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Abstract 

Previous literature has addressed the impact of father absence on adolescents’ sexual 

development and behavior but has neglected to explore youth’s motivations and attitudes 

towards romantic relationships.  This study examined the association between the duration of 

father absence and adolescents’ romantic relationship ideals of commitment, sex, and pregnancy 

within a romantic relationship.  It further focused on any differences between genders.  Findings 

based on data from Wave I of the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health (N=18,849) 

showed that adolescents whose fathers were always absent had different romantic relationship 

ideals than those whose fathers were never absent: they desired a lower level of commitment to 

their partner and wanted to engage in riskier behaviors, such as sex and pregnancy, outside a 

committed relationship.  Moreover, boys were more impacted by father absence than girls with 

regards to their desires for commitment and sexual activity, while girls wanted less commitment 

within a relationship overall than boys.  These findings suggest that earlier interventions with 

youth, before adolescents initiate risky sexual behaviors, and interventions that target romantic 

ideals rather than sexual behavior may more successfully prevent risky sexual behavior. 
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Adolescent Romantic Ideals 

 Past research examining the impact of father absence on adolescent outcomes has linked 

it to a range of negative sexual outcomes, such as earlier pubertal timing, earlier sexual initiation, 

unsafe sexual behavior, and teenage pregnancy (Ellis & Tither, 2009; Ellis & Garber, 2000).  

These findings suggest that father absence alters or shapes children’s sexual development in a 

way that may facilitate the development of weak and unstable romantic relationships and sexual 

behavior within such relationships. In effect, father absence may raise an adolescent’s probability 

of contracting a sexually transmitted disease, enduring a teenage pregnancy or having a child out 

of wedlock (Hofferth & Hayes, 1987; O’Donnell, O’Donnell, & Stueve, 2001).  In this way, 

instability within the family in one generation could cause instability in the next, thus 

perpetuating the cycle.  More immediately, the events associated with father absence may have 

contributed to the recent increase in teenage pregnancy for the first time since 1991 (Guttmacher, 

2010) and the rise of sexually active adolescents in general (Mendle et al., 2009).   

Although these links suggest father absence may alter adolescents’ sexual development, 

the vast majority of literature on these phenomena has examined only broad indicators of sexual 

development such as sexual behavior and pregnancy. Few studies have examined impacts on 

romantic ideals, such as willingness to have sex outside committed relationships and pregnancy 

intention, which may prove to be essential motivating factors underlying sexual behavior itself. 

Adolescents’ romantic ideals could thus illuminate mechanisms through which father absence 

may impact sexual development.  Furthermore, a major gap exists in the examination of any 

differences between the ideals of girls and boys regarding romantic relationships. If father 

absence impacts the sexual development of boys and girls differently, and this difference was 

identified, more targeted and thus more potentially effective interventions with teenagers could 
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be designed. Overall, a thorough investigation of adolescents’ ideals and attitudes about 

commitment, love, sexual activity, and pregnancy could inform interventions that target youth 

before they the initiate risky sexual behavior.   

Previous Literature 

Numerous studies have examined the association between father absence and early pubertal 

timing in girls. Tither and Ellis (2008) explored this relationship by comparing sisters in mother-

only versus two-parent households.  They found that younger sisters in disrupted families had 

earlier menarche than their older sisters, whereas younger sisters in intact families did not have 

earlier menarche.  Their findings imply a direct relationship between stressful life events, 

specifically father departure, and the early onset of puberty.  Earlier menarche can lead, in turn, 

to earlier sexual debut and riskier sexual behavior. For example, Cavanagh (2004) demonstrated 

in her research on young adolescent girls that a direct relationship may exist between early 

menarche and early sexual debut.  Early maturing girls had a tendency to be a part of groups that 

followed non-normative and earlier engagement sexual activity.   

We should be cautious when assuming a causal association, however, between father 

absence, early menarche, and sexual debut. Mendle and colleagues (2009) furthered this 

investigation by exploring the possible paternal as well as purely biological influences that 

contribute to a hasty path to sexual initiation.  By comparing cousins with discordant experiences 

of father absence, they found that girls in a father-absent household exhibited an earlier age at 

first intercourse than did their cousins only when they inherited different genetic factors from 

their mothers.  Mendle’s findings speak to the ongoing environment versus genetics debate in the 

scientific community and address the fact that it is necessary to take caution in making concrete 

conclusions about the causal effect of father absence on sexual development. 
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Father Absence and Adolescent Romance 

Existing adolescent research directly associating father absence and adolescent romantic 

relationships lacks depth and specificity.  With only a few national datasets that include 

information on adolescent romance and family structure, psychologists either do not have the 

resources for in-depth investigation or are puzzled as to how to interpret the hormone-laden 

adolescent romantic mindset and actions.  Currently, investigations have focused on non-

traditional family structure (married stepparents, cohabitating couples, and single-parents) and its 

association with adolescents’ increased amount of romantic relationships (Brown, 2006; 

Cavanagh et al, 2008; Fomby &Cherlin, 2007; Hao & Xie, 2007; Osborne & McLanahan, 2007; 

Wu & Thomson, 2001).  Specifically, Cavanagh found that adolescents residing in a stepparent 

family were more likely to be in a relationship than those in two-biological parent families. 

Moreover, those without a biological father who were currently romantically involved 

experienced more conflict and instability within their relationship. Although these conclusions 

fail to explain the association between father absence and adolescents’ desires to engage in 

romantic relationships, they do support the life course perspective, which emphasizes the 

intergenerational link between parents’ and their children’s relationship patterns (Elder, 1985).  

The life course perspective suggests that any change in a child’s family structure, such as the 

absence of a father, will most likely directly influence the child’s behavior throughout 

adolescence and early adulthood (Aquilino, 1996).  Previous studies on cohorts born in the 1950s 

and 1960s have strengthened the argument of parental influence by determining that children 

were more likely to assume adult roles prematurely, such as cohabitation, if they lived outside of 

a two-biological parent household or experienced familial transitions throughout childhood 

(Teachman, 2003).   
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However, instead of investigating effects of father absence in the immediate adolescent 

period, psychologists have taken a hindsight approach by looking at relationship information at 

the onset of early adulthood.  An information gap exists in the early years of adolescence when 

romantic relationships begin to occur. If we can gather knowledge about these crucial first years 

of romantic and sexual experimentation, we may be able to understand more about why family 

structure has such a strong association with adolescents’ sexual behavior. It is necessary to 

explore deeper into the attitudinal precursors of these initial relationships in order to predict how 

adolescents will approach sexual activity, feelings of love, and attitudes toward teenage 

pregnancy.   

Gender and Adolescent Romance 

 Nearly all research on father absence and romance and sexual development has focused 

on the behaviors of girls and has failed to examine how boys may also be affected.  More 

attention should be paid to how both genders carry out their relationships because boys and girls 

may view romance differently. Boys and girls tend to interact with others socially in different 

ways and emotions and interactions within the family and peer groups vary by the nature boys 

and girls relationships and roles in those contexts. Thus, it is possible boys and girls react to 

father departure differently in terms of their emotions and their views on relationships. 

 In general, most adolescents depend on their peers rather than their parents for support 

when they are engaged in a romantic relationship.  Yet, girls tend to become more emotionally 

involved and feel the social effects of a relationship to a greater extent than do boys (Carver et 

al., 2003).  To the degree that girls are thus more emotionally sensitive and vulnerable within 

romantic relationships, family instability may increase any negativity within their relationship 

and even taint their views of future relationships more so than it would boys. A recent qualitative 
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study conducted in-depth interviews with girls whose parents divorced or separated either during 

their youth or before they were born. Females who did not have a stable father throughout 

childhood displayed romantic emotions that fell into one of four main categories: (1) a constant 

source of hurt, (2) father as a stranger, (3) negative view of negotiating relationships with men, 

and (4) a need for relationship reconstruction (East et al., 2007).  The first three types of feelings 

may translate into less positive visions of commitment and love within a romantic relationship, 

thus lowering the desire for them.  The fourth type, a yearning for reconstruction, may emerge 

through desires of sex and pregnancy in an attempt to solidify a relationship with a romantic 

partner.   

 On the other hand, boys’ emotional patterns within social relationships may elevate their 

sensitivity to father absence more than girls’.  Although girls seem to be more emotionally 

affected by relationships, they typically create a broad social network of close girlfriends on 

whom they can rely for support.  Boys either lack these intimate relationships or have fewer of 

them, on average, and they tend to deal independently and internally with personal issues 

(Giordano et al., 2006).  As a result, girls lacking parental support in the home can rely on their 

peers, whereas boys may compensate for the lack of support through their romantic relationships; 

thus, a stronger connection between father absence and boys’ romantic ideals may be 

established.    

Theoretical Framework 

Various theories aim to evaluate the extent to which father absence impacts adolescent 

development. The paternal investment theory (PIT) provides a sound foundation to the unique 

understanding of adolescent romance as it invokes both biological and cognitive mechanisms 

that shape sexual development.  According to this theory, a combination of low paternal 
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investment, father absence, and stepfather presence accelerates menarche and earlier sexual 

initiation in offspring (Draper & Harpending 1982).  Thus, offspring should be oriented towards 

weak pair bonds, which could manifest as romantic ideals favoring less committed romantic 

relationships and sexual behavior outside committed relationships (Ellis, 2004).  More 

specifically, Campbell and Ellis (2005) present the ideal standards model (ISM) in which 

romantic ideals comprise of three components: self-perception, desired qualities in a partner, and 

desired type of relationship.  These ideals further support the notion that adolescents with an 

unstable family structure may develop a negative self-image, low partner standards, and a 

distorted vision of a healthy relationship; all which could ultimately lead to seeking out weak 

pair bonds. Within the ISM, the ideals construct evaluates criteria that reflect evolutionary 

relationship goals, including capacity for intimacy and commitment, attractiveness and general 

health, and social status and resources.  

 Existing literature on the association between father absence and adolescent romance has 

not explored the impacts on adolescent romantic ideals, including both general and gender 

specific ideals. My project aims to identify the impact of father absence on romantic ideals in 

adolescence, determine if those impacts vary by gender and, in doing so, illuminate one 

environmental source of variation in adolescent romantic desires.  To accomplish this goal, I will 

examine specifically adolescents’ idealization of commitment, sex, pregnancy, and the 

importance of sex with committed and loving relationships and how those ideals vary by age at 

father departure from the home.  I will further delve into any observed differences between boys 

and girls by age at father departure. 

Other environmental and genetic risk factors may confound these impacts during the 

constantly fluctuating adolescent period.  The Child Investment Theory proposes that a low 
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quality environment that includes aspects such as family instability and low parental education 

level will initiate children’s earlier sexual development (Ellis, 2004).  For instance, low family 

socioeconomic status (SES) is associated with father absence and with riskier sexual behavior; 

thus, adolescents from low SES families display riskier sexual behavior, have higher rates of 

teenage pregnancy, and may have more liberal attitudes toward sex outside committed 

relationships.  Moreover, they are more likely to experience father absence, meaning the link 

between father absence and sexual outcomes may be entirely spurious.  To address these 

potential confounds, I will control for a range of family characteristics that could also be 

associated with earlier sexual development and attitudes and could also covary with father 

absence. These covariates will include household income, number of individuals in household, 

child race, child age, child immigration status, and mother education level.  The aim in doing this 

is to isolate the impact of father absence on adolescents’ development of romantic ideals.  

Hypotheses 

 Based on the Paternal Investment Theory as well as previous literature on child 

development, I expect to find a strong link between father absence and increased sexual desires 

within adolescents’ romantic relationships. More specifically, I hypothesize that adolescents 

without a father for any duration of their lives will be more likely than those with a father to 

idealize sex and pregnancy and less likely to idealize commitment within a romantic relationship.  

My second hypothesis refers to the differences among the four durations of father absence: 

adolescents never having a father will be more impacted than those who have had a father for at 

least some part of their lives.  As for any gender differences, I hypothesize that both girls and 

boys will be equally affected by experiencing any amount of father absence throughout their 

lives.   
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Method 

Data and Sample 

Data for the present study are drawn from the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent 

Health (Add Health), a nationally representative study designed to assess multiple aspects 

adolescents’ health including sexual behavior, pubertal development, emotional wellbeing, and 

nutritional status among others.  Although Add Health consists of four waves of in-home 

interviews from 20,745 students, my analyses focus solely on the Wave I interviews conducted 

during the 1994-1995 school year when youth were in grades seven through twelve.  The Add 

Health is the only nationally representative sample of adolescents in the U.S. that asks youth 

about their romantic ideals, and it does so in a series of questions in the Wave I interview.   

Because my analyses are limited to Wave I, my analytic sample is restricted to the 20,745 

youth who were interviewed in-home at that time. My sample is further limited to those youth 

who indicated they were a part of one of six types of family structures that include both 

biological parents, biological mom only, biological dad only, step parents, and adoptive parents.  

Among those adolescents who did presently live with a biological father, 102 did not have data 

on when their father left the home.  An additional 53 adolescents did not respond to either 

questions about specific romantic ideals or the preferred order of events within an idealized 

relationship.  The final sample is reduced from 20,745 to 20,590 adolescents in Wave I of the 

Add Health Data, and further reduced to youth with all demographic covariates for the 

multivariate models (N=18849). 

Measures 

Father departure. Using youth self-report of father departure and residence, adolescents 

were grouped into four categories that reflected the age at which the adolescent experienced 
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father departure in his or her childhood.  The categories comprise: “father always absent”, 

“father always present”, “father left the home between youth’s birth and age five”, and “father 

left at or after age six”. These groups allow for the examination of the differences in father 

absence in early childhood as well as the early adolescence.  Adolescents who answered, “I don’t 

know” or “refused” in response to the question, “Do you currently live with your biological 

father?” are excluded from analyses in an effort to minimize the ambiguous nature of the “father 

always absent” category. Father departure category will be entered as three dummy variables in 

multivariate models, with father always present as the omitted reference group. 

Romantic ideals. Adolescents answered a set of 18 dichotomous “yes/no” questions 

regarding their ideal romantic relationship behaviors within the next year.  Behaviors included 

those that reflect feelings toward one’s partner or those that involved an act.  I focused on 

commitment as well as the acts of sexual intercourse and pregnancy within a relationship, as 

these behaviors present a well-rounded view of the course of adolescent romance.  I combined 

six responses to reflect an adolescent’s level of commitment; these included “we would go out 

together with a group of friends,” “we would go out alone,” “we would think of ourselves as a 

couple,” “We would tell others that we are a couple,” “I would spend more time with my partner 

than others,” and “I would meet my partner’s parents.”  Questions regarding sex, pregnancy, and 

love were each answered as a single “yes” or “no,” therefore it was not necessary for me to 

combine responses.   

Adolescents were then asked to rank these behaviors in order of when they would occur 

in the relationship. I constructed a dichotomous variable that determines whether love or 

commitment ideally precedes sex (=1) or if sex precedes love or commitment (=0).  The variable 

is also coded as 1 if the adolescent does not include sex in their ideal rankings, suggesting that 
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commitment or love is valued over sex.  By using a sequencing technique, I was able to 

determine three specific orders of events within a relationship – committing to a partner before 

engaging in sex, loving a partner before sex, and committing as well as loving a partner before 

sex.   

Lastly, I constructed a pregnancy attitudes scale, ranging from one to five; one 

represented the most negative view whereas five represented the most positive view of 

pregnancy.  I combined several questions in the interview that reflected adolescents’ attitudes 

towards pregnancy, which included how they would feel about embarrassing themselves or their 

family, having to quit school, marrying the wrong person, growing up too fast, and following 

through with childbirth.  Adolescents chose between five different responses (strongly agree, 

agree, neither agree nor disagree, disagree, strongly disagree) that corresponded with each 

number on the pregnancy scale.  I then calculated the mean score of all of the adolescent 

responses. 

Overall, I produced seven dependent variables: commitment, sex, pregnancy, 

commitment before sex, love before sex, commitment and love before sex, and pregnancy 

attitudes. These represent the range of romantic ideals that will be tested among all durations of 

father absence. 

Controls. In multivariate analyses, I will control for a rich set of maternal and child 

characteristics that could bias the association between age at father departure and romantic 

ideals. That is, mother and child characteristics that may covary with father departure and 

adolescent sexual development, thus introducing a spurious association between the two, will be 

entered as covariates in all models. Maternal controls will include maternal education level, 

income to poverty ratio, immigration status, and number of family members in the household. 
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Controlled child characteristics will include child race, age at the time of the interview, and 

whether or not the child was born in the US.  

Analytic Strategy 

Analyses will proceed in two stages. First the bivariate associations between age at father 

departure and all adolescent romantic ideal variables will be assessed using a series of chi-square 

tests for all dichotomous dependent variables (e.g., whether commitment would ideally precede 

sex) and one-way ANOVAs for all continuous dependent variables (e.g., pregnancy attitudes).  

All models will be run on the full sample and then separately for boys and girls to determine if 

any gender differences exist in the father departure and romantic ideals patterns.   

Next, I will conduct a series of regression models to determine if the bivariate patterns 

remain when maternal and child characteristics are held constant. Dichotomous dependent 

variables will be analyzed using logistic regression models. Continuous dependent variables will 

be analyzed using Ordinary Least Squares (OLS) regression models. In separate models, each 

dependent variable will be regressed on dummy variables for father departure, a dummy variable 

for child gender (1=female; 0=male), and three interactions between father departure and child 

gender. The coefficients for each father departure variable will indicate whether youth whose 

fathers left at different times in their lives report significantly different romantic ideals than those 

whose fathers were always present in their lives (the reference category). The coefficient for 

child gender will indicate whether boys report significantly different romantic ideals than girls 

(the reference category). The interactions between father departure and child gender will test 

whether the association between age at father departure and adolescent romantic ideals is 

significantly different for boys versus girls. All regression models will include the full set of 

maternal and child covariates.   
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If any father departure by child gender interactions is statistically significant in the full 

sample regression model, then I will run separate models for boys and girls on that dependent 

variable to ease interpretation of the interaction terms.  

Results 

 My study’s objective was to identify any significant differences between the romantic 

ideals of adolescents whose fathers left the home at different times in their lives versus those 

who never had their father leave the home.  Analyses were conducted in two steps.  First, I used 

chi-square tests and ANOVAs to determine bivariate associations between father absence and 

adolescent romantic ideals. These analyses were run separately for boys and girls to determine if 

different patterns of associations emerged across genders. Second, I used multivariate regression 

models to determine if the differences across father absence categories remained constant with 

added controls.  These models included interactions between father absence and gender to 

determine if father absence was related to romantic ideals differently for boys versus girls.  

Bivariate Results 

The duration of father absence was measured in four increments beginning with father 

always absent, then father left between child ages 0 to 5 years, father left when the adolescent 

was 6+ years, and father was never absent.  Overall, the greatest differences among the 

dependent variables emerged between adolescents who always had a father absent (“father 

always absent” adolescents) and adolescents who have never had a father absent (“father never 

absent” adolescents) (see Table 1). Those whose fathers left sometime in their youth after birth 

only differed by a few percentage points from “father always absent” adolescents for each 

dependent variable, however, the “father always absent” adolescents presented the largest and 

most significant differences from “father always present” adolescents.   
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Specifically, results from a series of chi-square tests showed that “father always absent” 

adolescents were more likely to desire sex and pregnancy within an ideal relationship than 

“father never absent” adolescents, and less likely to desire commitment in general and 

commitment with love before having sex than “father never absent” adolescents.  Within these 

general results, the most interesting finding was the variable regarding commitment within a 

relationship.  Seventy-nine percent of all adolescents whose fathers were always absent desired a 

committed relationship, whereas eighty-two percent of those whose fathers were never absent 

wanted to commit to their partner.  These same statistics were approximately consistent when I 

ran the tests separately for boys and girls.  It seems that as the amount of experience with a father 

at home decreases, adolescents’ desire for commitment within a romantic relationship decreases 

as well. Although this finding may seem insignificant due to the few differential percentage 

points between the categories of father absence, it is intriguing to think that perhaps these levels 

of commitment could reflect a nationwide trend.  

 The most statistically significant finding was that of the difference between the desires to 

have sex within a relationship.  Fifty-two percent of the “father always absent” adolescents 

wanted to have sex in their relationship, whereas only forty-one of the “father never absent” 

adolescents did.  In terms of pregnancy, eighteen percent of the “father always absent” 

adolescents wanted to either become pregnant or wanted their partners to become pregnant in 

their ideal relationships while eleven percent of the “father never absent” adolescents wished the 

same. Results from the pregnancy scale presented further evidence of attitudinal differences 

between adolescents with or without father absence, as shown by the ANOVA test results.  The 

pregnancy attitude scale revealed that “father always absent” adolescents had a more positive 

view of pregnancy than the “father never absent” adolescents; “father always absent” adolescents 
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had a mean of 2.9 while the “father never absent” adolescents had a mean of 2.5.  The different 

paths of a relationship, including love before sex, commitment before sex, and love and 

commitment before sex all followed the path consistent with the previous variables: adolescents’ 

desires for these types of relationships decreased as the duration of father absence increased (see 

Table 1). 

When analyses were run separately for boys and girls, notable gender differences 

emerged (see Tables 2 and 3).  The first puzzling finding was that of the general commitment 

level between boys and girls: boys seemed to desire commitment more than girls across all 

categories of father absence.  The general trends from the rest of the overall sample results 

persisted, including those pertaining to sex (see Tables 2 and 3), but the individual differences 

among the statistics were far more exaggerated than the general sample.  For example, twenty 

percent of “father always absent” boys wanted their partner to become pregnant in their ideal 

relationship whereas only twelve percent of “father never absent” boys wanted the same.  This 

eight percent gap was much greater than that of the entire sample, in which there was a five 

percent difference between adolescents never having a father and adolescents always having a 

father.  Girls overall actually idealized pregnancy less than boys in their relationships: only 

sixteen percent of “father always absent” girls wished to become pregnant whereas twenty 

percent of “father always absent” boys desired pregnancy.  Yet, within the pregnancy scales, 

girls and boys whose fathers were always absent scored approximately the same mean of 2.9;  

those whose fathers were never absent was less positive about pregnancy, averaging  2.51.   

In terms of the ideal path of a relationship, seventy-two percent of “father always absent” 

boys wanted a committed and loving relationship before having sex.  This percentage increases 

by more than ten percent to eighty-three among boys whose fathers left when they were between 
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0 and 5 years old, which is close to the eighty-two percent of “father never absent” boys.  Girls, 

on the other hand, presented similar results within all categories of commitment and love 

preceding sex; eighty-seven percent of the “father always absent” girls idealized this path of a 

relationship while ninety-two percent of the “father never absent” girls did as well.  Although 

these results were statistically significant, they are smaller than those of the boys’ results. 

Multivariate Results 

 The results from the OLS regression model predicting commitment are displayed in 

Table 4. The “father always absent” group of adolescents valued commitment less than the 

“father never absent” adolescents.   The effect of gender remained constant from the previous 

bivariate model in that girls significantly idealized commitment less so than boys. A significant 

negative interaction occurred between girls and having a father who was always absent and 

between girls and father left at age 6 or older in predicting commitment; the sign of the 

interaction indicates that the impact of father absence in both cases was weaker for girls than for 

boys.  Referring back to tables 2 and 3, you can see that the difference between boys desire for 

commitment among those whose fathers were always absent versus those who were never absent 

was much larger than that same difference for girls, meaning that father absence lowered their 

commitment level more so than it did for girls. 

 Adolescent groups who experienced any type of father absence idealized sexual 

intercourse more than the group of “father never absent” adolescents (see Table 5).  As was the 

case with the initial ANOVA test results, girls desired sex less than boys within their ideal 

relationship.  However, always having a father absent affected boys’ idealization of sex more 

than girls, meaning father absence increased boys’ desire for sex more than girls’.   “Father 

always absent” adolescents also had a significantly greater desire for pregnancy within a 
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relationship than “father never absent” adolescents.  Adolescents whose fathers left at age 6+ 

also wanted to become or get their partner pregnant more so than the “father never absent” 

adolescents, although to a lesser extent than “father always absent” adolescents.  Girls in general 

wanted to become pregnant less than boys, yet no interaction occurred between father absence 

and gender, suggesting father absence impacts boys’ and girls’ pregnancy attitudes equally. 

 Father absence also affected adolescents’ ideal path of romantic relationships.   Father 

absence significantly decreased both boys’ and girls’ desire to love their partners before sex (see 

Table 8), commit to their partners before sex (see Table 9), and both commit and love before 

having sex with their romantic partners (see Table 10). Overall, girls valued commitment and 

love before sex almost 2.5 times more than boys (see Table 10), although father absence did not 

present any differences in ideals between genders.   

 As in the initial ANOVA without controlling for covariates, the pregnancy attitudes 

regression showed that any type of father absence has a significant effect on adolescents’ 

attitudes towards becoming pregnant or getting their partner pregnant.  Both girls and boys had 

similar attitudes and did not differ within the various groups of father absence.  The lack of a 

father seemed to ignite a more positive attitude towards pregnancy among these adolescents. 

 In summary, father absence upheld its significant effect among the idealizations within 

adolescent romantic relationships while controlling for environmental factors.  The lack of a 

father similarly affected both girls and boys except in the context of commitment and sex ideals.  

In both of these categories, boys without fathers were affected more than girls in that they 

desired more commitment and sexual activity within a romantic relationship.   
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Discussion 

         The present study aimed to illuminate the impact of father absence on adolescent 

romance and deepen our understanding of how boys and girls are uniquely affected.   By 

investigating adolescents’ romantic idealizations instead of their behaviors, I anticipated opening 

a new research perspective on the link between father absence and sexual development, one 

focusing on youth’s attitudes and motivations.  My results support previous findings on the 

significant influence of father absence on adolescents’ tendency to follow a premature pathway 

to sexual activity and pregnancy.  However, the results involving gender differences highlight 

the importance of understanding the extent to which boys are affected by father absence; whereas 

prior studies highlight the impact on girls’ sexual and emotional development, this study makes 

clear that boys’ sexual development may be in some ways more influenced than girls’ by the 

absence of a father. 

My analysis of father absence and adolescent romantic relationship ideals uncovered 

three major findings.  The first and most prominent finding was that adolescents whose fathers 

were always absent throughout their lives were impacted much more in their romantic 

relationship ideals than those whose fathers were never absent and much more than adolescents 

whose fathers left sometime after their birth.  Adolescents without a resident father desired a 

lower level of commitment to their partner and wanted to engage in riskier behaviors, such as sex 

and pregnancy, in their ideal relationship.  This pattern obtained even when controlling for 

factors such as mother’s education and income level as well as child’s age, race, and immigration 

status.  It is fascinating to note that adolescents were less impacted by father absence when their 

fathers left the home at some point in their childhood, except in the category of desiring more 

sex.  This finding clarifies that not having a father throughout one’s entire life is more 
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detrimental than not having a father for some period of time.  Also it is specifically the lack of a 

father, rather than a stressful life event, that promotes risky romantic desires among adolescents. 

 Thus, the Paternal Investment Theory is supported in that the lack of a stable biological father 

plays a major role in accelerating adolescents’ desires of sexual activity.  Previous studies have 

provided the PIT with empirical support by concluding that girls from father-absent homes tend 

to sexually develop earlier than girls from father-present homes, which in turn leads to premature 

sexual intercourse and a more unpredicted reproductive strategy (Ellis, 2004; Neberich et al, in 

press).  Ellis also concluded that the quality of paternal investment may be the single most 

important aspect of the family environment in respect to their daughters’ timing of menarche 

(Ellis et al., 1999).  Ellis’ statement is in line with my conclusions – amongst all of the other 

environmental factors, father absence seems to have the most profound effect on adolescents 

romantic desires. 

 A surprising finding emerged as I analyzed boys’ and girls’ desires of commitment to 

their romantic partner.  Commitment was defined by a culmination of desires, which included 

wanting to go out together with a group of friends, telling other that they are a couple, meeting 

the other partner’s parents, spending more time with the partner than others, going out alone with 

their partner, and thinking of themselves as a couple.  Girls actually wanted less commitment 

than boys within a relationship regardless of father absence, which negates much prior research 

on the subject of adolescent romance.  Previous peer-based literature has stressed that boys tend 

to veer away from expressing softer emotions within a relationship, since it may show a sign of 

weakness in the presence of other boys (Elder et al., 1995).  Our cultural expectations have 

socialized boys to hide such emotions and treat girls as if they are a sexual conquest in an effort 

to display more dominance (Anderson, 1989).  Boys may be less comfortable with expressing the 
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importance of a committed and loving relationship in the presence of their peers, but my results 

are aligned with studies that suggest that they are more likely to articulate these vulnerable 

emotions in private, i.e. a survey that others cannot view (Wright, 1994).  Furthermore, since 

girls create more intimate connections with their peers than boys throughout their childhood and 

adolescent years, they may display a more confident, independent outlook on romance.  Boys 

may be less versed about romance, and therefore show feelings of a clingy nature towards future 

romantic relationships. 

Yet another profound finding revealed that boys were more impacted by father absence 

than girls with regards to their desires of commitment and sexual activity. Not only were girls 

less apt towards commitment within a relationship, but they were less affected than boys by the 

absence of a father in the home.  Moreover, a greater number of boys than girls tended to desire 

sex with their romantic partner if their father was always absent from the home.  Both 

genders were similarly affected by the absence of a father in that more of them wanted to 

experience pregnancy and had a more positive attitude towards the reality of becoming pregnant, 

whereas they were less interested in commitment and love before sex.  My hypothesis was 

partially supported; I originally expected that both genders would be similarly affected by father 

absence.  Yet, I suspected that if the effect were to be stronger for one gender that father absence 

would have a greater effect on girls due to the amount of literature on parental structure and 

girls’ sexual development and reproductive strategies.  If boys are just as influenced or more 

influenced by the lack of a father, a question still remains as to why research has not addressed 

romance from a boy’s perspective.  The majority of articles that do include the impact of father 

absence on boys concentrate on boys’ increasing odds of criminal involvement and conviction 

during their youth (Antecol et al., 2002; Apel et al., 2008; Demuth et al., 2004).  This research, 
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which highlights the likelihood of illicit substance use, theft, and gang participation, makes it 

clear that boys are extremely affected by the lack of a father.  Thus, it seems likely that boys’ 

romantic paths would be altered as well.  Perhaps fathers play an even more pivotal role in their 

sons’ lives than they do in their daughters’.  Boys may be more inclined to look to their father as 

a role model since fathers tend to engage in more activities with their sons (Hosley & 

Montemayor, 1997) and daughters tend to form closer bonds with their mothers (Amato, 1993). 

Lacking paternal closeness in the home, boys might seek to fulfill their need for intimacy 

elsewhere, perhaps in a romantic relationship. Furthermore, boys might develop distorted views 

of romance without any guidance from their father that could lead them to prematurely engage in 

sexual activities. Girls, on the other hand, may feel the effects of father absence to a lesser degree 

due to their mothers’ constant support and communication. 

These innovative findings speak to the importance of adolescents’ attitudes and desires in 

respect to their future sexual behaviors.  Many previous studies have skipped to revealing the 

adverse affects of father absence on risky sexual outcomes, such as premature sexual intercourse 

and teen pregnancy, and have neglected to analyze how certain attitudes preceded these 

outcomes.  On a policy level, we can utilize this new understanding of adolescent attitudes to 

inform current public health programs that solely focus on girls who have previously engaged in 

unsafe sexual activities or who are already pregnant.  In addition, the majority of these programs 

fail to disperse any information to adolescent boys regarding sexual intercourse, contraception, 

and the consequences of adolescent pregnancy; only 32 percent of adolescent boys learn about 

safe sexual practices during health care visits in a clinic or hospital setting (Heavey et al, 2008).  

New interventions should be aimed towards both genders and their attitudes regarding intimacy, 

romance, sex and pregnancy, rather than simply their behavior.  Newly formed teen pregnancy 
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prevention models, such as TEEN POWER, based in New York City, use a holistic approach to 

educate adolescents.  TEEN POWER not only provides pregnancy education, but also links 

students to health services, promotes positive teen activities, conducts small group information 

sessions, and incorporates boys into their programs (Garth & Haller, n.d.).  It is vital to create an 

atmosphere in which adolescents feel comfortable talking about their feelings concerning 

romance and sex.   

Future interventions should also include the participation of the parents as well as their 

adolescents.  Communication within the family regarding romantic relationship desires could 

potentially lower the risk of adolescent engagement in premature sexual activity. A variety of 

methods could be used to increase communication, including mediation, sexual education for 

parents, and if possible, the increase of nonresident fathers’ access to their children (Hosley et 

al., 1997).  Regardless of the type of intervention, adolescents’ thoughts and feelings towards 

romantic desires must be heard in an effort to prevent unsafe sexual behavior in their futures. 

Limitations 

        Although these findings uncovered many new ideas regarding father absence and 

adolescents’ romantic outlooks, a number of limitations inhibited my ability to thoroughly 

interpret my results.  First, I examined only the experience of biological father absence and not 

other aspects of family instability. In effect, adolescents living with their stepfathers, adoptive 

fathers, and mother’s cohabitating partners were all included under the umbrella term of “father 

absence.”  Although this classification lends evidence to the importance of a biological father 

within a household, it also may obscure the effect that having a general father figure on an 

adolescent’s sexual development.  Various studies have delved into the differences in youth 

outcomes according to whether or not they have any figure standing in for their father to provide 
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guidance and support (Mendle et al., 2009).  I neglected to proceed into further investigation due 

to the large amount of categories distinguishing between types of father figures and the ensuing 

ambiguity of their individual effects on adolescent romantic attitudes.  

Furthermore, I did not include variables that reflected father involvement, such as the 

amount of weekly interaction between father and child, the nature of their activities, and the 

length of their phone contact.  These variables may illuminate the significance of the father/child 

relationship quality, which may also impact an adolescent’s view towards other relationships. 

 Yet, it is typically more appropriate to examine intimate qualities of relationships using smaller 

scale data, such as personal, qualitative interviews (East, 2007).  

Some of the limitations were unavoidable because they involved the makeup and 

construction of the Add Health data.  My analysis was restricted from utilizing all four waves of 

interviews since ideal relationship questions were only asked in wave I.  It would have been 

fascinating to track romantic idealizations from adolescence to emerging adulthood to see if 

romantic attitudes and actions simultaneously followed the same pattern for an extended period 

of time.  An additional data limitation included the decrease in the original sample size for each 

of the regressions, which may have reduced statistical power and biased results in undetermined 

ways.  This was inevitable due to the lower amount of responses from the parent report. 

However, this attrition did not have a huge impact since the original sample size (N=20,590), 

which was in itself a large representation of US youth. 

Future Research 

 My findings pave the way towards understanding the effects of parental structure on 

adolescents’ motivations to engage in romantic relationships.  Future investigations should 

further explore adolescents’ perspectives on the emotional and physical aspects of romance 
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throughout the entire span of their adolescent period.  This would enable a clearer picture of how 

maturity and relationship experience may alter adolescents’ views of romance.  To lend further 

evidence to the Paternal Investment Theory, research should include various profiles of father 

figures in the household and determine the involvement level of each type of father.  This 

analysis may provide more information on the effects of higher versus lower paternal investment 

of both biological and non-biological fathers.  My own research can act as a stepping-stone to 

these more in-depth studies involving family structure and adolescent romantic desires.
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Always 0-5 years 6+ years Never F/
2

Commit-Sex 87.17 92.55 90.85 93.22 118.28 ***

Love-Sex 86.03 89.83 88.35 91.72 95.63 ***

Commit+Love-Sex 80.18 86.43 83.55 88.11 130.29 ***

Commitment 0.79 0.82 0.82 0.82 19.11 ***

Sex 52.12 47.51 53.45 40.50 270.02 ***

Pregnancy 17.96 13.03 14.89 11.21 114.65 ***

Pregnancy Attitudes 2.91 2.70 2.80 2.51 195.76 ***

Note: N=18849

*** p<.001; indicates significant difference across all groups at p<.001

Table 1

Variation in Romantic Ideals by Duration of Father Absence

Duration of Father Absence
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Always 0-5 years 6+ years Never F/
2

Commit-Sex 92.15 94.62 94.84 95.91 35.99 ***

Love-Sex 90.52 92.22 91.62 94.36 34.04 ***

Commit+Love-Sex 87.12 89.66 88.98 92.41 44.99 ***

Commitment 0.80 0.81 0.83 0.82 6.33 ***

Sex 41.52 40.21 44.95 31.11 154.54 ***

Pregnancy 15.92 12.17 13.83 9.79 57.95 ***

Pregnancy Attitudes 2.90 2.74 2.81 2.51 88.31 ***

Note: N=9758

*** p<.001; indicates significant difference across all groups at p<.001

Table 2

Variation in Romantic Ideals by Duration of Father Absence: Girls

Duration of Father Absence
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Always 0-5 years 6+ years Never F/

Commit-Sex 81.49 90.1 86.43 90.67 101.26 ***

Love-Sex 81.16 87.11 84.96 89.37 76.0876 ***

Commit+Love-Sex 72.63 82.78 77.8 84.26 109.74 ***

Commitment 0.79 0.83 0.82 0.83 17.19 ***

Sex 64.08 56.29 62.69 49.41 167.04 ***

Pregnancy 20.26 14.07 16.04 12.55 63.07 ***

Pregnancy Attitudes 2.92 2.65 2.81 2.50 108.44 ***

Note: N=9091

*** p<.001; indicates significant difference across all groups at p<.001

Table 3

Variation in Romantic Ideals by Duration of Father Absence: Boys

Duration of Father Absence
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b se b se b se

Father Absence

   Always Absent -0.02 0.00 *** -0.03 0.01 *** -0.01 0.00 ***

   Left age 0 - 5 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.01 0.00 0.00

   Left 6+ 0.00 0.00 -0.01 0.00 ** 0.00 0.00

   Never Absent (omitted) -- -- -- -- -- --

Adolescent Gender

   Female -0.01 0.00 *** -0.02 0.00 *** -0.01 0.00 ***

   Male (omitted) -- -- -- -- -- --

Father absence x Gender

   Always absent x Female 0.02 0.01 *** 0.02 0.01 ***

   Left at age 0-5 x Female 0.00 0.01 0.00 0.01

   Left at age 6+ x Female 0.02 0.01 *** 0.02 0.01 **

Covariates 

   Child age 0.02 0.00 ***

   Child black -0.03 0.00 ***

   Child hispanic 0.00 0.00

   Child other -0.01 0.00 ***

   Number in household 0.00 0.00 *

   Income to Poverty ratio 0.00 0.00

   Born in US 0.01 0.00 **

   Maternal Education

      Less than HS -0.01 0.00 *

      Some college 0.01 0.00

      College 0.00 0.00

      Does not know -0.01 0.01

N 20257 20257 18849

F 15.95 11.63 41.90

R
2 0.00 0.00 0.04

Note: *p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001

Table 4

OLS Regression Predicting Commitment From Father Absence and Adolescent Gender

1 2 3
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OR se OR se OR se

Father Absence

   Always Absent 1.75 0.07 *** 1.93 0.12 *** 1.54 0.08 ***

   Left age 0 - 5 1.41 0.07 *** 1.31 0.10 *** 1.45 0.08 ***

   Left 6+ 1.78 0.07 *** 1.74 0.10 *** 1.57 0.07 ***

   Never Absent (omitted) -- -- -- -- -- --

Adolescent Gender

   Female 0.45 0.01 *** 0.46 0.02 *** 0.43 0.01 ***

   Male (omitted) -- -- -- -- -- --

Father absence x Gender

   Always absent x Female 0.83 0.07 * 0.78 0.07 **

   Left at age 0-5 x Female 1.13 0.11 1.09 0.12

   Left at age 6+ x Female 1.04 0.08 0.97 0.09

Covariates 

   Child age 1.57 0.02 ***

   Child black 1.43 0.06 ***

   Child hispanic 1.26 0.06 ***

   Child other 0.85 0.04 ***

   Number in household 0.96 0.01 ***

   Income to Poverty ratio 1.00 0.01

   Born in US 1.55 0.10 ***

   Maternal Education

      Less than HS 1.09 0.05

      Some college 0.98 0.05

      College 0.88 0.04 ***

      Does not know 1.21 0.17

N 20257 20257 18849
2

1044.33 1052.27 3329.78

Pseudo R
2 0.04 0.04 0.13

Note: *p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001

Table 5

Logistic Regression Predicting Sex From Father Absence and Adolescent Gender

1 2 3
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OR se OR se OR se

Father Absence

   Always Absent 1.79 0.10 *** 1.81 0.14 *** 1.36 0.09 ***

   Left age 0 - 5 1.20 0.09 ** 1.14 0.12 1.11 0.09

   Left 6+ 1.40 0.08 *** 1.33 0.10 *** 1.14 0.07 *

   Never Absent (omitted) -- -- -- -- -- --

Adolescent Gender

   Female 0.77 0.03 *** 0.75 0.04 *** 0.78 0.03 ***

   Male (omitted) -- -- -- -- -- --

Father absence x Gender

   Always absent x Female 0.98 0.11

   Left at age 0-5 x Female 1.12 0.17

   Left at age 6+ x Female 1.11 0.12

Covariates 

   Child age 1.15 0.02 ***

   Child black 1.68 0.09 ***

   Child hispanic 1.52 0.10 ***

   Child other 0.92 0.06

   Number in household 0.99 0.01

   Income to Poverty ratio 0.99 0.01

   Born in US 1.03 0.08

   Maternal Education

      Less than HS 1.39 0.08 ***

      Some college 0.84 0.06 **

      College 0.86 0.05 *

      Does not know 1.28 0.22

N 20257 20257 18849
2

152.38 153.88 491.82

Pseudo R
2 0.01 0.01 0.03

Note: *p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001

Table 6

Logistic Regression Predicting Pregnancy From Father Absence and Adolescent Gender

1 2 3
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b se b se b se

Father Absence

   Always Absent 0.40 0.02 *** 0.42 0.03 *** 0.21 0.02 ***

   Left age 0 - 5 0.19 0.02 *** 0.15 0.04 *** 0.12 0.02 ***

   Left 6+ 0.29 0.02 *** 0.30 0.03 *** 0.20 0.02 ***

   Never Absent (omitted) -- -- -- -- -- -- -- --

Adolescent Gender

   Female 0.01 0.01 0.02 0.02 0.01 0.01

   Male (omitted) -- -- -- -- -- --

Father absence x Gender

   Always absent x Female -0.03 0.04

   Left at age 0-5 x Female 0.07 0.05

   Left at age 6+ x Female -0.02 0.04

Covariates 

   Child age 0.09 0.01 ***

   Child black 0.38 0.02 ***

   Child hispanic 0.18 0.02 ***

   Child other -0.08 0.02 ***

   Number in household 0.01 0.00 **

   Income to Poverty ratio -0.01 0.00 ***

   Born in US 0.17 0.02 ***

   Maternal Education

      Less than HS 0.08 0.02 ***

      Some college -0.06 0.02 ***

      College -0.19 0.02 ***

      Does not know 0.12 0.06 *

N 14543 14543 14543

F 147.07 84.52

R
2 0.04 0.04

Note: *p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001

Table 7

OLS Regression Predicting Pregnancy Attitudes From Father Absence and Adolescent Gender

1 2 3
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OR se OR se OR se

Father Absence

   Always Absent 0.53 0.03 *** 0.51 0.04 *** 0.67 0.05 ***

   Left age 0 - 5 0.76 0.07 *** 0.80 0.09 0.78 0.07 **

   Left 6+ 0.66 0.04 *** 0.67 0.06 *** 0.74 0.05 ***

   Never Absent (omitted) -- -- -- -- -- --

Adolescent Gender

   Female 2.00 0.10 *** 1.99 0.15 *** 1.95 0.11 ***

   Male (omitted) -- -- -- -- -- --

Father absence x Gender

   Always absent x Female 1.11 0.15

   Left at age 0-5 x Female 0.88 0.16

   Left at age 6+ x Female 0.97 0.13

Covariates 

   Child age 0.80 0.01 ***

   Child black 0.55 0.04 ***

   Child hispanic 0.78 0.06 ***

   Child other 1.09 0.08

   Number in household 1.01 0.02

   Income to Poverty ratio 0.98 0.01 **

   Born in US 0.87 0.09

   Maternal Education

      Less than HS 0.90 0.07

      Some college 1.15 0.09

      College 1.15 0.08 *

      Does not know 0.95 0.19

N 18451 18451 18451
2

279.09 280.68 280.68

Pseudo R
2 0.02 0.02 0.02

Note: *p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001

Table 8

Logistic Regression Predicting Love Before Sex From Father Absence and Adolescent Gender

1 2 3
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OR se OR se OR se

Father Absence

   Always Absent 0.47 0.03 *** 0.45 0.04 *** 0.63 0.05 ***

   Left age 0 - 5 0.86 0.08 0.94 0.12 0.92 0.10

   Left 6+ 0.69 0.05 *** 0.66 0.06 *** 0.83 0.07 *

   Never Absent (omitted) -- -- -- -- -- -- --

Adolescent Gender

   Female 2.50 0.14 *** 2.41 0.20 *** 2.49 0.15 ***

   Male (omitted) -- -- -- -- -- --

Father absence x Gender

   Always absent x Female 1.11 0.16

   Left at age 0-5 x Female 0.80 0.16

   Left at age 6+ x Female 1.20 0.19

Covariates 

   Child age 0.88 0.02 ***

   Child black 0.47 0.03 ***

   Child hispanic 0.72 0.06 ***

   Child other 1.03 0.08

   Number in household 1.01 0.02

   Income to Poverty ratio 0.99 0.01

   Born in US 1.24 0.13 *

   Maternal Education

      Less than HS 0.74 0.06 ***

      Some college 1.10 0.09

      College 1.20 0.10 *

      Does not know 1.01 0.23

N 19036 19036 17722
2

387.19 390.83 589.56

Pseudo R
2

0.04 0.04 0.06

Note: *p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001

Table 9

Logistic Regression Predicting Commitment Before Sex From Father Absence and Adolescent Gender

1 2 3
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OR se OR se OR se

Father Absence

   Always Absent 0.52 0.03 *** 0.50 0.04 *** 0.66 0.04 ***

   Left age 0 - 5 0.82 0.06 ** 0.90 0.09 0.85 0.07 *

   Left 6+ 0.66 0.04 *** 0.65 0.05 *** 0.74 483802.00 ***

   Never Absent (omitted) -- -- -- -- -- --

Adolescent Gender

   Female 2.28 0.10 *** 2.27 0.15 *** 2.24 0.11 ***

   Male (omitted) -- -- -- -- -- --

Father absence x Gender

   Always absent x Female 1.12 0.13

   Left at age 0-5 x Female 0.79 0.13

   Left at age 6+ x Female 1.01 0.12

Covariates 

   Child age 0.83 0.01 ***

   Child black 0.51 0.03 ***

   Child hispanic 0.78 0.05 ***

   Child other 1.04 0.07

   Number in household 1.01 0.02

   Income to Poverty ratio 0.99 0.01

   Born in US 1.03 0.09

   Maternal Education

      Less than HS 0.85 0.06 **

      Some college 1.13 0.08

      College 1.17 0.08 *

      Does not know 0.94 0.17

N 17774 17774 16521
2

467.26 471.1 783.88

Pseudo R
2 0.03 0.03 0.06

Note: *p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001

Table 10

Logistic Regression Predicting Commitment and Love Before Sex From Father Absence and Adolescent Gender

1 2 3


