A Dad’s Guide to Connection

Best Practices for Building a Deep, Lasting Bond with Your Child

Presence « Warmth ¢ Play < Courage ° Faith

Few things shape a child’s life more profoundly than their relationship with their father. Decades of
research — and a growing body of recent work — confirm that a dad’s presence, warmth, and engaged
involvement are among the most powerful protective factors in a child’s emotional, psychological, and
spiritual development. This guide is for every dad who wants to show up more fully for his child.

S8 What the Research Tells Us About Dads

For decades, research on child development focused primarily on mothers. That is changing. A growing
body of evidence now shows that fathers have a unique, irreplaceable influence on their children — one
that cannot simply be duplicated by a mother or any other caregiver. And the quality of that
relationship matters enormously.

Fathers & Daughters: Reducing Anxiety

Research consistently shows that the father-daughter relationship has a profound and specific impact
on a daughter’s mental health, particularly her anxiety levels.

What Research Shows What It Means for You

A 2024 meta-analysis in Adolescent Research Your warmth and emotional availability to your
Review found that paternal warmth has a daughter is not redundant with her mother’s. It
particularly strong association with reduced does something different. Girls who feel close, safe,
social anxiety symptoms in adolescent girls — and valued by their fathers are measurably less
even controlling for maternal warmth. The anxious — especially in social situations.

father-daughter relationship plays a uniquely
salient role that the mother-daughter
relationship does not fully replicate.

What Research Shows What It Means for You

Research published in ScienceDirect found that | The investment you make in your daughter today
a quality father-daughter relationship is linked | reaches into her adult life. How she relates to men,
to lower levels of depression, anxiety, stress, how she sees herself, and how she handles stress
and eating disorders in adult women — as well are all shaped in part by you.

as higher self-esteem, better romantic
relationships, and greater academic and career
achievement (Nielsen, 2014; ScienceDirect,
2018).




Fathers & Sons: Reducing Malaise

The father-son relationship carries its own distinct power — particularly in shaping a son’s
psychological resilience and reducing what researchers call “malaise”: a general sense of psychological
distress, low motivation, and emotional flatness.

What Research Shows What It Means for You

Research using the National Child For your son, your relationship is not a backup to
Development Study found that when both his mother’s — it operates independently and
mother-child and father-child relationships powerfully. Sons with warm, engaged fathers
were measured simultaneously, only the father- | show measurably lower rates of malaise,

child relationship was significantly related to depression, and emotional distress.

sons’ psychological distress. A positive father-
son relationship was protective even when
controlling for the quality of the mother-son
relationship (Barnett, Marshall & Pleck, 1992;
Flouri & Buchanan, 2003).

What Research Shows What It Means for You

Positive father involvement is associated with Your presence protects your son from a wide range
improved prosocial behavior, stronger of risks — not by controlling him, but by giving
emotional regulation, reduced aggression, him the secure base from which he learns to

better literacy and math outcomes, and lower regulate himself, build character, and navigate the
rates of substance abuse and delinquency in world.

boys (Psychology Today, 2023; Sarkadi et al.,

2020; Lamb, 2020).

The bottom line: A father’s warmth is not generic — it is specific and irreplaceable.
v | Research shows it reduces anxiety uniquely in daughters and malaise uniquely in sons.
You are not interchangeable. You matter in ways only you can matter.

. The Foundation: What Every Child Needs from Dad

Before the activities, the conversations, or the strategies — connection starts with something your child
feels before you say a word: Am I safe with my dad? Does he delight in me? Will he keep showing up?

e Safety — your child knows they are not in danger of your anger, withdrawal, or shame
¢ Delight — your child knows you genuinely enjoy them, not just what they achieve
» Consistency — your child knows you keep coming back, even after conflict

The research insight: Children of fathers who are emotionally available and consistently
v | present show stronger attachment, better self-regulation, and measurably lower rates of
anxiety and depression. These benefits begin in infancy and extend into adulthood.




n Everyday Connection: Where Dads Shine

Dads connect differently than moms — and research shows that difference is a feature, not a bug.
Fathers tend toward physical play, challenge, adventure, and roughhousing. These interactions build
confidence, resilience, and risk-tolerance in children in ways that gentler interaction does not. Don’t try
to parent like a mom. Parent like a dad — but with warmth and presence.

Build Rituals That Belong to Just You Two

Connection deepens through repetition. Small, consistent rituals send the message: this time is yours,
and I protect it.

¢ A morning fist-bump or special send-off before school

» A weekly “dad date” — their choice, your full attention

¢ Watching a show together that only you two know about

¢ Abedtime check-in: “What’s one good thing and one hard thing from today?”
e A game, sport, or project that belongs to the two of you

Roughhouse with Purpose

Physical play is not just fun — it is one of the primary ways fathers build attachment with their children,
especially young children. Roughhousing helps children learn the boundaries of their own body,
practice emotional regulation, and develop confidence. Do it with warmth and always watch for the
“stop” signal.

> Let them tackle you. Let them win sometimes. Let yourself be silly.

> Teach them to read your face — when you're having fun vs. when it’s too much

> Roughhouse with daughters too — research shows girls benefit equally from physical play with dads
> When they say stop, stop immediately — this builds trust around physical boundaries

Be There in the Ordinary Moments

You don’t need a plan to connect. You need proximity and attention. Some of the deepest conversations
happen during the most ordinary moments.
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The Car Cook Together Play Their Game

Side-by-side with no eye
contact. This is where kids
talk. Turn the music down and
leave space.

Working with your hands side-
by-side lowers defenses. Ask
about their world while you
chop.

Ask them to teach you their
sport, video game, or hobby.
The asking communicates: you
matter to me.




. Listen First. Talk Second.

Dads often jump to fixing, advising, or redirecting. It’s a natural instinct — you love your child and you
want to solve the problem. But your child’s greatest need is often not a solution. It’s a father who stays.

The Most Powerful Questions a Dad Can Ask

> “How are you really doing?” — and then wait through the silence
“What’s been the hardest part of your week?”
“Is there anything I've done that’s frustrated you? You can tell me.”
“What do you wish I understood better about you?”
“When do you feel most yourself? Tell me about that.”
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“I'm proud of you — not because of what you did, but because of who you are.”

Resist the Urge to Fix

When your child shares something hard, the first response should never be advice. It should be
acknowledgment. Your child needs to know you’ve heard them before they can receive anything you
offer.

» Say “I hear you” before you say “Here’s what I think.”

« Reflect back what they said: “So it sounds like you're feeling — is that right?”
¢ Ask: “Do you want me to listen or help you problem-solve?” They will tell you.
 Silence is not failure — sitting with them in it is a form of love

“The most important thing a father can do for his children is to love their mother. The
second most important thing is to love them — present tense, actively, every day.”
— Theodore Hesburgh

Connection at Every Stage

What connects a three-year-old to his dad looks different from what connects a fifteen-year-old to hers.
Here is a practical guide to meeting your child where they are at each stage.

Stage How Dads Connect Best

Babies & Toddlers Hold them. Carry them. Narrate out loud. Get on the floor. Babies attach
(0-3) through touch, eye contact, and your voice. You are not “helping mom” —
you are building a bond that will shape this child’s brain.

Play is their language. Enter their world on their terms. Build forts, do
Preschool (3-5) voices, chase them around the yard. Read the same books ten times
without complaint. Bedtime is pure gold.




Stage How Dads Connect Best

Show up. At games, at school events, at the dinner table. Ask about their
Elementary (6-11) friends by name. Learn what they love — even if it’s something you don’t
understand — and love it with them.

Stay close without crowding. Resist the lecture. Offer side-by-side
Tweens (11-13) activities — the car, a game, a walk. When they push you away, don’t
retreat. Plant the seed and come back.

Now you need them to choose to be with you. Earn their respect by
Teens (14-18) listening without judgment. Apologize when you’re wrong. Be someone
they want to come to with hard things. This is built over years, not days.

The Courage to Repair

No dad gets it right every day. You will lose your temper. You will be distracted when they needed you.
You will say the wrong thing. This is not the end of connection — it is one of the most important
opportunities you will have.

Sons and daughters who see their fathers own a mistake and repair it develop something powerful: the
belief that relationships survive imperfection, and that real strength includes the courage to say “I was
wrong.”

Words That Repair

“I was too harsh and I'm sorry. You deserved better from me.”

“I was checked out when you needed me. I want to hear what you were trying to say.”
“I know things have been tense between us. I miss you. Can we start over?”

“There’s nothing you could do that would make me stop loving you.”
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“I'm still learning how to be the dad you need. I'm not giving up.”

The research on repair: Children with fathers who model accountability and repair
. | develop stronger moral reasoning, greater emotional resilience, and deeper attachment.
The repair itself is the teaching. Do it out loud, in front of them.

Connecting Through Faith

Research consistently shows that a father’s faith practice — or lack of it — has a disproportionate
influence on whether his children carry faith into adulthood. A mother’s faith matters enormously. But
study after study shows that when a father is the one who prays, reads Scripture, and lives his faith
visibly, his children are far more likely to follow.



Simple Ways to Lead Your Family Spiritually
e Pray out loud with your children, including when things are hard
e Let them hear you pray for them by name — this is profoundly bonding
» Read a Psalm or short passage together at dinner or bedtime
o Talk about God in ordinary moments: gratitude, beauty, difficulty, questions
» Let them see your faith struggle — dads who ask hard questions model authentic faith
e Lead short family worship: a verse, a question, a prayer. Five minutes is enough.

“A father who prays is a fortress. A father who reads Scripture is a lantern. A father who
shows up is a grace.”

Research note: Studies on faith transmission find that when only the mother attends
ul worship and the father does not, only 2% of children maintain the faith. When only the

father attends, 44% of children maintain faith. Your leadership — or absence — is not
neutral.

A Word of Encouragement

You don’t have to be a perfect dad. You have to be a present one. The research is

clear — your warmth, your attention, and your consistent presence have a
measurable, lasting impact on your child’s life. Wherever you are starting from, it is
never too late to lean in. Your child needs you. Not someone better. You.




