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DAUGHTERS WITHOUT FATHERS:
EFFECTS ON SUBSEQUENT INTIMATE RELATIONSHIPS
Abstract

A study of the long-term effects of voluntary father
absence, resulting from parental divorce, was conducted with
144 college women, ages 18 through 22. Adhering to Erik
Erikson's developmental theory, focus was on the impact of
father absence during adolescence (ages 12-16), on identity
formation and ability to establish intimate heterosexual
relationships. Sixty-two women from divorced families whose
fathers permanently left their home prior to their twelfth
birthday were compared with eighty-two demographically
similar women who were from intact, father-present homes.

Participants completed a demographic questionaire, the
Erikson Psychosocial Stage Inventory, and the Personal
Assessment of Intimacy in Relationships Inventory. It was
hypothesized that the two groups would differ significéntly
in their resolution of Erikson’s identity and intimacy
stages and in their level of emotional and sexual intimacy.
Age at time of father’s departure and amount of interaction
with him were expected to relate significantly to the
overall adjustment of women from father-absent homes.

The level of identity development among the father-
absent group was significantly higher +than that of the

father-present group (p <.01). The father-absent group also
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vii
demonstrated gslightly higher sexual intimacy scores and
slightly lower emotional intimacy scores than did the
father-present group. Age at time of father's departure and
amount of interaction with father did not relate to
adjustment. However, a significant relationship was
identified between the father-absent group’s perceptions of
their fathers and the level of emotional intimacy these
women experienced in heterosexual relationships.

The results are discussed as they pertain to the
findings of current divorce research. Directions for
further research are offered and implications for treatment

are discussed.
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DAUGHTERS WITHOUT FATHERS:
EFFECTS ON SUBSEQUENT INTIMATE RELATIONSHIPS
CHAPTER ONE
Introduction
In our time, the divorce rate in this counfry has
increased dramatically and the subject of divorce has become
a focal point of much psychological research. In 1982, the
divorce rate was one and one half times greater than it had
been in 1972 and nearly three times greater than it had been

in 1962 (National Center for Health Statistics: Vital

Statistics of the U.S., 1986). Consequently, the number of
children affected by broken marriages has increased
dramatically over the past two decades. Approximately

1,108,000 children under the age of eighteen experienced
parental divorce in 1982 compared to 532,000 children in
1962 (National Center for Health Statistics: Vital
Statistics of the U.S., 1986).

It has been projected that 30% of all children born in
the United States during the 1980’s will experience parental
divorce before they reach the age of eighteen and will
consequently live in a single parent home for a portion of
their lives (Bane, 1979). Single parent lifestyles
resulting specifically from parental divorce have increased
by 111% since 1970 (Guidubaldi, Cleminshaw, Perry, &
McLaughlin, 1983). Hetherington, (1972) has found that on

1
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the average, children of divorce spend six years of their
lives 1living in a single parent home., While an increasing
number of single parent families are headed by fathers, 90%
of custody arrangements are still awarded to mothers
(De Frain & Eirick, 1981; Hetherington, 1972). As such,
father absence is often a natural outcome of parental
divorce. The present study investigated the effects of
voluntary father absence, resulting specifically from
parental divorce, on the female child’s subsequent intimate
heterosexual relationships.

Review of the Literature

Children’s Reactions to Parental Divorce

Recent researzh suggests that regardless of the age
of the child, his/her reaction to parental divorce

begins precisely at the point when one parent physically

leaves the home (Hetherington, Cox and Cox, 1978;
Wallerstein and Kelly, 1972, 1980). Wallerstein and
Kelly note that parental divorce, in and of itself, is

not as important a determinant of the <child’s eventual
adjustment aB is the '"process" or chain of events set
in motion by the initial separation. They argue that the
assimilation of divorce- related changes is a process that
continues to wunfold throughout the development of the

child.
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3

Wallerstein (1983) proposed that the child’s long

range adjustment to parental divorce requires the child to
master s8ix interrelated, hierarchical coping tasks. These
tasks represent an added burden to the routine
developmental tasks faced by all children. As such,
children from divorced families must master two kinds of
developmental challenges gsimultaneously. The developmental
demands of dealing with parental divorce begin with
the initial break up of the family and culminate at
the close of adolescence. Wallerstein proposed that
children of divorce must first acknowledge the reality of
the marital rupture, then disengage from parental conflict
and finally, pursue customary activities within one year
of +the initial separation. It is only after these three
tasks are accomplished that the child can progress to
subsequent challenges which are mastered over a period of
many years. These involve resolving feelings related to
the partial or total loss of a parent from the family
unit, working through feelings of anger and self-blame, and
accepting the permanence of parental divorce. Finally,
during adolescence, or perhaps at entry to young
adulthood, the child of divorce is faced with the task of
achieving realistic hope regarding intimate

heterosexual relationships.
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4
McGrab (1978) has also taken a developmental
perspective in looking at the effects of parental divorce on
children. He asserts that parental divorce may hinder the
youngster’s ability to master the developmental tasks of
childhood put forth by Erik Erikson. These include: trust
versus mistrust, autonomy versus shame and doubt, initiative
versus guilt, industry versus inferiority, and identity
versus role confusion. Erikson’s theory regarding these
stages of development states that a relatively successful
resolution of each hierarchical conflict is necessary
for the individual to progress to the subsequent stage
of development. Unlike other theorists, Erikson notes
that development continues beyond adolescence. As such, he
proposes that the adult must confront the challenges of
intimacy versus isolation, generativity versus stagnation,
and finally, dignity versus despair.

The Preschool Child

According to Erikson (1968) the developmental task
of the toddler is that of autonomy versus shame and doubt.
During this phase of development the child must transcend
difficulties related to separating from the primary
caretaker and must develop a sense of curiosity,
jnitiative, and adventure via the world around him/her. An
application of McGrab’s theory on children’s reactions to

parental divorce suggests that losses and separations
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5
associated with divorce could quite naturally compound the
toddler’s difficulty establishing a sense of autonomy and
inner security. Consistent with this premise, a cluster of
researchers have proposed that the father’s departure
from the home commonly elicits guilt and a sense of self-
blame on the part of the preschooler. Preschoolers
faced with parental divorce demonstrate an increased sense
of anxiety, sadness, guilt, apathy, and evidence a
lesser degree of initiative in terms of task involvement
than do preschoolers with no history of parental divorce.
They commonly exhibit increased attention seeking behaviors
and demonstrate separation anxiety, sleep disorders,
confusion, and regressive behaviors (Hetherington, Cox &
Cox, 1978, 1979; McDermott, 1970A; Wallerstein & Kelly,
1972, 1980).

Bewilderment over the loss of father and anxiety
about losing mother has been repeatedly reported in
studies which have investigated preschoolers following
parental divorce. In one study (Wallerstein & Kelly, 1972)
preschool boys and girls expressed a desperate longing for
their father and feared that he would replace them with a
new child. They were unable to comprehend the complexities
of the divorce and commonly expressed self-blame and
personal responsibility for their father’s departure.

Another study (McDermott, 1970A) identified a subgroup
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6
of preschool girls who expressed a strong desire to dress
like "grown up ladies". McDermott interpreted such
behaviors as attempts to identify with mother in order to
ensure her love and prevent her from abandoning and
rejecting them as they perceived their fathers had done.

Follow-up studies of preschoolers who have experienced
parental divorce reveal a strong correlation between parent-
child relationships and the child’s psychological adjustment
to the divorce experience (Hetherington, Cox & Cox, 1978,
1979; Wallerstein & Kelly, 1972, 1980). In their five year
follow-up Wallerstein and Kelly (1980) reported that "the
extent to which the child did not feel rejected in
relationship with the noncustodial or visiting parent and
the extent to which this relationship had continped on &a
regular basis" (p. 207), was a critical factor in the
child’s long range adjustment to parental divorce. Still
another longitudinal study by Hetherington, Cox and Cox
(1985) revealed that boys tend to adopt a stable pattern
of impulsivity and antisocial behaviors in response to
parental divorce while girls tend to withdraw and evidence
behaviors indicative of depression and anxiety. It appears
evident that these patterns lead to more prompt clinical
interventions for boys because of the disruptive nature
of their symptoms. The emotional pain of little girls, on

the other hand, tends to go unnoticed and often remains
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7
untreated because it is not as overt or disruptive in

nature.

The School-Age Child

According to Erik Erikson (1963) the developmental
task of the school-age child revolves around learning to
become a productive individual and developing a sense of
industry. Successful resolution of this stage involves
developing a consolidated sense of achievement and academic
competence and forming close interpersonal relationships
with same-sexed peers. Unsuccessful resolution at this
phase results in a sense of inadequacy and inferiority.
According to Erikson’s paradigm, the child’s self image and
sense of worth depends upon whether s/he experiences failure
or mastery during this challenging phase of development.

A number of researchers have proposed that children
who perceive that they have failed to keep their parents’
marriage intact or see themselves as powerless because of
the break up, tend to develop a helpless, negative self
concept which contributes to low self esteem. (McDermott,
1970B; Parish & Taylor, 1979; Toomin, 1974; Wallerstein &
Kelly, 1976A & B; Young & Parish, 1977). Using a
clinical population, McDermott found that children from
divorced families tend to exhibit depression, self-
destructive behaviors, and a disregard for personal safety.

Robinson and Williams (1973) note that children who witness
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