'My father is boring and frustrating'

25 March 2007
Art curator "Frances", 29, wants to know what to do about her "boring and frustrating" father. 
"Every time I think of him it makes me feel down," she says. "My parents went through an unhappy divorce when I was 16 and, although my mother has moved on with her life, my father seems stuck, dreamily withdrawn and not really doing anything with his life. I have escaped to London, got my degree in fine art and have established a successful living for myself, yet I find myself preoccupied with worries about my father, our relationship and if I should be involved more in sorting out his life. I just find myself feeling angry with him and then I feel sad, thinking I should be doing more about him. But I really don't know what difference I could make." 
Step 1: We are responsible for our own happiness 

Frances could begin to change her relationship with her father by first acknowledging that, even though she cares about him deeply, she is not ultimately responsible for his happiness. This is a hard one to accept, but her father is choosing to live life his way. 

Frances, by challenging her own assumptions about "how" her father "should" live, might see that his way of life is in fact relatively harmless, albeit uninspiring to her. As an adolescent, his "distant, bemused, non-committal parenting" and social withdrawal distressed her, but, as an adult, Frances might reflect that her father was likely to be depressed after his divorce, finding it difficult to adjust to this major life change, while probably also feeling inadequate as a parent. 

Step 2: Let go of your grudges 

Children often feel that they need to "do something" about an unhappy parent, attempting, effectively, a role reversal which can be unsettling for both. Frances's desire to organise and direct her dad, rather as a parent would, is understandable, but perhaps is based more in wanting to feel better about herself, than in helping him. Frances might consider that some of her frustration and sadness arises from a residual anger about her childhood experience, when she felt let down, embarrassed and often confused by his inability to participate in life in the way she wanted. She might also see that harbouring a stagnant grudge isn't helping their relationship now, and she could choose to think about her father and his lifestyle differently. 

Step 3: Doing the best you can 

If Frances could let go of her need to control and influence her father's way of life, accept him the way he really is, rather than the way she wants him to be, their relationship might change. Reframing the context to one where she could accept and support him might revolutionise the way they relate. When she thinks of her father's situation, she could gently remind herself that they are both doing the best they can, in their own way. Her father's history suggests that he has unresolved issues of his own and a more compassionate perspective would enable her to develop a less critical and judgemental position. 

Step 4: Unconditional love 

Frances, when thinking of her father, could draw on positive images of him and communicate with him through this more constructive perspective. Instead of frustration, something warmer, spontaneous and more meaningful might develop between them. Her father, sensing this, might well become more open and accepting of her as well, creating a much closer reciprocal relationship. 

By giving up the disappointed "mother" role she has taken upon herself, Frances could create the emotional space to be the unconditionally loving daughter she always wanted to be.

