”

Education and vigorous advertising

To encourage men to seek help, David saw comprehensive education and advertising as the

key.

"And it'll be public education not only through schools, tapes. universitics, adult education classcs,
getting stufl into the media, through advertiscments, but also getting into...videos, films, computer
stuff, just getting the messages across that if men are in difficult circumstances, they should look at
thesc various avenues to go and seck help, to talk things over with morc good fricnds 0 talk things
over more with the family, to read more, to go and join groups or go and get general help, sorry

professional not gencral.”

(Advertising more?)

"Yecah, probably nced to push that a lot more for men because it appears from what I've read it
appears that women seck help a lot more than men do. Do they need it morc or is it just that men need

it about as much but arc not secking it as much [ don't know."
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When the bubble bursts

As a final comment, David explains what happens to a man when his ideal of the family
breaks down. To him it is 'the bipgest shatiering of a man' that results in dysfunctional
behaviours ‘welling up'. David's answer, as he has found for himself, is to leave the ideal and
find a functional family model that suits. Public education by the government and
communities to advertise ‘all...the supports they can offer' is required to address men's needs

prior to the stage of needing (Family Court) lawyers.

"I think we need to advertise more and educate the public more about the um, the ... benefits perhaps
rather than goodness, ...of a whole lot of different models of family. They're all okay as long as they
function well and produce good results for the children and it fecls good for the parent. cven in a
separated or divorced situation, solo parenting and thal sort of thing. And if we get that across, men
won't fecl as shattered, as I think the biggest shattering of a man is if the nuclear family breaks down,
And a lot of men just scem totally berefl, full of violence, anger, hurt, um, you know power stuff, and
manipulation. Really some very dysfunctional things seem to well up in a man at the breakdown of
that nuclear family... So you're going to have to go into some other different model. Go in a direction
that fecls good for vou and the kids. Then vou won't have all this shattering and berefiness and anger
and you know, dysfunctional stuff going on. and making lawyers and judges wealthy. You know, |
think it Is just basically a much bigger public education role supporting groups that arc offering things
to add, perhaps the govt and the communily helping advertise all the work and services they ofTer, the
supports that they can offer.”

Summary of "David"

The family has meaning for all of us and different meanings for each. Family to David
symbolises connections stronger than any other relationship and that can't be severed by
dispute, geography, and depth of attachment. In a changing world where roles are in constant
flux, and family structure is flexible, the symbolic structure of family to David remains

dependable, secure and unchangeable. This concept of family is shaped by his experiences. He
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experienced the affirmation and fear from positive and negative behaviours within his family
as he grew up, and was shaped in his conceptual understanding through his study, his
relationship breakdowns and the role modelling of his father whose principled character he

wishes to emulate.

Due to these experiences, his concept of family has changed over the years. From a nuclear
family structure, his concept of family is whatever model ensures a feeling of being loved,
nurtured and cared for, and an absence of conflict which had brought fear in his early
experience. While David does not consider there is any one 'structure' that defines a good

family, these characteristics are his ideai for family relationships.

Other men have influenced his definitions of manhood and family roles. Becoming a father in
midlife, he has the advantage of avoiding the greatest regret of other men; the lack of time

spent with their children,

David provided positive parenting to meet his children's needs. Like Andy David considered
emotional support was more important than providing basic necessities. What this aspect of
David's story highlighted for the researcher was his ability to adapt to change, such as a
relationship, and 'move on.' Secondly, he has a caring, nurturing desire for his children. These
characteristics ar¢; often attributed as feminie traits, however, given the opportunity, men like

David show that to be a caring, nurturing, loving parent is gender neutral.

Chapter summary

In summary, it appears that each of the four participants have a conceptual framework for
their understanding of ‘family’ that they can name articulately. The symbolic meaning that
family has to all four men is positive and has strong relational as well as structural
characteristics. While each participant's concept of family was articulated, their specific roles

as a husband or partner were not as clear as their role as a father,
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Interestingly, three of the four participants are either migrants or, like Bob, have migrant
parents. This experience profoundly affected the concept of family for each. A sense of loss
was realised by Andy and Bob on 'reconnecting’ with extended family while Colin's
experience of disappointed expectations on arrival in the new country was felt immediately.

This sense of loss was diminished partially through ‘marrying’ into a partner’s extended family.

Participant's fathers were influential role models in shaping definitions of behaviour, personal
values and qualities, Modelling however was not zlways positive. For Colin, some qualities
and social norms that were missed out on, became goals for his own modelling to his
children. Positive role modelling by fathers, for example by David's father, resulted in a desire
to emulate character qualities but not family or domestic roles. Societal changes appear far

stronger than role modelling by significant others.

What defined men's goals and ideals for their family relationships was very much what they
defined as their significant aspects of family, for example togetherness, coping with change
and 'riding’ the bumps. For Andy, his faith provided both his goal of a good relationship and

the means to achieve it.

The supports each participant considered that men need most in order to achieve & sood
family relationship appeared to be significantly other men, preferably ones that had simiiar
ideals and could posttive models. Informal supports such as friends of both genders, and
groups that shared knowledge were seen as important to help men. These groups could keep
in touch with knowledge and social skills required to maintain good relationships. Important
skills were considered to be effective communication, negotiating and discovering partner's

strengths.

Chapter five will analyse the results of the study using the theoretical framework outlined in

chapter two.
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Chapter 5

Analysis and implications
“In fact I saw almost a conflict between full-time work and good

parenting”
‘David’

Introduction

The purpose of this chapter is to analyse how the participants understood the concept of
family, what their associated ‘good’ family is and how this understanding shapes their
functioning within their family. The chapter will be divided into the following three
sections: Analysis of results, implications and recommendations for practice, and, the

extent to which the study met the research objectives outlined in Chapter 1

Analvsis of results

Introduction

The theoretical framework discussed in Chapter two will be used to guide the analysis of
the results. This framework constitutes the three concepts of family as a symbol,
masculinity and cognition. The concept of family as a symbol illustrates the significance
the family has for men as a structure of meaning as well as for its practical utility for
them. This will allow for an analysis of how men construct the family and the value they
place on it. The concept of masculinity will be used to analyse how society shapes gender
roles and practices. This analysis illustrates how socialisation links men’s identity and
expectations of their roles within the family. The concept of cognition is used to
understand how men think about the family and how their expectations and ideals shape
their behaviour. This analysis of behaviour will give a theoretical perspective into

understanding the reasons for men’s behaviour within the family.
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Using the three concepts of family as a symbol, masculinity and cognition, as the
framework, participant’s responses will be analysed by comparing responses with the

theme questions that guided the interview. These theme questions: were:

¢ How participants defined the concept of family.

» The most significant experiences for participants growing up.

o Role models that helped shape participants’ ability to be a husband/father.

o Where else participants got their definitions of how to be a man/husband/father.

» What participants consider to be a good family.

e Participant’s ideals for their family relationships.

e In practice, what participants consider is necessary in order to achieve good
relationships.

e What supports participants consider men need most today in order tc achieve good

relationships.

Hew participants defined the concept of family

The results of this study show that the family held unique symbolic value for each of the
four participants and was important to them. Each participant had an ability to think about
the family and their thinking had clarity that enabled them articulate their own conceptual
framing of the symbolic meaning family had to them. The family was defined as a ‘place’
of nurture, love, acceptance and togetherness, The value was in terms of its strong and

unique relationship bonds that were different than friendship bonds.

Defined as relationally more important than structurally.

While family was defined in terms of structure with extended family members being an
important part, participants gave greater value to the nature and quality of the
relationships between members. For David, this appeared to take prominence over

expectations of what model or structure the family should be like. His concept of



Men’s perception of a ‘good’ family p. 142

‘closeness’ ensured that this was sought rather than trying to adhere to, or recreating the

nuclear model after relationship breakdown. As Bob stated:
“[ guess the structure part doesn’t really worry me in terms of importance....”

*I’'m thinking of a positive thing...nice, get on okayish.”

The symbolic value

The family’s symbolic value for some participants was defined conceptually as a ‘place’

related to self. For Andy, the family is:

“A loving place...that offers the greatest place for security... A place that also gives you a sense of

belonging.”

Similarly for David, the family has continuity, and predictability:

“Family are always there. Friends can come and go. .. friendships can end. Family doesn’t end.”

Congruence with conceptual framework

The concept of family as a symbol provides a valuable means to gain an understanding of
how men think of the family and what is important to them. Participant’s use of symbolic
language such as a ‘place’ assisted both participants and the researcher to describe and
understand what was of value to them. As Meemeduma (1994, p. 2) claims, it is not the
types or structure of families that is important, but their ability to provide continuity,
predictability and stability for children. It appears that the same three constituents are felt

as needed by these adult men as well.

Participant’s responses in this study did not include masculine descriptions or gender
specific definitions of family. The validity of using the concept of masculinity with this
finding is that it indicates that men do not see the value of family in masculine or

genderised ways. This is contrary to much feminist literature which argues the power
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imbalances within the family as a patriarchal structure (Orme, 1998). While these
imbalances may exist, the finding shows that men view the family in positive non-
genderised ways. There are conceptual variations within both feminine and masculine
genders and men appear to be genuinely working out their primary relationships with their

partner and children in relationally positive and individual ways.

The concept of cognition aided an understanding how men think of the family. The
concept supported Goldstein’s (1986b) theory that people, in this study men, are
psychological persons who make different and individual meanng from the same
symbolic concept and with different experiences of it. That participants articulated their
thoughts of family with different clarity supports the view that external language (as
compared to self talk) is not an important link between thinking and action. While Colin
had difficulty knowing and articulating the thinking that shaped his descriptions, he still
gave action to it. The finding shows that while men are varied, (some are very articulate
while others are not), and while they do not always articulate what or why something is of

value to them, the importance is demonstrated through action.

The most significant experiences for participants growing up

An important finding in the results is that for three of the four their concept of family was
affected by the experience of migration. Whether immigrating with parents at an early age
or growing up in a home with migrant parents, the result indicates their sense of self was
negatively affected. This experience changed their perception of how the family should be
for them and motivated future behaviour. Additionally participants related positive and

negative experiences while growing up in the family that has shaped present functioning.

The experience of migration was like leaving home and disconnecting from all extended
supports and relationships. The strength of language used to describe the experience of
migration conveyed the significance of the experience. Andy and Colin summed up the

experience:

“l was forn away from the place where I belonged” and, “It’s a change that happens to a migrant,
you cut off all these ties.” (Andy).
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“When | got here we had nobody. We had ourselves and that was it. And you've really got to
experience that to...” (Colin).

Experience, as Colin alludes to, i1s individual and subjective. Migration discontinues
important relationships. The awareness that something was missing was felt early in life,
however not named as ‘belonging, ‘support’ and ‘closeness’ by participants until
adulthood. For Andy the realisation came in marrying into another family, and for Bob
when the family visited relatives overseas. In both instances, what was lost (connection)
was identified when the loss was replaced (reconnection). To understand loss there is a
need to understand the importance of the attachment ‘object’ lost. These results support
Marris’ (1986) loss and change theory in that, “attachment.. underlies all our

understanding of how to survive in and manage the world we inhabit™ (p. viii).

Another finding was the experience of participant’s relationship with parents, when
growing up indicating the importance of a nurturing family for providing stability. As
Bob’s parent’s relationship ‘wasn’t the best’ his place in the family as the oldest child
shaped certain values of loyalty, and morality. David’s contrasting experiences were of
both feeling loved and nurtured by his parents and also feeling fearful during severe
arguments. In both instances, the experiences shaped future behaviour. Bob’s loyalty to

friend’s and family has been strong, and David stated that it is:

“Very important to me that I had this ideal of not having a family in which (there is) arguments
and high levels of conflict™

In terms of family as a symbol and cognition, the results showed that when relating actual
felt experience of their family, participants spoke at a practical level, whereas in defining
the family they spoke at a higher, conceptual level. While some practical experiences
were highlighted in the latter, the conceptual level appeared more an ‘ideal’ view of
family where the experiential one was ‘what is.” However, David’s quote, above
highlights that past experiences shape ideals and the future behaviour to achieve those

ideals.

The concept of masculinity was only evident in Bob’s response and therefore only

partially useful in assisting to analyse responses. The sense that his caring role as the
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oldest child was more a role of a daughter indicates expected masculine and feminine role
stereotyping, Socialising forces here have only partly affected present role behaviour.
Rather than socialisation, the expectation of significant others such as partners have

shaped present action.

Whether negative or positive effects were experienced from events, the findings show that

these men were able to adjust to change with positive results for their functioning.

For Colin the link between the effect of the experience and future behaviour was
unconscious, although the discovery that he had no other supports on arrival in Australia
may have affected actions semi-consciously. For Andy, there is a conscious attempt due
to the constant shifting of men from work transfers etc. to ensure his relationship is not

superficial but one of depth and active commitment.

Role models that helped shape participants’ ability t¢ be a
husband/father

Results indicated that the concept of role models did exist for participants by way of
fathers primarily, and friends. An unexpected result was that participants recognised
partners as positive role models. There was awareness by the men that roles had changed
compared to their parents roles in the family and results showed that the priority of roles

has changed compared to their parents.

All men talked of their role as father in terms of generating income for family provision,
nurture and well-being of children, practical support and encouragement. Simply ‘being
there’ present and spending time with children was very important to the three
participants with children. An interesting finding was that modelling was consciously

undertaken and named as such by participants, such as David:

“I’'ve got a dad who I admire a great deal, and I’ve deliberately modelled myself a lot on my dad.

He’s a good man... of integrity and good conscience.”
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Migration however can mean a lack of models, which resulted in Andy secking his own,
and Bob feeling a sense of alienation about himself and his family at not fitting in.
Additionally, fathers can be both positive and negative models.

“Not many. [ think I've been privileged to meet a few people which I'd regard as having a
relationship worthwhile watching and modelling. My parents wouldn’t be one of those™ (Alan).

“So I"'d want to be a little Aussie kid, but [ couldn’t do it cos I had no one to teach me” (Bob}).

Results also showed that roles of husband/partner were not exclusive. Compared to
traditional roles of ‘sole breadwinner,” participants were jointly sharing that role with
partners. In this regard partners showed role modelling and were more proactive in the

relationship. As Bob states:

“She’s sort of like a model for me of where 1 should go in terms of a reasonable character... and
investing in the relationship. She’s the one that puts the questions and initiates those things,
whereas if it’s cruising along okay, I'm happy.”

The priority of roles has also shifted to what was expected by their father. All participants
were undertaking, and putting priority to, other roles. Meeting other family members
emotional needs over the traditional breadwinner role is now more important. This
highlights that a shift in the meaning of the role as ‘provider’ has occurred from solely
economic to a miore wholisﬁc meaning that encompasses emotional, psychological and

social dynamics.

Participant’s responses indicated the importance of family as the primary symbolic place
for learning from significant others. The concept of cognition was also useful in
highlighting their conscious thinking. That participants were aware of the modelling and
could reflect on this learning, agrees with social learning theory (Kail & Cavanaugh,
1996, p. 16) in that “it views the learner as an active participant, not as a pawn at the

mercy of external contingencies.”

The use of the concept of masculinity and sub-concept of socialisation highlights the
strong influence of character role modelling, family experiences and other socialising

forces over specific gender role expectations. While David actively modelled his father’s
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character, he did not model his father’s roles in the family. This finding indicates both the
mediating effect of striving to provide his ideal of love and nurture for his children, his
experience of relationship breakdown and the changing nature of family in society.
Men’s behaviours were thus influenced by their personal experiences. As Goldstein
(1986, P. 37) states, “Individuals place meaning and structure to what they believe, know

and can explain”

Where else participants got their definitions of how to be a
man/husband/father

Results indicated that participants were largely aware and could name where their
definitional sources came from, Most named these as fathers or significant men, friends,
partners and peers. However, what assisted their definition of self was different in each

case. For Alan, it was dad’s and the media that gave him his sense of maleness:
“Nowadays it comes from the dad definitely”

“They watch it passively. You don’t think about it, you just absorb it because there’s a need

without realising it.”
While for David, it was friends who deeply impacted his definition of fatherhood:

“ One of the biggest things as far as men’s stuff that’s influenced me ...is most of my male friends
saying...with almost tears in their eyes that they regret most...not having been involved with their
children when they were young.”

Findings support Goldstein’s (1986b) socio-cultural self as a needed frame of reference to
discover when working with people. Results clearly showed that these men learnt from
others to form their definitions of self. Participant’s responses indicated that while the
media was also thought to be influential in shaping men’s lives, this was not a personal
experience for participants themselves but a perception that others were affected due to

the passive lack of critical appraisal by viewers.
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The results give strong evidence for the influence of other men, (fathers and friends), in
defining men’s sense of self and how to be as a man, partner or father, Participants again
showed an ability to actively discern, and then model friends’ ‘good’ qualities in their
relationships, and realising what was not going to be helpful to them in their relationships.
As Bob said:

“But I wouldn’t do everything he did, cos he would just drink too much and shit like that.”

What participants consider to be a good family

Participant’s responses indicated that a ‘good’ family is functional and positive. It can
cope with, and adjust to change where there is commonality of activities (Colin), and
provides opportunity for diversity and flexibility of roles (David). A good family is also

enjoyable, has fun and gives members ‘space’ for self-actualisation (Bob).

For men, there is also emotional engagement in a good family through effective
communication and encouraging the other’s strengths, and holding the other in high
regard and with respect (Alan). This finding is important in that it suggests that while men
at times might not communicate effectively, there is clear willingness to do so. What
hinders effective communication is further highlighted in the section 5.2.9 which

discusses what supports men think they need

Responses support Goldstein’s (1986b) moral-cthical premise that individuals are persons
of prnciple. Amongst men’s interpersonal dilemmas, they have an understanding of
themselves in relation to their family within a moral context of right and wrong, good and
bad, and obligations to self and to others, Goldstein’s fifth frame of reference of the non-
self also contributed to analysing how participants defined good family relationships. Good
is perceived in comparison to something that is considered not good. The notion of what is
beneficial or good in a relationship extends the notion of self by identifying the notion of
the non-self. Who we wish to be brings an awareness of who we don’t want to be. For
example, Bob’s construction of a good family was the ‘good Aussie family’. This was in
comparison to what he had missed out on growing up. Colin’s definition of good was of

‘doing things together’, as opposed to a ‘bad’ family where everyone ‘does their own
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thing.” And for David, an ideal family needed to be flexible in view of the two households

involved and the conflict that would otherwise happen.

These findings also supported the utility again of family as a symbol. Participants defined

good in symbolic terms suggesting that if the parents have a good relationship, then:
*“your kids will go forward” as opposed to *‘being dragged down.” (Colin).

A good relationship was therefore seen as moving rather than static. All participants
spoke of the need for relationships to be fluid and growing as opposed to stagnant. Bob
had a mental picture to help him articulate clearly this comparison between a bad and

good family:
“My picture of a good family is that we can ride through that stuff.”

“A bad one is...where there’s no growth, you’re not moving together in any way so it’s stale.”
And, “So a good one is where you can change and adapt and still stick together...”

The use of masculinity as a concept which influenced how men understood and responded
to the family was not supported. Men’s perception of a good family is not seen by them in
gendered terms. By this the study seems to suggest that the men in the study do not
define, and hence act upon, the family from a construction of themselves as socialised
masculine males. Rather, they appear to be striving to define and respond to the family as
individuals first and foremost. Perhaps this finding suggests that social workers need to
work beyond the constructions of individual men, who are like all other men, to a view

which sees the man as an individual.

Participant’s ideals for their family relationships

There was strong correlation between participant’s ideals and their definitions of family in
symbolic terms as being ‘close’, and a ‘place’ of nurture, love, acceptance and
togetherness. Participants perceived themselves in varying positions in relation to these

ideal “states’ for their relationships: either being at, close to, or trying to reach their ideal.



Men’s perception of a ‘good’ family p. 150

While none of the participants appeared to be ‘struggling’ with reaching their ideals,

Colin and David both articulated that their ideal was what currently is. For example;
“I'm having a great life, where are the down sides | ask.” (David), and

“My idcal? What I'm doing now. I don’t think [ conld've done any better than what I've alrcady done.”
(Colin). '

One finding was that participant’s who were fathers spoke mostly about that role and
needed prompting regarding their ideal for their relationship as a partner. The reason for
this is not clear from the participant’s responses. This may suggest that a societal change
to men as partners has undergone much more change to that of fathers, resulting in clearer
ideas and ideals for the latter that can be articulated. Alternatively, more time and energy
may go into child rearing as a priority, giving less time, less reflection and less goal

articulation for the relationship with their partner.

If men are not close to their ideals, what motivates them to press on? Another finding of
this study supports Goldstein’s (1986) notion that individuals have a spiritual frame of
reference. In this study, men are persons of faith with deeply held symbols, beliefs and
transcendent ideals. The ‘core’ of who Andy said he was is his Christian belief. Knowing
the ideal also brought knowledge and tension of the ‘shortfall’. Andy named what

motivated him:

“My faith provides my ideal, it provides my inspiration, and it provides me with energy to attempt of
implementing that ideal.”

Additionally, having an ideal to Andy, has a useful purpose and additional motivation:

“If I didn’t have that ideal, I would revolve into sclfishness.”

The suggestion by Higson (2001) that, “Perhaps ‘happiness’, in the final analysis, is
simply a reflection of the fit between expectation and reality” would appear to be only
partly supported by these responses. Happiness, to men of faith and conviction like Andy,

appears to come with pursuing deeply held ideals and not just attaining them.
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In practice, what participants consider is necessary in order to achieve

good relationships

Participant’s responses suggest that communication, being emotionally ‘present’ with
children and partners as well as physically spending time with them was important in
achieving their ideal relationships. Men like Andy reflect on their relationships and act
accordingly, while men such as Colin appear to just act out what comes naturally. Andy
saw the ideal difficult to attain as men and women communicate differently. It appears
that for men generally, especially working class men, the societal changes in roles and
family functioning have generally not been well understood, resulting in conflict in their
relationships. Achieving one’s ideals in the family can also mean drastic changes for men

in today’s unfriendly work environment, as David highlights:
“In fact I saw almost a conflict between full-time work and good parenting”

While David has made the change, it is conceivable from the literature that many don’t,
thus struggling with what might be. A feasible, though not substantiated hypothesis from
participant’s responses in this study is that as men’s symbolic concept of family is one of
stability and continuity, to change one’s known roles is incongruent with their concept.

The tension of living in an unideal state is therefore persisted with,

“I didn’t aspire or set any goals, it just come natural. We just done it” (Colin).
“It’s difficult to come up with a specifically man types of thing.” (Andy).

What supports participants consider men need most today in order to

achieve good relationships

The findings supported a premise of the study that men believe existing supports for men
were not addressing their needs, due to inappropriate supports or barriers to access.

Barriers were considered to be due to:

s Services not being designed to reach men in general, and working class men in

particular.



Men’s perception of a *goed’ family p. 152

e Women delivering services to men, with the perception that counsellors side with
female partners, and

o The lack of anonymity when accessing services in rural and regional communities.

As Andy highlighted:

“A lot of social services don't address the needs. They’re not getting to them to encourage them to
rethink, to make them a bit more sensitive tio their women. I don’t think any of the social services

are actually getting to those men.”

While literature or popular stereotypes would suggest that the problem lies with men
themselves in their reluctance to access supports, the results suggest otherwise. Bob
accessed parenting courses and has the need to ‘bush up’ again. Men however are
pragmatic, Services must be worthwhile and have an obvious and positive cost-benefit
ratio. To achieve good relationships, participant’s not only had need of services but

named informal courses and peer networks as being suitable for their need.

As well as other men, as Andy, Bob and David suggested, mixed gender groups were

considered as appropriate:

“T think other men who share the same ideals and try to implement those things in their lives.”
(Andy).

“For me the ideal support would be someone to discuss things with...or doing something in 2

network of blokes...or it could be males and females”

This response highlighted that as the need for relational support is not being met by other

men, Bob’s female friends meet that need:

“Pm very comfortable sharing a lot of things with women, I guess there’s some things, you know
that 1 think, like sexual matters I'd talk with maybe blokes about, But anything else I'm pretty

okay. I've got more female friends than males.”
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Summary and conclusion

The results of the study show that men have positive constructions of their family and
place relational, symbolical value on the family. Men are diverse in their understandings
and the value they place on the family and have ideals and notions of what is good. What
they understand as a good family relationship are those which are relationally close,
enable growing, are adaptable to change, encourage commonality and provide emotional
supports such as love, security and belonging. Ideals are shaped by past history,
significant others, and to a lesser extent socialised gender expectations, which in turn

shape actions and roles to achieve those ideals.

The study also showed that while men have clarity of thought and a conceptual
framework of how they value the family, what is good and how it should function, some
men do not know what to do to “get there.” While in contrast women appear to know what

they want and what to do about it. Men thus appear to ‘let it happen.’

Implications and recommendations for practice

The Social Work profession is committed to the pursuit and maintenance of human weli-
being (AASW Code of Ethics, 1999, p.1). This is endeavoured by providing the best
possible standards of service provision {clause 4.4.1 b), and demonstrating respect for
clients, and seeking to preserve their dignity and individuality (clause 4.1.1). However,
while acknowledging and supporting the provision of services to ensure equity for women
in the public and private domains, this thesis has shown that a change is needed in the

way the human services consider men if men’s well-being is to be taken seriously.

Men are largely thought of in stereotypical terms of deficits, statistics and creators of
family dysfunction through domestic violence. Frameworks for practice presently follow
deficit and feminist models, which arguably do not “fit.” It is apparent that social work
and other professions work with a minority of men. The men in this study arguably
represent men who think and act positively in their families, however would need and

value supports in achieving improved relationships.
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This study has shown the need for a new, appropriate and appropriate framework for
working with men, and one that acknowledges individual uniqueness, strengths and
needs. Solomon’s (1976), and Saleeby’s (1992) Empowerment and Strengths perspectives
is a relevant starting point for social work to be part of a development process in

partnership with men to contribute to a more specific conceptual framing.

As the interview process in this study showed, men are not as easy to access as women
due to work commitments during the day and due to means and methods of
communication. Services to men need to be flexible to enable access to men ‘after hours’
There is also a need (stated by Andy and Bob) for more men to work with men, though
not exclusively. The need is for choice in gender service provision to meet need. As the
AASW (1999, cl. 4.2.4) states services must take into account individual and family

needs.

Finally, and most importantly, there is a need for the social work profession to contribute
to the development of new conceptual frameworks and language which appropriately and
effectively responds to the lived experiences and qualities of men. With these new
frameworks and language, proactive social work intervention can be actively developed

and implemented.

Fulfilment of research objectives

This section of the chapter will discuss how the study met the objectives outlined in

Chapter one. These were:

To contribute knowledge to the social work profession concerning men’s individual
un:lerstanding of family issues. The aim of this is to improve conceptual framing for

practitioners and hence better delivery of, and more appropriate services for men.

This study has increased knowledge available to the socia! work profession concerning
how men understanding and vaiue their primary relationships. It has done this by

exploring men’s own subjective concepts of family, their ideals and how their
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understandings shape their actions within their family. The findings have highlighted the
need to work with men to develop better conceptual frameworks for meeting men’s needs
based on strengths and empowerment perspectives rather than the existing deficit models.

Barriers to access and suggestions for services delivery models have been recommended.

To provide men themselves with an opportunity, and a sense of the contribution that

they can make, toward self-empowerment

This objective was met by undertaking the process chosen for the study. The informal
ethnographic exploratory method enabled participants to discuss areas of importance
within the research topic. The process enabled conscientisation for participants during
discussion as reflection brought to mind aspects of experiences such as migration, and
ideals for their relationships that had not been articulated. Additionally, feedback to
participants on their individual views included in the study has given them an indication of

the contribution they have made to the findings.

To add to my knowledge and understanding of what shapes my own role and
functiening in my family, with the aim of being a better husband; father to my own
four boys soon to be young men themselves; and as an effective social work

practitioner when working with other men.

Undertaking this study has been personally worthwhile as both a social worker and as a
husband and father. The interactive interview process enabled me to add my own “flavour’
within the study topic and was a conscientising experience for me as well as for
participants. My own role and functioning has similarities to that of participants.
Relocating from interstate and leaving extended family networks was a similar experience
to participant migrants. Ideals for my family were similar to participants but the process
provided some opporfunity for exchange and ‘sharpening’ of thoughts. The findings
offered insight for my professional career. To modify Goldstein’s (Goldstein, 1986, p. 6)
quote, I am intent of ensuring “a more accurate understanding of our clients and their

problems is achieved when I comprehend their subjective worlds”
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The study has provided the researcher with knowledge which in fact, showed that the way
in which the men in the study cognitively perceive the family acts to inform and direct
men’s behaviour. Of great importance is the finding that cognitive perceptions are made
up of idealised (‘good’) visions and aspirations relating to the family which powerfully

informed the practices of the men in the study.

In conclusion, the findings show the importance of the way that gaining knowledge,

through research, can be used to inform practice.
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Appendix A

Interview theme questions

Themes and theme questions were related to the objectives.
How do men describe the family?

Theme: What meanings do men make and what symbols do men use to shape their
understanding of their family relationships? The rationale for this theme is to better

understand the nature and importance that the concept of ‘family’ has for men.
Questions;

o How would you define the concept of family?

¢ What aspects of the family are important to you?

What conceptual framework do they use to make sense of the family?

Theme: How do men think through their relationships? What cognitive framework
do men utilise to understand the utility of the family for them? The rational for this
theme is to provide a cognitive ‘scaffolding’ or categories that men use to make sense

of their relational world.

Questions;

e What were the most significant events for you growing up?

o Where did you get your ideas of how you as a man in a family are supposed to
be?

s What defines you as a father or husband?

¢ Where do men generally get their definitions of manhood?
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How do men think life ought to be?

Theme: What is men’s understanding of their ideal, (or ‘good’) family?
What are men’s ideal relationships? The rationale for this theme is based on the
assumption that men’s perceptions of how life ought to be shapes and influences their

actual functioning,

Questions:

e What makes an ideal/good family?

o What decides a “good’ one from a ‘bad’ one?
o What is your ideal for your relationships?

e What value do men have in the family today?

How does this framing act to shape, influence their actions and roles?

Theme: That is, what is the relationship between how men think about the family and
how men think life ought to be and the roles they enact? The rationale for this theme
is to discover what effect if any does a match or mismatch between men’s ideal and

their actual lived experience have on their functioning?

Questions:

» What do you aspire to as a husband/father? What does this involve in practical
terms?

» What qualities do you think you need in order to achieve this aspiration/goal?

e What are the main responsibilities you have as a husband/father?

What helps and hinders men from achieving their relationship goals

and enacting their roles

Theme: What factors do men see as important in aiding their positive functioning?

The rationale for this theme is the assumption that men’s relational needs are not
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being met adequately, and to hear from their own cxperiences, what supports are

needed to achieve their positive wellbeing,

Questions:

¢ [If an issue arises, how do you go about resolving it?

e What supports do men need most in order to successfully achieve their goals and
responsibilities/roles?

¢  Where would you go for help with family issues?

e What would prevent you from seeking help?

The final questions asked were:
s Isthere any thing further you would like to raise or mention?

e Do you have any questions you would like to ask about the interview?
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Appendix B

Disclosure form

RESEARCH TOPIC Exploring Men’s Perception of a ‘Good’ Family.

As part of a Social Work Honours course, research is being undertaken which questions
“What men’s perception of a ‘good” family is, and how this understanding shapes men’s

roles and functioning within their family.”

Existing literature suggests that men’s roles in the family are undergoing rapid change in
our society. While incidences of divorce and domestic violence in relationships are high,
this research takes the position that, in general, men want the best for themselves and
their families. There is some suggestion that our perception of what a family is supposed
to be (that is, our ideals and expectations) shapes the way men carry out their roles within

their family relationships.

The potential benefits of the research lie in improving service delivery to men in need of
supports and in providing some men the opportunity to tell what works, or doesn’t work
for them. It is proposed to informally interview participants separately for a duration of
no more than an hour to discuss questions broadly around what their expectations of a
‘good’ family are, what roles within their family this may involve, and how these are

carried out.

Participant’s identity will at all times remain anonymous and anything discussed will be
kept in strict confidence. Participants can also choose not to answer or discuss any
questions if' they wish and will also have full say in what data is included in publication
of the research findings., After consenting to be involved in the research interview,
participants may withdraw at any time if so desired for whatever reason. Contact details
of two reputable counselling agencies will be provided to participants if sensitive issues

are discussed that participants feel warrant further discussion by them.
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Any questions concerning any aspect of this research including the participant’s role can
be directed to the Head of the Social Work Department, Edith Cowan University, Pauline
Meemeduma on telephone 9780 7777, or to the researcher Grahame Paull on 9791 1879.
If you would like to be a participant, please complete the following consent form and

return

CONSENT FORM Project: Men’s Perception of a ‘Good’ Family..

| S U P PRRRDPO have read the information and any

questions I have asked have been answered to my satisfaction.

I agree to participate in this activity, realising I may withdraw at any time.
I agree that the research data gathered for this study may be published

provided I am not identifiable.
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