Suddenly, more dads are running the household
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“I love being home,” says Joe Ferron of Oshawa, showing off his cooking skills for wife Tara and children, from left, Hannah, Nicholas and Felicity. 
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What you can do 

If you've been laid off or know someone who has, some important guidelines may help avoid pitfalls that can exacerbate a bad situation. Experts suggest:
Get help. Possibilities include an official employment-support program, a mental health association, your doctor or a member of the clergy.

Find information on the Internet regarding depression, anxiety and available treatments.

Avoid isolating yourself and internalizing negative thoughts. This is the time to speak about your feelings and develop as many relationships as possible. Make the time and effort to engage or re-engage with friends and family members.

Recognize anger that is spilling out at home and get help before it escalates to violence or broken relationships.

Create realistic to-do lists and celebrate small accomplishments.

Maintain an active schedule, including physical exercise, relaxation techniques and healthy eating.

Recognize that children pick up on parents' tensions and anxieties, much more so if those issues are not being practically addressed. Be aware of regression in children: soiling themselves, acting out or doing poorly in school, needing to sleep with mom and dad.

Hunt for silver linings until you find some. Gratitude for what you have is important.

Don't look back and wish for what no longer exists.

And for those supporting someone who has lost a job:
Don't criticize or return anger.

Don't overload or make excessive demands.

Recognize that those who are depressed are often judging themselves with impossible-to-meet standards.

Look for signs of depression and offer to find help. 

Be as encouraging as possible.

Barbara Turnbull
 

Click here for The Star's Recession page and more personal bailout stories.
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Barbara Turnbull 
Living Reporter


Alex Burke's January layoff blindsided him.

After weeks of fruitless job searching outside the home, he realized he had a job – running the house – but had no clue how to do it.

With a 4-year-old daughter and a son nearly 1, the Beach resident knew he had a lot to learn. He started slowly but, eventually, became adept at juggling meals, maintaining order and focusing on the kids. 

"I transitioned from mommy assistant to full-fledged parent," he says.

He thought he had helped his wife before but now – given how much he has changed – he realizes those efforts barely scratched the surface. 

Running a household, he says, "is a much more difficult job than one would even imagine." 

It's also a reality for more fathers, because men are taking heavier hits from this recession than women. The adult male unemployment rate is 7.5 per cent, almost two points higher than that of women of a similar age.

"Layoffs really need a whole kind of redefinition and reframing of stereotypical and gender-specific roles," says Tom Triantafillou, who is with Family Services of Peel.

"I think this economic meltdown also means a sort of social revolution in terms of how we view work and how we view relationships."

Kathleen Deck, a counsellor for Family Services' Employment Assistance Program in Toronto, says almost every laid-off person goes through a period of shock and intense emotion and they experience hurt, anger, anxiety, fear and, for the lucky ones, relief and excitement.

But for families already on shaky ground, she cautions, large cracks can quickly appear.

"Oftentimes, not only is there the difficulty of seeing meaning in making breakfast but also, if people are struggling with the transition, they may behave in ways they don't feel very proud of." 

Triantafillou says Peel family services is seeing more men and, although manufacturing and construction sectors are the hardest hit in Ontario, plenty of their new clients are professionals with degrees and pink slips. Those who strongly identified themselves by their career are having the hardest time. 

"They don't feel they are living up to their manly, breadwinner duties." 

Initially, that was the experience of Oakville resident Peter Kolisnyk, who was cut out a year ago as middleman for a Chinese manufacturer of women's sports clothing after a successful 25-year career, mostly as an executive. 

"It is so humiliating and humbling to have something like this happen," he says. "It is a shock to the male ego."

But his wife's real estate career took off at the same time, so he became househusband to the blended family of his son and three stepdaughters.

Like Burke, Kolisnyk is grateful for how his life has changed and that he now has a stronger family unit.

Experts believe it's an adjustment anyone can make with the right attitude and some help, but some fear that most men who find themselves in this situation are getting stuck in negativity.

"There is a lack of hope and great sadness," says Hannah Esmaili, lead counsellor in Peel's Family Services' Working to Your Full Potential program. 

They are referring growing numbers of laid-off men for psychological assessments and treatment for anxiety and depression.

Deck says many clients acknowledge they would have benefited from the help long ago, but didn't recognize the importance.

Family services in most regions provide counselling, family-life education, employment support, group workshops and opportunities to be heard by – and hear others – in the same boat. They can make referrals and are a critical resource for thousands. Workplace employee assistance programs serve the same purpose.

Unemployment can lead to tension at home, feelings of anger, irritability, impatience and helplessness, sleep problems and difficulty concentrating, all of which can turn into a vicious cycle of hopelessness.

But some laid-off men have embraced their new opportunities. Oshawa father of three Joe Ferron is one of them.

"It's awesome. I love being home," he says, reached by phone while changing the bedsheets and sounding downright cheerful.

He wasn't expecting the layoff from Lear in December but he took on all house duties when his wife started a new job in January. "I don't expect her to do anything," he says. 

"I do the homework, I do the cooking, cleaning, shopping, volunteer at the school," he says. "(I'm) just being home 100 per cent with the kids."

He starts school in September to learn security and law enforcement.

Esmaili says a lay-off can mean sink or swim to a two-parent family's relationship.

"The strength of the couple really shines at this time...and it is a really strong factor in determining how they will be able to make it through the situation."

Experts say the key to not just surviving, but thriving, is to gather as much support as possible, talk about feelings and remain active. And family members should coach and encourage.

Celebrate small accomplishments, Deck says. Learn to feel grateful, find ways to be positive. 

"The more you work on your mind frame, the more you are energized to seek out and find those resources," she says. "Don't get stuck in looking back or wishing for what you don't have."

Burke does see meaning in menial chores and says he has become a genuine partner, one that the children now turn to as easily as mom. He says he has gained patience and learned about early childhood development, resulting in a relationship with his kids that never would have developed without a solid stretch of time.

Kolisnyk marvels at how useful he has been to his kids. "The bonding through this has been tremendous."

Instead of trips to China every few weeks, Kolisnyk wants to focus on what he can contribute to Canada.

He turned to an industrial psychologist, crafted a 10-year plan and realized he wants more meaning and satisfaction for his time and effort. He has five potential career paths, and will continue as chief cook and bottle washer until something pans out. 

Burke says his eyes are now open and this difficult job is not one he would choose. After speaking about his lay-off with the Star, he called to say he started a new sales job this week. But Burke swears he'll retain his new-found domestic skills.

"Going into the office will always be less taxing than running a household," he says.

