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What Gift to Bring a Child?
By LIZ GALST JAN. 3, 2011

A business trip can call up all sorts of emotions for the parent and the child left
behind, starting with loss, guilt, anxiety and a feeling of liberation. But the parent
bringing home a gift may raise different issues.

“Kids can develop an expectation that every time a parent goes away, they’re
entitled to a present,” says Michelle P. Maidenberg, a psychologist who is the
clinical director and president of Westchester Group Works, a therapy practice in
Harrison, N.Y.

In fact, “what are you getting me?” is a question uttered in millions of
American homes where parents travel for work. In families that include children
under 18, about 17 percent of employed mothers and 27 percent of employed
fathers travel, according to the 2008 National Study of the Changing Workforce.

In the study, the latest on the subject conducted by the Families and Work
Institute, mothers who traveled were away on business nearly seven nights in the
previous three months, while fathers were away a little more than 13 nights.

Figuring out how to handle the gift question — whether to give gifts and if so,
what to offer — can go a long way, experts say, toward helping parents and children
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manage the disruption and complex feelings parents’ travel creates.

Parents offer gifts — or don’t — for reasons that are both elevated and base.
“There’s a little bit in that gift that lets the kids know you’re thinking about them
when you’re away,” said Lindsey Mosby, a management consultant in Atlanta who
travels frequently.

Charles Sophy, a psychiatrist and medical director for Los Angeles County’s
Department of Children and Family Services, offered other explanations for gifts.
“Gifts are often about a parent’s guilt for being away,” he said.

“And there can be a competition between parents” for their children’s
attention when one parent travels. Dr. Sophy said his partner frequently traveled,
and when he came back, their 8-year-old son sometimes said, “I forgot what you
look like.” Gifts, Dr. Sophy said, “can be a physical reminder that parents return.”

Nicole Rodrigues, a publicist in the San Francisco Bay area, said she decided
she needed something to help her daughter cope with her absences — up to five
days a month — after Ms. Rodrigues started traveling again for work when her
daughter was 4. At first, her daughter did not connect with the gifts she brought —
T-shirts and trinkets.

But eventually, Ms. Rodrigues said, she landed on the idea of small stuffed
bears with the names of the cities she visited. “These bears were something that
she really liked, and she started to display them with pride. Now she’s 9, and
instead of being upset about my going away, she looks forward to the bear.”

Gifts can also help create “a good moment of emotional connection” that many
parents crave when they return, said Juliet B. Schor, a professor of sociology at
Boston College and the author of “Born to Buy: The Commercialized Child and the
New Consumer Culture.”

For all their benefits, though, presents can sometimes alter dynamics between
parents and children.
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“If you use a present to make up for something — your guilt, your cranky mood
— that shifts the power dynamic,” said Ellen Galinsky, president and co-founder of
the Families and Work Institute, who has interviewed parents and children about
business trips.

“The child gets into the power seat, and that results in worse behavior
ultimately. It leads to the gimmies.” Moreover, Ms. Schor said, when gifts “become
ordinary and expected, they don’t function so well in creating that positive
experience.”

Chas Edwards, the chief revenue officer and head of publisher development at
the Web images company Pixazza, said he had not brought his daughters gifts
when he returned from the two- or three day trips he had taken.

The reason is not ideological. “I’d be lying if I said this was against
materialism,” he said. Instead, because “I’m quite busy, I’ve never had the time.”
But, he said he felt validated when he saw friends giving gifts. “The process seemed
like a barter with their kids to cover up a difficulty in family life and can sour the
rituals of gifts around holidays or birthdays that are so much fun.”

Sometimes, presents simply backfire.

That is what has happened occasionally in the family of Hyung Don Ryoo, an
assistant professor of cell biology at New York University. “I’ve always thought gifts
should be something you can’t get here,” he said. In fact, many experts recommend
that if gifts are given, parents should bring something small that’s related to the
place visited, to give children a sense of where their parents were while away.

But, Mr. Ryoo said, “The kids want sweets, which can cause problems.” He
recounted the time “I got both of the girls these Disney princess M&M dispensers.”
One of the dispenser’s arms broke, “and the kids fought over the working one,”
leaving them fixated on the candy dispenser, not their father’s return.

The truth is, presents or no, business trips can be difficult for families, and for
children in particular. They may fear for their parent’s safety in far-away, unknown
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places, and worry, if only unconsciously, that they may be abandoned once their
parent has left home.

“We have this notion that we should protect children from hard times like
these,” said Ms. Galinsky of the Families and Work Institute. “But children
wouldn’t learn how to be grown-ups if they didn’t learn to deal with hard things,”
including a parent’s temporary absence.

These business trips can be learning experiences, Ms. Galinsky said. She
recommends saying this to a child on the occasion of a trip: “The last time I went
away, you had a hard time. What would help you manage this?” Teaching children
coping strategies “gives them the skill of knowing how to deal with a hard time,”
Ms. Galinsky said.

“And that is a true gift.”

A version of this article appears in print on January 4, 2011, on page B8 of the New York edition with the
headline: What Gift to Bring a Child?.
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