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By Cameron Stracher

‘WESTPORT, Conn.
=% ACH night, in the United
States, more than 50 mil-
lion children eat dinner
without their fathers. Giv-
g o0 this grim statistie, it

aBvoomu SCEMS  appropriate  to
wonder what difference a father
makes anyway. Or, put differently,
does dining with Dad matter, or is a
father at the dinner table like a kidney
or a lung — nice to have but not es-
sential for living?

We might start by Iooking at the sci-
entific studies that measure a child’s
well-being by his parents’ presence at
. the dinper table, The most famous —
the onre cited repeatediy by newspaper
columnists and talk-show hosts — is a
report by the National Center on Ad-
diction and Substance Abuse at Co-
fambia University that concludes that
“the 'more often teens have dinner
with their families, the less likely they
are to smoke, drink or use drugs.” A
spokesman on the center’s Web site
declares: “Parents, there's something
you can do to protect your kids from
drugs and aicohol. Combine ground
beef with egg, tomato sauce, bread-
crumbs and spices. Bake in an oven-
safe pan at 350 for 50 minutes. Serve
hot.”

‘Other studies, for example one con-
ducted by researchers at Harvard
Medical School, seem to suggest that
children who eat dinner with their
families are less likely to be aver-
weight.

So Dad matters, right?

Wrong. For one thing, neither of
these studies specifically exarmined
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the importance of a father’s presence
at the table. While it may be true that
families that do not sit down to eat to-
gether have a higher incidence of chil-
dren who abuse drugs or are over-
weight, this tells us nothing about
families where Mom is the only par-
ent in the home.

More important, the studies demon-
Strate a correlation, not a cause, They
prove only that two things often go ro-
gether, not that one causes the other,
They have about as much significance

At din:nertime;
anyway, do fathers
really matter?

as a study demonstrating that every-
one whe drask water between 1800
and 1820 is dead, and therefore, drink-
ing water must kill you.

There are, in fact, stronger correla-
tions that get less attention in the sub-
stance abuse center’s study, like age.
Not surprisingly, families with older
children tend o have more incidences
of drug use, and these are the same
children who are less likely to be
home at dinner. So, too, according to
the center’s own research, do families
where youngsters watch R-rated mov-
ies and have sexually active friends.

The center's study also fails to take
into account a family’s socioeconomic
status, or whether other members of
the family have & history of drug use,
factors that are much more closely
linked to substance abuse than eating

" together. The Harvarg study acknowl-

edges that “there is the possibility
that there is truly no association be-
tween family dinner frequency and

eriodically at the Table

overweight incidence.” SR
Yet the studies continue to get & ot
of press because they attempt” to
quantify something that is inherently
unquantifiable. Parents want cdon-
crete advice, and there is ahiays
someone happy to obligé. But par-
enting cannct be evaluated by sheer
data cranching, just as intellectual
prowess cannot be measured by the
number of books in a home. The traits
that make a good parent are far fhore

- complex than can be captured “in- a

simple cross-sectional study. _
By caiculating family well-being by
the number of shared meals, these
studies give us a false sense of control.
They aiso, perversely, encourage ar-
guments on the other side. If, in fatt; it
turns out that being home for dinner
makes no statistical difference in ¢hil-
dren’s lives, if staying married to
their mother confers no adrmission ad-
vantage at Harvard, then a father
might be forgiven for his absencg. In
advocating for the family dinner as if
it were exercise or prescription medi-
cation, we lose sight of the reasons we
come to the table in the first piace;
The real question is not whether:
Dad matters — he may or may nét —
but what has Dad lost? In missing the
family dinner, we fathers are missing

-a large portion of our children’s lives,

the part they are. living right now.
Without dinner as a touchstone, it is so
much easier to Jet the rest of the day
slip away as well. How soon before qur
children are grown and out of the
house, the famity table a forgatten
memory? How soon before they di nat
miss us at all? They may recover just
fine, but wemay not. :
Here is the reason, thexn, to cothé to

‘the table: Your daughter, 7 years old,
-two hands grasping a glass as she

raises it to her lips. “Daddy,” she asks,
“Why is milk white?” The answer is
just an arm’s length away, 0



