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Families involved in

commercial fishing are Family Life and the Fishing Cycle
familiar with change. In

fact, many fishing couples ® G

enjoy the changing nature of 43"”

family life that accompanies P i Y
the fishing cycle. Husbands 1. Departure:

Getting ready to leave; establishing emotional distance

enjoy their connections to

the sea and a sense of self- N

sufficiency that comes with O - A ) o
fishing. Wives enjoy a sense o T‘-'- b '.:- : o
of accomplishment and e d— ﬁ ?"ﬁ, T
independence by running 4. reunion: ﬁuﬂ
their homes and working for creating a renewed sense of family 2. Separation:
pay on Iand O Staying connected when husband is at sea

Fishing familie§ experi- L R 7
ence many benefits from the . A

lifestyle that commercial 3. Homecoming:

f|Sh|ng brings’ but they aISO Anticipating being together again; returning to home and initial togetherness
experience challenges in

adapting to husbands’ trips to and from the sea.  of whether they care for children or work for pay,
Through studying fishing families over the past or even in the type of paid work in which they
several years, we have learned of the creative waysarticipate. With all of the complexity involved in
fishing couples cope with the particular challengeqam”y life, common themes do emerge. Al

that commercial fishing brings to family life. We  fishing families depend on the sea for their liveli-
hope to share insights from our study—insights  hood and must create a family life that involves
that we have developed by talking with fishing  times when husbands are home and times when

w e T

wives and husbands. N they are at sea. We intend to describe a general
~ We want to emphasize that no two families,  pattern of family life that is connected to the
including fishing families, are exactly alike in fishing cycle. We also offer ideas for managing the

their circumstances. Fishermen fish for different Cha”enging parts of this Cyc|e_ These are sugges-
types of fish, hold different types of positions on  tjons that fishing couples have offered to us and

the boat, and have different types of fishing are offered to you as possibilities to try.
schedules. Fishing wives are not the same in terms
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Change and Stability in ® . Departure

Fishing Families’ Lives ey 'd rather be

. . e ey 1 home but |

Separations due to the requirements of commer- @Iﬂ K h

cial fishing are normal—though sometimes e T (now that
stressful—events for fishing wives and husbands. T R you've got to
Studies have shown that families dealing with go away to
regular and expected separations can build more mgke money In
satisfying lives by using strategigsincrease this business.
their sense of togetherness, to improve their ability —A fishing husband

to be flexible with change, and to communicate in
regular and positive ways

In addition to regular and expected separations,
fishing families contend with unexpected and
frustrating changes. For example, weather patterns
shift in unexpected ways, resulting in unplanned

Usually when my husband leaves, it's all
understood between the boys and me that
their dad will be gone for at least two or
three months and we just have to do what we
have to do on a day to day basis to survive

changes in both fishing and family schedules. emotionally. o _
Unexpected change can be more stressful for —A fishing wife
families, particularly if family members have Departures can be hectic and stressful times for

relatively little control over their circumstances. fishing families. This period may be particularly
Wives and husbands we spoke with acknowledgeahallenging after a long span of being together in
that having control over either the family schedule combination with the anticipation of a long time

or the fishing schedule—or an equal say in both = peing apart. Many fishing couples told us that they
schedules—was an important factor in their cope with departures by accepting that the leave
feelings of well-being. Whether change is ex- was necessary for the common good of the family.
pected or unexpected, we believe t_hat understandg example, though many fishing wives stated

ing the ge_ner_al processes qf adapting to change that they wished their husbands had different jobs
can he_lp f'Sh"!g famll!es bu.'ld closer and more (at least at some point in their marriages), they
satisfying family relationships. also had reconciled themselves to the fact that they

. depended on fishing income for survival. Fishing
Understandlng the Ebb husbands coped with their sadness about leaving
and Flow of Fishing behind their wives and children by defining their
Families fishing work as something they dior the family

_ _ _ Thus, wives and husbands create a common belief,
Husbands, wives, and children experience a 5 marital value, that fishing is necessary for their

variety of thoughts and feelings regarding family - tamjly life. When both partners did not have this

life as a result of the comings and goings of common belief, the marriage was less satisfying.

fishermen. In looking at the comings and goings The departure period may be experienced by

of fishermen, we found that there are really four couples as a time when more emotional or psycho-

phases that families go through. We will present |ggical distance exists between them. They may

the four phases in detail below. We provide this  stop sharing intimate thoughts and feelings with

model as a way to give fishing families informa-  gach other and focus on the tasks of the departure.

tion about potential emotional reactions to It is important to recognize that this distancing is a
changes in family life that commonly occur as a pgrmal and adaptive part of preparing for the
result of fishermen’s departures and returns. departure. Psychological distance helps both

partners prepare for the upcoming time when they
will have to be more independent of one another.
Delays in departures can be uncomfortable as they
extend the distancing period—when couples are
not really together and not really apart. Husbands




Departure is easier when families view th
departure as necessary for the common
good of the family.

11%

Many couples cope by establishing
emotional distance between each other.

It is common for husbands to feel guilt for
leaving and for wives to feel anger for
being left behind.

couples who must cope with long periods of
separation, children need understanding and
reassurance during the departure period. Fishing
wives explained to us that they sometimes feel
overwhelmed by their own and their children’s
feelings during times of departure. It is helpful if
both mothers and fathers address their children’s
feelings and concerns. Bringing children in on the
family value that fathers fistor the familywill

help children accept departures.

Finally, the sheer work involved in preparation
for departures can be overwhelming for husbands
and wives, particularly if the fishing trip will be an
extended one. Both the home and the boat must be
prepared for lengthy separations at a time when
tensions may exist between marital partners.
Fishing husbands and wives often work together to
prepare the boat and crew for departure. Both
spouses are concerned about readying the home
for the time when husbands are not present.
Disagreements may arise over what needs to be
done before husbands leave. Many people we
talked with explained that awareness of their
partners’ contributions helped them to cooperate
with and show appreciation for their spouse.

» Couples who discuss their feelings
regarding departure appreciate and
understand each other better.

may think, “Let’'s get on with it,” while wives are
thinking, “If you have to go, go!” The distancing
process is a delicate balance, also, because too
much distance too soon can be hurtful to the
relationship. Sometimes this adaptive distancing
process can become problematic if it seeps into
larger areas of the relationship.

In addition to the increased distance couples
may experience, wives’ feelings of anger and
husbands’ feelings of guilt are common. Wives
may feel angry for being left behind and husbandsSeparation
may feel guilty for leaving. Many wives and
husbands were hesitant to admit their feelings of
anger or guilt for fear of hurting their spouse.
Through participation in our fishing study, some
wives and husbands became more aware of their

The leaving part
is hard, but the
real hard part is
being and staying

one.
feelings and talked to their spouses about these g_A fishing
feelings. Every person who spoke of this process husband
explained that becoming more aware of their _

I'm a different

feelings and speaking to their spouse was a way to .
gain understanding and appreciation of each other. = -
The presence of children often intensifies the

feelings that wives and husbands have during
departure. Both spouses are aware of the addi-
tional responsibility and work that are associated

with children. Wives may feel particularly resent- guess. Being gone so |0ng and not having the

ful of having all the responsibility for children discipline, the guidance from me there all the
while their husbands are at sea, and husbands may time that | think they need.

feel especially guilty for leaving. In fact, many —A fishing husband
husbands told us of decisions to change the pattern Not all fishing families experience extended

of their fishing by minimizing long trips and periods of separation, but for those who do, these

increasing the ““mbe.r of s_hort tr.'ps in order to periods create challenges in maintaining a sense of
spend more regular time with children. For those

person when he's
home and when
he’s gone.

—A fishing wife

What worries me the most are my kids |




Wives often feel proud of what they
accomplish and how they tackle their
responsibilities.

Husbands focus primarily on their work
and the changing rhythm of daily life on
the boat.

During separation, staying connected to
one another is important for families.

Couples work out how they will stay
connected to each other by determining
how often they will talk and what they
will discuss.

their work, they also benefit from communication
with their wives and children via cell phone and
radio.

Maintaining a sense of marital closeness can be
challenging for couples who are separated for long
periods of time. Cellular phones have increased
fishing couples’ ability to have intimate conversa-
tions while husbands are at sea. Many couples use
letter writing and radios to communicate as well.
Separation of spouses also requires couples to
trust each other. Regular communication helps to
decrease concerns about faithfulness as well.

Connections with and discipline of children can
be difficult for parents during separation. Fathers
struggle to maintain connection with their children
(SeeConnecting with Fathers at Sgavhile

mothers cope with tensions that occur from daily
togetherness for couples and their children. Shortinteractions with them. Discipline of children can
separations also can be disruptive. Fishing couplebe difficult for parents to coordinate at this time.

must work to enjoy both their times together and
their times apart.

After a period of adjustment, wives often feel
proud of their independence when husbands are
away from home. Many wives stated that having
their independence was the best thing about the
fishing lifestyle. While in some ways wives feel a
sense of freedom to “run the show as they please,”
they also can feel overwhelmed with responsibil-
ity. Demands from children, outside employment,
and other family concerns can be difficult for one
individual to handle. Some wives feel vulnerable
at night and may have difficulty sleeping because
of their responsibility for nighttime security.

Wives also worry about the safety of their hus-
bands while at sea. Regular communication with

One longtime fisherman explained that he appreci-
ated his wife’s efforts to discipline their children

as problems arose and to keep him informed of
what was happening while he was at sea. He
supported her efforts over the phone and when he
returned home.

Homecoming

People at work
know when he’s

JTENL ae. \
SRR I coming home
e A T cause | always
LI " .
K i, “:J.J get ex_c|te_d. _
o E.— ‘==& —A fishing wife
e s Tl

The coming home

husbands seems to help lessen the wives’ concerns IS really good. I don’t know of any other job

about their husbands. Many wives told us that by
connecting with other women who are in similar
circumstances, they gain a sense of belonging and
normalcy that they may not have otherwise.
Husbands focus on the job they have to do and
on adjusting to the pace of life on the sea. Many
fishing husbands explained that they try to main-
tain psychological distance from their families,
particularly during the first part of the trip, in
order to cope with the separation and do their jobs
well. Their energies are focused on catching fish,
maintaining safety, and living in close quarters
with each other. Although husbands try to focus on

that you can plan on coming home. | suppose
there are other jobs where you can plan on
coming home and having a vacation or
whatever. But it's almost like a party for a
whole week solid. Everybody’s all excited.
—A fishing husband

When it's closer to crossing the bar, you see
your wife up on the point waving at you. You
hope she’s smiling, not frowning.

—A fishing husband




Coming home. He's really clean, he wants
body contact. It's “Touch me. | need affec-
tion”
—A fishing wife
At some point during their time at sea, fisher-
men recognize that the trip is half over. One

They worry about being overwhelmed by family
concerns before they have a chance to settle in.
Many couples describe a festive atmosphere
when they finally are reunited. Some fishermen
describe the initial homecoming as like a party,
while fishing wives talk of romance by saying that

fisherman describes “hump day” as the point wherféunions keep marriage “fresh.” Once the initial
thoughts begin to turn towards home. He begins tdi0mecoming activities are finished, however,

initiate more contact with his wife and children in
anticipation of renewed connections with them.

fishing families find that they have many issues to
negotiate or work out.

While both husbands and wives experience similar

questions regarding homecoming, each has

additional thoughts that separate them tht®

ones who go awagndtheones who stay home
Many fishing wives express a strong sense of

responsibility for their children during separation.

So, although wives often feel great joy about their

husbands’ homecoming, they also are concerned
about how to assimilate husbands back into the
family. For instance, wives question how to bring
fishermen up-to-date on family decisions, child
activities, and personal experiences that occur

while he is gone. Fishing wives also are concerned

about the success of the fishing trip, as a good

Reunion
There's the initial

excitement but
. then after that it's
P o sometimes, | think
R e, the wife resents
. -'. "ﬂ-.,,_h__:‘“.._::_ﬁ;%ﬁﬂ

the husband
because she gets
things going the
way she likes it
done at home and then when the man comes
home, he expects to step into the throne. It
just doesn’t work that way.

—A fishing husband

catch influences both their economic security as a

family and their husband’s frame of mind.

For most husbands, the satisfaction of their
fishing trip influences their feelings about home-
coming. As they come closer to home, many
fishing husbands feel happy to return, but also

anxious about what has happened at home during

their absence. In addition, fishermen are con-
cerned about fitting back into family patterns.

» After the halfway point, husbands and
wives devote attention, and feel some
anxiety how it will be when he is back
home.

» Husbands wonder about what has hap-
pened at home in their absence.

* Wives speculate about what husbands wi
think about being home and how they will
readjust to home life.

* The success of the fishing trip affects how
positive couples feel about homecoming.

It's hard to run a house six months at a time;
you either do or you don't. If you've got a
system, it needs to be in place all of the time.
Yet, they feel like they’re not really part of the
family. They want to get into the family, and |
can understand that side too. They want to
become part of the family at home—they're
going to try and find a little spot there.

—A fishing wife

She makes decisions regarding our daughter,
so sometimes when | get back it takes me
awhile to kind of fit in again, like things are
pretty well organized and | feel sometimes if
| come home and make demands, it sort of
disrupts the routine that’s been set. It takes
awhile to get back into the routine of the
family.
—A fishing husband
When husbands are at sea, fishing wives control
most aspects of home life. As a consequence, this
control can be problematic for both wives and
husbands during reunion. During this time,
families often shift away from a life structured by
one parent to two. Some wives and husbands




It is natural for the “party” or the “romantic
reunion” to end.

It is a big adjustment for a family to switch
gears from a one-parent system to a two-
parent system.

Both husbands and wives crave together-
ness but also crave solitude and privacy

during the reunion time. Couples will have
to negotiate how to best meet these need

[72)

How fathers readjust to parenting and
choose to spend time with children are
critical issues during reunion.

expressing affection and feeling close with their
children when reunited. This process, of course,
varies depending on the ages of the children.
Children who are older are seen as more able to
anticipate the ebb and flow of family life within
fishing families, although fishermen express regret
at being unable to attend significant events. Part of
the reunion phase includes time to spend individu-
ally with older children in child-centered activi-
ties. For infants and toddlers, more time is spent in
reintroducing Dad into the family and having time
for them to play together.

What We Have Learned
from Fishing Families

desire to make decisions together once fishermenSuggestions from Fishing Families

return. Other couples simply acknowledge the
wives’ authority whether husbands are present or
at sea. Fishing families find a variety of ways to
adapt to husbands’ return home. Regardless of

and from Research

In our study of fishing families, we found
consistent themes in how couples deal with regular
and expected separations. Similar to other families

whether couples choose to share decision makingdealing with periodic absences, fishing families

and control of home life or continue with wives’
authoritative role within the home, the bottom line
for successful reunion is the agreement between
partners.

Maintaining intimacy within the husband-wife
relationship once husbands are in port is a com-

employ several strategies to build strong family
foundations. By increasing their sense of together-
ness, improving their ability to be flexible with
change, and communicating in regular and posi-
tive ways, fishing families established a firm
foundation for successful departure and reunion

mon concern for couples. For instance, the tension .~c

between the desire for physical intimacy and the
need for personal space must be negotiated

Families learn to create a sense of

between spouses. When husbands are at sea, thekegetherness

get accustomed to the different pace, the quieter
atmosphere, and the lack of human contact. They
need to adjust to “clock” time and to a noisy
household. After the “party” of homecoming is

over, both husbands and wives experience fatigue

and a need to catch up on sleep. When both

partners feel rested and relaxed, couples are ready

for emotional and physical closeness.

Relating to children is an especially critical
issue for most fishing fathers. Many fathers are
particularly concerned about their responsibility
for discipline and help wives in establishing
family order. One fisherman talks of the pressure
to discipline his children immediately after

arriving home because his wife “wants to push the

discipline part to you for awhile.” In addition to
discipline, fishermen are also concerned about

« Families learn to give each other space, as well
as welcome togetherness. All families have to
deal with this tension. You will need to discuss
and compromise to find a pattern that works for
you.

Both fishing husbands and wives talked about
respecting each other and respecting and
valuing the responsibilities they both held
during separation. Research on families has
shown that when husbands accept the wives’
power and decisions, couples are more likely to
stay happily married. In a recent study, this was
one of the three most important qualities for an
enduring marriage.

Families decide, one way or another, when
conflicts or problems are discussed. Making




this decision jointly helps to avoid bombarding ¢ Fishing couples often have conflicts about

each other once the boat is in port. Having a decisions made by one partner while the

time when you both know you'll discuss these husband was at sea. It is helpful to talk about
issues can prevent a feeling of dread or worry your decision-making process without blaming
during the homecoming phase of the cycle. or criticizing each other. What you learn from
these talks can help you create a better plan for

Couples need to create room for intimacy. making future decisions

Without intimacy, family home life is not
complete. » Couples benefit from focusing on the positive

: aspects of marriages.
Children feel more secure when they under- P g

stand the fishing cycle and stay connected with ~Many couples talk individually about how

fathers. Keeping all family members within the Much they love the time that husbands had at
communication loop is essential. home once their trips are completed. Depending

on the type of fishing or the time of year, many

Fishing families are experts at being fishing families feel fortunate that the fishing
flexible family lifestyle provides them with intimate time
« Most fishing families described schedule in which fathers have extended periods with wives

changes with humor. Research on what makes and children. The critical issue for many of the
marriages endure happily has found humor a fishing families is that the absences or readjust-

selves cause undue stress. Once husbands, wives,

Stress is a common result of unanticipated  and children are able to adapt to the ebb and flow
changes. Research has shown that when mar- of their family life, families thrive.

ried couples work to soothe each other, stress

does not take away from the quality of their Suggested Reading
lives.
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This research is part of a larger project
entittedAdapting to Change: Fishing Families,
Businesses, Communities, and Regidie
project, sponsored by Oregon Sea Grant from
1995 through 1997, sought to provide re-
search-based information about cycles of
change that affect U.S. fisheries and the pegple
and communities involved in them. Beneficig
ries of such information include policymakers
fisheries managers, and fishing communities
and families themselves. This research did rnot
use funds allocated for disaster relief funds for
salmon fishermen.
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