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T
he idea of having a work-life
balance (along with “lean-
ing in” and “having it all”)
was the preserve of harried
working women until Mil-
lennial Dad came along.
Unlike Generation X fathers

before him, he isn’t willing to miss every
sports day and milestone.

That’s where Mark McCartney, “The
Dad Coach”, comes in. He’s the UK’s only
business coach specialising in helping
alpha men with children under 11: his
clients are young bankers, lawyers and IT
types who want to be more hands-on
parents without wrecking their careers.

He’s not surprised by a poll of more than
1,000 millennials working in the City pub-
lished this week that found that 40 per
cent had “little interest” in progressing to
senior management and would happily
move jobs if they could work flexibly. 

“It’s a reaction against that mantra of
working ever longer hours and being teth-
ered to the workplace,” says McCartney,
who is working in ten organisations with of-
fices in 12 countries. “I’ve found millennial
men are simply not willing to make as many
family sacrifices or work those hours.”

It’s making big companies nervous, he
says. “People in senior positions have
confided to me that they are worried about
attracting and retaining key staff in the
future.” McCartney emphasises that it’s
not just good for dads to be more involved
with their children, but good for produc-
tivity because they’re more motivated,
engaged and loyal to the company. “We
are not as productive as Scandinavia and
Germany, where they have more enlight-
ened family-friendly policies,” he says.

In his 25-minute weekly contacts with
clients (men and women) he shows them
how to ditch what he calls the “wasteful
busyness” at the heart of corporate culture
— the pointless meetings and avalanche of
emails — so they can free themselves up to
spend more time with their children.

“My aim is to help dads focus on what
matters,” he says. “We work for a reason —
and we should never let anything push
that reason down our list of priorities.”

He regularly hears from men in their
late forties and fifties who regret the hours
they spent at the office during their child-
ren’s formative years. “I call them post-
cards from the future. They say they only
worked those hours because everyone else

If you’re not the boss, you have limited
control over meetings, but some millenni-
al dads he has coached now get around
them by saying: “I really want to share my
progress with you, but I wonder could I
share my update then leave, because I have
some important deadlines this afternoon.”

When you’re with your 
child, be present
It’s no good carving out time to be with
your child, then spending it furtively
checking emails. “One director I worked
with left early once a week to take his
daughter to her swimming lesson. He
thought he was doing pretty well, until one
day his daughter turned to him and said,
‘You’ve never actually watched me swim
once, have you?’ He’d been using that 45
minutes to catch up on emails, but now he
puts away his phone and watches.” 

He advises all parents to work on their
transition from office to home. “If you
arrive home from a busy day, you probably
won’t be in the right frame of mind to
welcome two children jumping at you the
second you open the door — they’re not
going to wait politely because you’ve been
in back-to-back meetings. So have a simple
ritual on the way home. Perhaps
drive around the block once and get
yourself in ‘home mode’, or listen to a
particular song on your iPod on the train
to switch your mindset.”
For details of Mark McCartney’s work,
see tofocus.co.uk
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was. It didn’t make them more productive,
but it did affect their relationship with
their children.”

There’s some evidence that the culture is
changing; about 60 per cent of McCart-
ney’s work comes from HR directors call-
ing him in. But there’s clearly a big differ-
ence between paying lip service to flexibil-
ity and genuine flexible working. Figures
out this week showed that it’s still a tiny
proportion of new fathers — between
1 and 3 per cent — who are taking up their
right to shared parental leave. 

McCartney, who is based in Oxford,
takes his sons, aged four and eight, to and
from school every day. Not everyone is
going to manage that, he says, but most can
make small changes. One client has break-
fast with the family three days a week, then
takes the children to school, and doesn’t
check emails or take calls in that time. “He
gets in at 10am, having spent meaningful
time with his children. Not only does he
feel more motivated and engaged at work,
his boss has reported that his productivity
is higher because he is happier.”

Get the boss on board
Clearly, an organisation’s culture comes
from the top, but middle and junior staff can
have an impact if they can make a decent
case, McCartney says. The trick is to em-
phasise the benefits for the business, rather
than wax lyrical about seeing your son’s ex-
cited face on Fridays when you pick him up
from school (if your boss couldn’t ever pick
his or her children up from school at your
stage, it might not endear you to them).
“Prepare your arguments carefully before
asking for what you want. You need to be
one step ahead and anticipate all the push-
backs. A good start might be, ‘I’m looking at
how I can be as productive as I can and pro-
duce the best results for the organisation.’
You’re immediately putting the emphasis
on their agenda rather than yours. 

“Then say, ‘I would like the flexibility to
pick up my children from school on these
days, but I would be on email later in the
evening/early in the morning when I am at
my most productive.’ It’s quite difficult to
argue with that. Think through possible
objections and have answers ready, and
talk to other millennial dads about what
happens in their companies.” 

Sometimes, all you have 
to do is ask
Don’t just assume that your boss will never
agree; it’s fear and guilt that often hold
men back, says McCartney. “I am working
with a senior executive who picks his child
up from school at 3pm once a week, but has
to talk to his boss daily at 3.30pm. He was
juggling the two — having to keep his child
quiet in the car on the way home from
school — until one day his boss heard
the child in the background. My client
was mortified, but his boss immediately
suggested rescheduling the call for 4pm,
saying it made no difference to him.”

Prioritise key times you 
want to be at home 
For younger children, research says that
the time dad’s presence makes most differ-
ence is bath time and reading bedtime
stories; for older children it’s reading and
homework. Numerous studies have found
that the amount of time a father reads with
his children is a reliable indicator of their
academic achievement later. Other re-
search shows that children listen more
when fathers read to them, and dads also
spark more imaginative discussion. 

“The parents I work with also hate miss-
ing key school events, such as sports days
and parents’ evenings,” says McCartney.
“One hadn’t been to his child’s nativity
play in three years. But he and his team got
together at the beginning of the year and
put all the key dates and commitments in
the diary to prioritise them. Then it’s clear
when’s not a good time for meetings.”

Are you addicted to 
feeling busy?
Ask yourself honestly if you’re being as
productive as you could be: the twin evils
are meetings (McCartney estimates that
50 per cent are pointless) and emails,
which absorb up to a third of the average
worker’s day. “So many people are addict-
ed to emails, but they don’t add anything to
your or your firm’s productivity — we’re
falling for the illusion that the busier we
are, the more important we must be.”
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