Wiitten By Debbie Neel, Ph.D., a local psychologise

We hear a lot about the family being as
important as the career, but for many men,
that is more an ideal than a reality. Achieving
a proper balance of career and family is a dif-
ficult task. Our culture still tends to define
“success” in terms of climbing the career lad-
der and by providing (abundantly) for the
tamily. Yet, in viewing oneself as “the mate-
rial provider,” men may give more emotion-
al energy o work than to family.

Frequently, men say that their work is
taking over their lives. Workdays are longer
(and more numerous) as more layofls occur.
It can be hard, if not impossible, to limit
work hours. Doing so might jeopardize one’s
job or the family’s financial stability. But the
family unit suffers when there is lirtdle time
and encrgy left to give.

Men may feel they should be doing
more at home, but many corporations have
lictle sympathy for dads who want tw be
more involved in their family life. Trying o
get the right balance berween carcer and
family can feel like a bartle between oppos-
ing forces. Negotiating this balance often
becomes bargaining with the family because

Relationships do
not just happen
and neither does

time together

they are more accepting than employers.
Some men do regain a sense of equilib-
rium by seeking part-time employment or
becoming consultants. Others are able t
maintain home offices, but this can be a sub-
tle “trap” to be even less available. It is not
uncommon to see couples that are as con-
fused by the man’s presence at home as by
his long absences. When working from
home, is dad available to help with a school
project or is it OK for him ro miss dinner
because of a conference call? Can he watch
che kids while mom runs to the store?
There may be an accompanying chal-
lenge of supporting a partner’s career or

being a single parent. This adds the juggling
of childcare, keeping doctor appointments
and actending school activities, cooking
meals and cleaning up, mowing the grass,
maintaining the car and more. Most people
do not have the help of extended family
nearby, and if they do, there is frequently
added responsibility rather cthan less.
Statistics show that more and more men are
stepping in to care for aging parents.

Not only does the wife tend to feel
resentful, but also the husband is feeling
powerless and helpless. Men do not function
well for long in situations feeling this way.
Depression may set in, but go unrecognized
because our socicty still sees depression as a
woman’s illness. As clinicians, we have
become accustomed to sccing depressed
women and expect to see the same symprom
patterns in men. The perceived stigma of
depression is still so strong that most never
seck help. Therefore, many deeply depressed
men go untreated and are even less available
to their families.

While women are diagnosed mainly by
paying attention to their feelings, men are
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better diagnosed by paying acention to
their behaviors. Men tend to vent their frus-
tradons and anger by becoming irritable
and moody. Rather than connect, men tend
to withdraw from relationships.

Many men “mask” their depression.
Feelings of depression are shoved out of the
way by one mask of distracting behaviors or
numbed by some preoccupation. Qddly
enough, they may secondly mask it with the
very thing that caused the depression,
workaholism. A third popular mask is avoid-
ancc of intimacy. A fourth common mask of
male depression is sexual compulsions.

Depression places men at greater risk of
other illnesses by keeping the stress response
constantly activated, a state that can damage
many organs, including the heart. Studics
show that depression can shorten onc’s life.
Depressed men are more than twice as like-
ly as non-depressed men to dic of any cause.
If you suspect that you or a loved onc has
depression, consult a physician.

There are self-help strategies such as
breaking large tasks into small ones, spend-
ing time with people in whom you can con-
fide, replacing negative thinking with posi-
tive thinking and acrobic exercise. Accepting
that life rarcly has true balance allows us to
begin to reasonably address the issuc. Men’s
tendency is to not talk about a problem so
that it is “not noticed” or because “nothing
can be done.” Think of depression or family
tension as a warning sign letting us know
that something is out of balance. There are
things men are doing and can do more.

Reflect on times when the man has suc-
cessfully connected with family and how it
happened, no matter how insignificanc it may
seem. Do not discount those little things that
show family members that they are more
important than work. Create a list and com-
mit to do them more. Verbalize to loved ones
that you also are frustrated when you cannot
participate, and then ask about the activity
when you arrive home.

Call your partner during the workday,
cven if you must leave that romantic message
on her voice mail. Schedule time with your
partner, with the kids and also with the entire
family. Put it on the calendar as you would
any important meeting. Relationships do not
just happen and neither does time together.
Relationships can drift apare, but rarcly do
they drift together.

Dr. Neel is a psychologist and certified
sex therapist. Her office is located within the
office of Atrium OB/GYN in Raleigh. She can
be reached ar (919) 781-8810 or online at

www.atrinmpsychology.com,

~ Working late with little or no time to see the children

or your partner
- S5pending a lot of time unwinding

- Choosing to be at work instead of attending an

important child’s or partner’s event

— Leaving it up to your pariner to take time off work

when the children are sick

- Knowing more about your workplace than about what

is happening In the lives of your partner and children

- Giving too much time to the business; if self-

employed, not having a clear boundary berween

when "on" the clock and when not






