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ABSTRACT

An exploratory descriptive study was conducted to explore fe-. 

male adolescentsv perceptions of paternal abandonment in childhood.

The sample consisted of four female adolescents ages fourteen 
to twenty-four who were abandoned by their father^ during childhood 9 

birth to ten years. Two semi-structured interviews were conducted 

with each of the four subjects. Tape recordings of the interviews 
were transcribed and analyzed.

From analysis of the recordings 9 themes were developed on how 

female adolescents perceived paternal abandonment had affected their 

lives.
The results suggest the father plays an important role in the 

personality development of a female child. For the father to abandon 

. the child during her formative years could have a significant effect 

on her intellectual and emotional development.



CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

Many health care workers have had some experience with cases 

involving abandonment of a family. Abandonment is relatively frequent 

in our society. Figures obtained from the Department of Research and 

Statistics, Phoenix, Arizona, show the.following statistics for the 

state of Arizona and the city of Tucson for the month of April 1980;

Total number of persons receiving ADC (Aid to Dependent Chil

dren) :

Arizona Tucson

Children 37,316 7,080
Adults 13,064 2,741
Reasons for ADC for children;

Parents not married . . . . . . . . . .  29.3%
Parents separated, divorced, etc. . . .51.7% 

Armed Forces . . . . . .  5%
Divorced . . . . . . .  22,4%
Separated by Court , . 2.4%
Separated, but not
by the Court . . . .  22.1%

Other 4.3%
Other 18.5%
Parent in a mental institution 
Parent incarcerated

Abandonment as used in this research study falls in the two largest 

categories: parents- not married, and parents; separated hvt n(?t by'
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the courts. It is assumed that abandonment results in profound changes3 
both positive and negative, for the abandoned spouse and children but 
there has been little research describing its actual effect on the 
family. By definition, to abandon means "to desert, to fors.ake, to 

relinquish, to turn one’s back on" (Merriam-Webster 1967). Legally the 

act of abandonment of one’s wife or husband is termed "desertion". It 

is willful and in violation of legal and/or moral obligations.

Descriptions of the effect of losses, other than abandonment, 

experienced by children, can be found in the literature. Such losses 

are institutionalization, divorce and loss of a parent through death. 
While the characteristics of these other losses may also be found in 

cases where children have been abandoned by a parent, I propose that 

abandonment is a different phenomena with its own sequelae. Abandon

ment is different in several respects. The finality of the state may 

remain uncertain for a long period of time. The uncertainty and fan

tasy of abandonment complicates a child’s surrender of the image of
\

the parent, be the parent a real object or a never-known romanticized 

shadow (Mishne 1979) The focus of this investigation is to look at 

the longtime effects on the mental health of female adolescents (.14 to 

24 years of age) who were abandoned by their fathers when they were 

children (birth to 10 years of age),

Statement of the Problem 

This study is designed to identify the long-term effects of 
abandonment as a child on the mental health of female adolescents.

More specifically, this study %ill attempt to identify:



lo What are the positive effects of paternal abandonment as a

child on the mental health of female adolescents?

2o What are the negative effects of paternal abandonment as a

child on the mental health of female adolescents?
3o What factors in the subjects1 background seemed to contribute 

to positive or negative outcomes?

Purpose

The purpose of this study is to identify the long term effects
X

of childhood (birth to 10 years) abandonment by fathers on the mental 

health of female adolescents (14 to 24 years)„ The study is a Level I 

descriptive exploratory design (Wood and Brink 1978)» The investigator 

conducted two semi-structured interviews, with each subject. The inter

views ? each one hour in length ? were held at the College of Nursing at 

The University of Arizona. The interviews were taped and later tran

scribed and categorized. The population for the study consists of 

female adolescents (14 to 24 years) from the Tucson area recruited by 

advertisements placed in the Dandy Dime and the Clarion,

Definitions.
For the purpose of this study, the following terms were used:

1, Abandon —  to give up with the intent of never again claiming 

a right or interest in, Syn.r desert, forsake. The acts of 

abandonment of one's family are desertion, especially in the 

eyes of the law. It is willful and in violation of legal 

and/or moral obligation.
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Child —  referring to a female child from birth to 10 years 

of age.

Mental health —  ability to function in a healthy manner 

according to society's values and mores.
Adolescents—  females between the ages of 14 and 24.
Positive —  benevolent or virtuous actions or feelings as 
verbalized by the subject.

Negative —  detrimental or damaging actions or feelings as 

verbalized by the subject.

Paternal —  father.

Significance of Study 

Because of implied data, this investigator will hypothesize 

implications for nursing theory and practice.

Findings from this study will be useful for programs designed 

to maximize the interpersonal and intellectual potential of father- 

absent children and to help mothers; in Father—absent families to become 

more effective parents.

The implications for nursing are many; but this investigator 

feels education and prevention are primary. Education and mass media 

can play a significant role in alerting abandoned spouses to the facil

ities that are available in the community, such as community mental 

health centers, "Parents Without Partners," state and government pro

grams for economic support, and the school systems. Group settings, 

such as Head Start, can be used as vehicles for children. Also,

3.

4.

5.

6. 

7,



various organizations such as Big Brothers„ YMCA, YWCA, Boy and Girl 
Scouts, etc,, provide boys and girls with surrogate parents.

Nursing’s great influence at the present apparently is in 

treatment. The mental health centers, school nurses, community health 

centers, and family practice practitioners see the end results. Not 

Infrequently are other systems involved; the legal and school systems. 

With emphasis in nursing on preventive health care, there is 

a need for early identification of long-term problems and appropriate 
preventive intervention on the part of the nurse. Since nurses play a 

major role in health teaching they are in an advantageous position to 

educate their clients about the effect upon children of the father’s 

presence or absence in the family. Clinical nursing specialists in 

psychiatric/mental health nursing, who conduct marital and family 

therapy, especially need to be aware of the signs of impending deser

tion and how to help victims of desertion.
With the expanded role of the nurse on the health care team 

and the current emphasis on prevention in health care, it is hoped by 

identifying long term problems or potential problems.the health care 

team can rectify these before lasting damage is done. The importance 

of the father in the child’s personality development could be stressed 

as early as premarital and prenatal classes. By acknowledging the 

father’s importance in the child’s development, it could even 

strengthen the marriage.
Nurses, primarily women, who opt to have a large female case 

load to counsel, are apt to be in a position to assist the abandoned



wife and mother to cope with the trauma and attendant problems of this 

abandonment experience. Through group and individual work with the 

abandoned mother, the importance of her approach to the abandonment 

and how she interacts with her children to maintain an equilibrium will 
be stressed.

Unfortunately, during this time of acute stres.s most of the 

attention is focused on the abandoned mother. In the mother’s and 

assisting agency’s attempt to gain economic and mental security for the 

family, the children are often forgotten. The children feel abandoned 

twice — first by father than by mother who often has to seek employ

ment out of the home.
Since divorce, separation, and abandonment are statistically 

on the rise and single parent families are commonplace, the implica

tions for nursing are at the education and prevention level of health 

care for the future,
There is much to he learned in the area of how best to assist 

the children who have been abandoned by their father and how to help 

the abandoned mother cope with her children in a way which will maxi

mize their mental growth and development.

Identification of problem patterns and early therapy in rela

tionship to these problems may help alleviate later mental health 

problems in these abandoned children, A purpose of this study is to 

generate some hypotheses for further study.



CHAPTER 2

REVIEW. OF THE LITERATURE

In a review of the literature, very little material was found 

in the area of abandonment or desertion. The investigator delved into 

related areas of death and divorce for further information. Compared 
to the emphasis on father-son relationships, there has been relatively 

little attention given to the father-daughter relationship, which is 

the focus of this study,

i The mother-child relationship has been identified as a very 

important variable. When the father is absent from the home, the 

mother-child relationship assumes even more importance. This investi

gator feels the area of the mother-child relationship is too large a 

subject for this study and should be considered as a separate topic or 

thesis. Therefore, other than where particularly relevant, the mother- 

child relationship will not be included in this study.

Many father-absent studies do not differentiate between boys 

and girls in data analysis. Some data suggest females are less 

affected by father absence than are males. However, there is other 

research which supports the conclusion that girls are every bit as 

much influenced by father absence as boys, particularly in their social 

and heterosexual development (Biller 1971, Biller and Weiss 1970, 

Hetherington 1972),

7
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A variety of factors can influence the personality development 

of the child, but parent-child relations seem to have profound signifi

cance (Biller and Weiss 1970)= The importance of mothering in a 

child’s personality has been stressed; just recently has an interest 

been taken in the father’s role in personality development. Role 

theorists suggest, because of the father’s differential treatment of 
sons and daughters, the father is the most important figure in the 

reciprocal sex role learning of children of either sex (Johnson 1963), 

Fathers take an active part in facilitating their daughters’ sex role 

development, and often view their daughters as more delicate and sensi

tive than their.sons. ’’Fathers are apt to use physical punishment more 

frequently with sons than with their daughters. They tend to define

household tasks according to sex appropriateness. For example: girls
| "cook, sew, babysit and clean the house while boys are expected to take 

out the garbage and do outside chores” (Biller and Weiss 1970, p. 84), 

Some times fathers, in their zeal to feminize females, actively dis

courage the development of intellectual and physical competence in 

their daughters.
Biller and Weiss State "the personality development of a child 

appears much, dependent on the family milieu, The absence of the father 

from the home may dramatically upset the dynamics of family life. . . . 

Loss, of the father in the family not only may have economic considera

tions but may adversely affect the mother-child relationship by ab
sence of the. husband’s emotional support” (Biller and Weiss 1970, 

p. 84),



This researcher posits that because the abandoned child does 
not work through the development stages he/she is apt to become fix

ated in personality development, thus leading to potentially serious 

difficulties in adolescence or adult life. Based on the child’s per

sonality development and literature review of paternal deprivation, 

there are some possible correlations (see Figure 1).

Personality Development

According to Freud, most problems which arise in adolescence 

are really rooted in infancy with an interaction of biological endow

ment on one hand and circumstances of life oh the other hand. Person

ality development depends on how these interlinking influences are 
resolved (Myerson 1975). Sears, Pintler and Sears (1946) and Mowrer 

(1950) restate Freud’s theory of analytic identification, which empha

sized the child’s fear of loss of paternal love and nurturance. Accord

ing to these theorists, the child becomes strongly dependent on the 

parents for supplying nurturance and learns to perform those acts 

which are rewarded by her parents.

The father represents the natural protector who provides a 

feeling of security for the child. The father is not only someone for 

the child to love but someone to serve as a pattern for her own life.

By observing the relationship between father and mother the father 

sets a pattern of masculinity for the girl as a model for her future 

loye object. In terms of his positive reinforcement and discouragement 
of other behavior, the father would appear to be a significant influ

ence on his daughter's personality development. The father’s



Strengths

Paternal Abandonment 
^  of female childZ  z  _

Mother Behavior

Supportive

-encourage femininity 
-positive attitudes 
toward males

Des tractive

-overprotectiveness
-dominant
-jealousy

Narcissism

Cognitive Development

verbal skills —  feminine pattern 
math & science skills -- masculine pattern 
autonomy, independence, creativity

T
guilt

rage

frustration

4- trust

t divorce rate

Sex

t abandonment 
rate

Behavorial Problems 
as adolescent

Antisocial Behaviorial 
Drug Use

delinquent behavior

At Risk for long term 
mental health problems

schizophrenia
depression
paranoia

Figure 1. Pre-data Collection —  Possible Factors Related to Personality Development and Paternal
Abandonment:
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reinforcement of the girl’s attempts to imitate her mother’s behavior 
would seem particularly important, as would the father’s general 

approval of the mother's behavior (Mowrer 1950, Sears et al. 1946).

"In many ways the father is a controlling force in the life of both the 

girl and the boy" (Lerner 1978, p. 4).
There d0 not appear to he hard and fast lines between normal 

and pathological development in adolescence. If there is too much 

previously laid down pathology, the likelihood of breakdown during 

adolescence is great, depending on whether earlier difficulties have 

been worked through to resolution. If earlier difficulties have been 

repressed or split off, the problem may be reactivated under certain 

conditions and complicate or add to difficulties when they arise in 

adolescence. Children develop patterns in the relationship they make 

during childhood. Later as they develop new relationships in adoles

cence, they tend to follow the same patterns they set during childhood 

(Myerson 1975).
In adolescence, sexual thoughts, fantasies and impulses are 

blacked out by powerful mental forces. The unresolved Oedipal situa

tion comes to the surface again and the earlier phases of the oral, the 

anal and the phallic are run through in rapid succession. Repetitions 

of infantile experience are tried out with parent(s) and peers. The 

role played by unconscious factors is very important as there is often 

a conflict between conscious thoughts and unconscious impulses 

(Myerson 1975). According to Freud there is a reactivation in the 

adolescent of the emotional and psychosocial development which was
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broken off at the age of five of six with dissolution of the Oedipus 

complex, resulting in the latency period.

Effect of Loss

Drawing on the literature from studies of the effect of loss 

from institutionalization, divorce, abandonment, and death of a parent 

on a child, one can see significant material emerge. The relationships 
are not drawn between constructs but are hinted at (see Figure 1).

Paternal abandonment of the female child might bring about 

strengths or positive attributes in the child. Paternal abandonment 

might also have a correlation with pathological narcissism with ensuing 

guilt, rage and frustration.

In pathological narcissism there is often a decreased ego which 

further results in an inadequate sex role identity. Adequate or inade

quate sex role identity is further derived from definite sex role ex

pectations expressed by her parents, and are reinforced through 

subsequent interpersonal relationships.

Cognitive development can also be affected by a father absent 

or mother-dominated family. All these variables of narcissism, cogni

tive development, decreased ego and decreased sex role identity might 

have a cumulative effect leading to behavior problems as an adolescent.

Strengths

While there was no literature found to support the idea, this 

investigator feels there may be sume positive attributes to the abandon-
V. V

ment experience. With support from significant others and a positive
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mother-child relationship the child can work through the abandonment 

experience and become a stronger person. The child might come to under

stand adults or parents have faults and frailities which they (the 

children) are not responsible for. This would be a big step in under

standing human nature and in understanding themselves. Also, by- the 

child successfully working through a prohleig. of this: magnitude, there is 

a precedent set for future problem solving.

Narcissism

Paternal abandonment of the child might have a correlation 

with pathological narcissism with the ensuing guilt, rage and frustra

tion.
There is a significant difference in paternal loss through 

divorce and death, of a parent in that in these losses there is a 

finality about them which abandonment does not have. Knowing the 

father has willfully turned his back on the family brings about feel

ings of rage, guilt and frustration. The child holds on to the fantasy 

that he will come back. "The uncertainty and fantasy of abandonment 

complicates a child's surrender of the image of the parent, be the 

parent a real object or a never-known, romanticized shadow" (Mishne 

19.79, p. 15).
"Mourning, as defined by Freud (1927) and as observed in the 

adult, is not possible until detachment from parental figures has 

taken place in adolescence , Children who have lost a parent

at an early age tend to retain their cathexis of the image of the 

parents" (Mishne 1979, p. 18), Also, they only superficially
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acknowledge the loss. The avoidance of the finality of the loss is 
supported by fantasies of the parent’s return. "Adolescents are still 
tied to their infantile images and tend to recathect the image of the 

lost object" (Mishne 1979, p. 18).
instead of grief,.the(most common reaction to the loss 

of a parent, in children and adolescents, is rage. The rage 
and negative feelings are often directed at the remaining 
parent and others in the immediate familial surroundings 
rather than the departed parent, who is idealized, further 
avoiding denial of loss. Fantasy objects, either idealized 
or endowed with sadistic attributes, often replace the 
absent parent (Mishne 1979, p. 17).

What is the theory of narcissism? There is a simultaneous de

velopment of pathological forms of self-love and object love. The 

child sees a fusion of ideal self, ideal object and actual self images 

as a defense against intolerable reality. Van de Waals (1965) charac

terizes pathological narcissism as not simply a fixation in the early 
stage of life but also lack of normal development toward object loye. 

The child identifies with her own ideal self image in order to deny 

normal dependency on external objects. Occasionally, the idealized 

parent image will become integrated into the personality.

Narcissism is often manifested in the adolescent by social iso

lation, unsuccessful interactions with, peers, long-standing learning 

disability and inability to read. The adolescent will often have 

difficulty sublimating aggressive impulses, and frustration tolerance 

is poor (Mishne 1979).
The parent who abandons, his/her child can be compared to the 

chronically cold, intensely aggressive parental figures behind the 

severe disturbances of psychosis, borderline syndrome and sexual
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perversions. Because of their impaired relationship to people there 

is a deficiency in the weakness of emotional attachment and because 

there is no discrimination, trust or ties, there is poor ability to 

anticipate and defer immediate gratification =
Mishne (1979, p. 19) states, "whether parents threaten with

drawal of love or actually abandon, the result is a narcissistic im

balance or defect with resultant symptomatology, encompassing a range 

such as lack of empathy, sexual perversions, work inhibitions, depres

sions, feelings of emptiness, delinquency, addictions, uncontrolled 
rage, pathological lying, and hypochondriacal preQceupatiobs^H There

fore, it is questioned: are problems of cognitive and: personality

development manifested in the adolescent and young adult, the result 

of narcissistic pathology?

Cognitive Development 

Most of the research concerning paternal influences on cogni-
Vtive functioning has focused on the father-son relationship. Although 

research seems to indicate paternal deprivation has more negative 

effect on boys than girls (Lessing, Zagarin and Wilson 1970,1 Santrock 

1972), there is evidence indicating that fathers can influence their 

daughters;’ cognitive functioning and intellectual attainment to a great 

degree. The effect of a father-absent or mother-dominant family can be 

demonstrated by an increase in feminine patterning, of increased verbal 

skills, and/or a decrease in masculine patterning, a decrease of math, 

and science skills.
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Indications are that a warm nurturing father-daughter relation

ship, together with high paternal expectations, are conducive to the 

development of independence, creativity, progressive achievement and 

autonomy in girls. Paternal rejection seems to be particularly detri

mental to a girl’s scholastic achievement in that the girl seems to 
feel the paternal rejection is coming from being "smart" or nonfeminine. 

The same feeling of being rejected for being "smart" can come from the 

father who reinforces the "feminine" stereotype of being passive, timid 

and/or dependent (Lamb 1976)..

General investigations have revealed the father-absent child 

often suffers from intellectual deficit (Bronfenbrenner 1967, Deutsch 

I960). Deutsch’s studies on father-absent negroes showed scores sig

nificantly lower on intelligence and academic achievement tests, indi

cating that father absence is an important factor in debilitating 

effects of cultural deprivation. Kohlberg (1966) suggests the differ

ence in sex-role development of father-absent boys is due to their 

lower intelligence. He claims if father-present and father-absent 

boys are matched in intelligence, differences in sex-role development 

are absent or very slight, Kohlberg further claims that the learning 

qf socially defined concepts of sex role is the primary ingredient of 

the sex role development process and speculates that father-absent 

children lack certain types, of cognitive experiences which retard both 

their intellectual and sex—role development. Carlsmith (1964) found 

middle class males who were father-absent in early childhood were apt 

to have feminine patterning of aptitude test scores, Father-ahsent
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males with close mother-son relationships were often successful in aca

demic pursuits, showing a higher verbal ability but usually a low level 

of performance in mathematics. In addition, many males in their over- 

compensation see intellectual tasks and school in general as feminine. 
The school situation usually has women in positions of authority, 

making strong demands for obedience and conformity, especially with 

willful males. This situation is particularly disturbing to such 

males' conscious values and attempts to feel masculine.

Self Esteem
The father’s interest and participation in a child’s activities 

seems to enhance that child’s self confidence and self esteem. Lack 

of self confidence and self esteem is often projected through a high 

anxiety level. Absent or inadequate fathering associated with a high 

anxiety level in children may be caused, in part, by an overly intense 

relationship with their mother. Also the child often encounters eco

nomic insecurity, may he concerned with fantasies about father's 

safety op well-being, and has a feeling of being different from other 

children by not having a "whole” family. Since "the principal role of 

the father is: to help the family deal with environmental problems” 

(biller 1971, p. 26), the paternally-deprived child may have to take 

many of her problems to her mother who may not have the time or the 

knowledge to solve them* Thus, the problems may grow into unsolved 

crises, thereby further increasing anxiety,
Again, most of the research in this area has been with boys•

A father can do much to motivate his child through encouragement and
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allowing the child to function independently. The quality of father- 

mother interactions are important as the interactions serve as a role 

model. The father who dominates his wife is not an effective role 
model for his daughter. For in essence, he is telling his wife and 

daughter, "You are less of a person than I." Fathers who encourage 

autonomy and independence also seem to aid in the development of their 

children's concern for constructive social change. The father who is 

decisive and competent and also allows his child to be independent 

facilitates his child's ability to cope with his environment. Paternal 

self-confidence, encouragement and involvement can be important factors 

in a child's assertiveness, problem-solving skills and ability to think 

flexibly (Biller 1974).

Sex Role Identity

Adequate sex role identity is often derived from a role model 

in the home and positive feelings toward interactions with the oppo

site sex are patterned after the model of father—mother interactions. 

Feminine behavior in the girl seems to he related to how the father 

defines his role as a male relating to his. daughter and how he differ

entiates between his masculine role and her feminine role (Mussen and 

Rutherford 1963).
The father, appears to be a very important figure in the recip

rocal sex role learning in children of either sex. Much of feminine 

behavior, learning the appropriate responses in relationships with the 

opposite sex, is learned from experiences and interactions with the 

father.
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A child will develop esteem about herself as a sexual person 

only if both parents validate her sexuality. She must identify with 
her own sex9 yet that very identification must include an acceptance 

of the other sex. Parents validate a child?s sexuality by how they 
treat her* but .they mainly validate it by serving as models of a func

tional, gratifying male-female relationship (Satier 1967).

According to classic psychoanalytic theory, the identifica

tion process originates in the child?s hostility toward his like-sexed 

parent and consequent fear of that parentvs retaliation. The more 

recent developmental identification process considers the process to 

be activated by warmth and affection toward that parent, whose charac

teristics are then taken on as part of the total pattern. In addition, 

self acceptance on the part of the opposite-sexed parent may contribute 

to the development of appropriate sex-typing of his child?s interests. 

Assuming that self acceptance is related to approval of — * and respect 

for —  others, the self accepting father is more likely to approve of 

his daughtervs sex-appropriate responses, by rewarding and encouraging 
them (Mussen and Rutherford 1963). A primary part of a girl*s sex- 

role development seems to be her acceptance of herself as a female.

This acceptance of herself is enhanced by treating her as a female and 

encouraging her to behave in ways considered feminine by society. Ac

cording to Mussen and Rutherford (1963) an extremely masculine father 

who actively encourages his daughter in appropriate sex typed activity, 

may encourage her development in appropriate sex role preference.
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The absence of the father from the home greatly upsets the 

dynamics of family life. There will be fewer emotional contacts for 

the girl and unless the father is replaced by some other significant 

male the girl will receive a less complete view of her sex role. In 

the case of father-absence the daughter develops a higher degree of 

dependency on her mother, which is often associated with a lower peer 

status, especially among high school girls (Mama’s Girl). The mother- 

dependency and need for independence result in conflict between mother 

and daughter. This is often manifested by aggressive behavior in the 

form of excessive sexual interest, school maladjustment and social act

ing out. Acting out behavior on the part of father-absent girls may be 

"a manifestation of intense frustration stemming from unsuccessful 

attempts to find some adult male figure with whom they can form a 

meaningful relationship'! (Biller 1974, p. 16),

There appears to be a relationship between inadequate sex role 

identity and heterosexual relationships in adult life. Many women 

chose a fulltime career as a route to self-fulfillment, partially from 

self interest and economic reasons and partially avoidance of "what 

happened to Mother" or fearful avoidance of marriage. Incidence of 

divorce, separation and unhappy marriages were much higher among women 

reporting that they had been father-absent or had very infrequent 

interactions with their fathers (Biller 1974).

Inappropriate and/or inadequate fathering is thought to be a 

factor in the development of female homosexuals. The female homosex
uals felt their fathers were weak and incompetent, In a study by



Gundlach and Reiss (1968) fathers were described as less involved and 

affectionate, acting like strangers toward their daughters. Research
ers found that girls who feel devalued and rejected by their fathers 
are more likely to become homosexual than girls whose fathers are warm 

and accepting (Hamilton 1929, West 1967).

Paternal absence or inadequacy can be a factor in the develop

ment of sever psychopathology in the female child as well as the male 

child. Prolonged father absence, paternal rejection and paternal abuse 

are common findings in the history of schizophrenic women. Common 

findings are fathers who were in severe conflict with their wives, con

stantly contradicted their wives’ decisions and degrade their wives in 

front of their daughters. These fathers made rigid, unrealistic de

mands on their wives and were insensitive to the daughters’ needs to 

develop an independent self concept. Almost 75 percent of the hos

pitalized schizophrenic women in a study by Hamilton and Wahl (1948) 

had experienced some inadequacy of fathering in childhood.

Failure of most father-absent children to establish peer rela

tionships, group identity or comfortable heterosexual contacts from 

adolescence on, further suggests lack of sex-role development. Sexual 

symbolism associated with drugs, particularly heroin, might indicate 

addiction is another outcome of paternal abandonment. In a study by 

Sulliyan and Fleshman (1975-76), father-absent male addicts were asked 

about their family environment. Answers such as, "Don’t know who or 

where he is," "My dad skipped out/died when I: was. very young," "1 hated 

the bastard, he abused the hell out of me," indicated some hostility
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but very weak family ties. Most of the subjects indicated they were 

loners and had started on drugs prior to their adolescent years.

In the above study the only group identity or peer relations 

were transitory relations with other groups of drug users. The sub

jects used junkie slang reflecting immature preoccupation with sex and 
body function typical of the early Oedipal stage. Examples included 

"shit” sis a term for heroin, "jacking off" as the injection method and 

the comparison of the impact of heroin with "a full-body orgasm".

The authors concluded absent or diminished father figures in 

childhood in the lives of male heroin addicts suggest paternal depriva

tion may be significant in the development of an addictive lifestyle, 

and, if in fact, paternal deprivation is a contributing factor, it must 

be dealt with in heroin treatment programs before much progress can 

occur.
Meerloo (1956) suggests that a lack of accurate time perception 

is common in father-absent children. According to him, the father rep

resents social order and social functioning. It is interesting to note 

that antisocial acts are often impulsive as well as aggressive.
Mischel (1961) found that inability to delay gratification is associ

ated with inaccurate time perception, lack of social responsibility, 

low achievement motivation, and juvenile delinquency.

Summary

In early abandonment the child's emphasis seems to be on frus

tration, anger and possibly even hatred. Association of lost self

esteem with abandonment does not come until there is some ego maturity.;
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The Idea of being left as worthless and devaluation of self occurs later 
in development when the object itself is devalued. Two inseparable 

fears of man are joined; one is the fear of not surviving —  or death 
—  and the other is the fear of abandonment.

Childhood is full of a need for people and the fears of being 

left by them. Freud (1927) wrote the weak, immature child's ego is 

permanently damaged by the strain of the child's efforts to ward off 

dangers which are peculiar to that period of life; moreover, the child 

pays for the security of his family’s protection by the fear of losing 

his parents' care and love. Therefore, whatever alters the relation

ship represents an exposure to danger arid a sense of helplessness that 

should be warded off. This reaction continues throughout life.

As the child gets older she internalizes the significant rela

tionships and the paternal figures; they become a permanent part of her. 

Abandonment at this point would have a different meaning. Object loss 

and dread of abandonment at this phase of development and throughout 

later life tend to direct the super ego against the ego. This results 

in hostility, guilt, frustrations and ambivalence to the objects often 

showing clinically as depression and paranoia.

What are the implications of the material which has been pre

sented? One must recognize, regardless of the character of the father, 

his loss will be a major event in a child's life with strong implica

tions on future development. One might feel the child would be better 

off without the father, but would still expect the child to have strong 

emotions oyer such a loss. Guilt may be a dominant factor if the child
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feels he was the cause of his father’s leaving. The mother’s positive 

support and encouragement of the appropriate sex role can be a determi

nant in long standing effects of father absence.
It is this researcher’s thought, tjhat because an a b a n d o n e 4  child 

does not work through her developmental stages, she becomes fixated in 

her personality development, thus leading to potentially serious diffi

culties in adolescence. Based on the child’s personality development 

and literature review of paternal deprivation, there are some possible 

correlations. However, keeping in mind the significant differences be

tween the finality of divorce and death, and the fantasy and uncer

tainty of abandonment, there shows a great need for further research 

in the area of abandonment, Actual identification of long term effects 

of abandonment could be very helpful to the health care team in immed

iate post abandonment therapy or possibly in workshops or groups to

help mothers prevent problems or identify problems in the early stages.



CHAPTER 3

METHODOLOGY

Research Design 
Because very little is known about the actual phenomenon of 

abandonment, a level I descriptive-exploratory design was used. The 

word exploratory indicates a search of the literature failed to reveal 

any significant research in the area (Wood and Brink 1978). Therefore, 

the research covered a broad area in an attempt to examine all aspects 

of the problem. The key to this type of design is flexibility, but 

with flexibility the researcher loses all control of the variables.
They are said to be in control of the situation. The goal for this 

type of study is for the data to lead to ideas or hypotheses for fur

ther study or ideas for a conceptual framework to explain the action 

of the variables. For new knowledge to be gained, the exploratory 

questions must be followed by higher level questions (Wood and Brink 

1978).
This study attempted to discover positive and negative effects 

and factors which contributed to the positive and negative effects of 

paternal abandonment as a child on the mental health of female adoles

cents , Discussion of the research design, the sample and the tool, 

will be found in this chapter.

25
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Sample

The sample consisted of females who responded to an advertise

ment in the Dandy Dime Want Ad paper. Respondents to the advertisement 

in the Clarion (the monthly Tucson Women's Commission paper) were not 
used because of the time differential between the time the advertise

ment appeared (November 1979) and the time the data was collected 

(July 1980). The data was collected over a two-week period.

The criteria for inclusion in the study were: the female ado

lescent was between 14 and 24 years of age. Between the ages of birth 

to 10 years of age, her father willfully abandoned her and her mother 

for a period of not less than two years. There was no other signifi
cant male in the house during that time. The female adolescent's word 

or the word of her mother, if available, was accepted in this matter. 
All subjects, were able to speak English well.

Procedure

An advertisement was placed in the Clarion for a study on women 

who had been abandoned. The advertisement read: "Husband Left You?

Women whose spouses have run away and left them as the sole support of 

children are being sought by some U of A researchers —  particularly 

those women who have had no contact with their husbands since they 

left. Please call Dr. M. Chaisson at 626-6150," The investigator con

tacted women who had responded to the advertisement and asked if they 

had children who would fit the criteria for this study and if so would 

the children be interested in participating in this study in July 1980.
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Data were also obtained from respondents to an advertisement 

in the Dandy Dime Want Ad paper in the city. The advertisement read; 

"Females ages 14-24 who were abandoned by their fathers as children 

heeded to participate in graduate student's study. Strictly confiden

tial. If interested please call Gretchen at 747-4348."

Background information was gathered on each subject at the 

initial phone contact in order to determine if they met the criteria 

for the study» Prospective subjects were told the purpose of the study 

and how the study would be conducted. They were also told the reason 

for the investigator's interest in the subject was she had been in a 

similar situation and was interested in the long term effects of aban

donment on her daughters. Her daughters were used to pre-test the 

semi-structured interview.
The subjects' anonymity was protected by collecting and keep

ing identifying information and the interview tapes separate. Respon

dents were assured they could withdraw from the study at any time.

The proposal was reviewed by the Human Subjects Committee of The Uni

versity of Arizona and no risk to human subjects was found,

Protection of Human Rights

Each subject received, individually, an explanation about the 

purpose and nature of the study and about the questionnaire. A form 

was given to each subject to sign. All. respondents were asked if they 

had any questions before signing. The investigator was not a witness 

for signatures.



Data Collection

The investigator conducted two semi-structured interviews (see 
Appendix B) with each subject. The semi-structured interview provided 

a flexibility which brought out much useful information and allowed the 

interviewer, to pursue topics which seemed important to the informant 

and evoked the informant’s values, beliefs and attitudes. The inter

views were held in an area of mutual convenience for the subject and 

the investigor, and were one hour in length. The interviews were taped 

and later transcribed and categorized according to prominent themes 
identified.

Reliability and Validity

The difficulty in reliability and validity in an exploratory 

design stems from the subjectivity of the investigator, the research 

instrument, and the informant. Human beings are notoriously unreli

able, occasionally unethical and always biased (Wood and Brink 1978).

Though the validity of the semi-structured interviews is some

times questionable, the investigator feels that the structure of the 

interview and the identified areas of focus will provide that data, 

which, is being sought.

To establish reliability it is best to subject the informant 

to more than one interview in which the same questions are repeated.

It is also recommended for the observer to make a record of repeated 

observation. Whenever possible, researchers should use informants or 
other researchers to observe an event or behavior with them. In this
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way discrepancies can be clarified. In this study a second interview, 
in which the same questions are repeated, was used.

Validity

It would be assumed at the beginning of the project that any 

female who had been abandoned by her father as a child would have face 

validity as an informer and the researcher would have face validity as 
an observer. Cross validity might be very difficult, to obtain as it is 

unlikely the informants, will be in contact with each other in the 

group. In order to obtain construct validity, it will be necessary to 

learn something of the social background of the informant in an attempt 

to cross-check the collected data. Two methods may be used to estab

lish concurrent validity: (1) the use of interviews in conjunction

with, observations or (2) use of another observer. It is most important 

that complete reporting methods be used to establish reliability and 

validity (Wood and Brink 1978). In this study, method (1) was used: 

the use of interviews in conjunction with observations.

Errors and Limitations
1, It must be taken into consideration the samples are small and 

not necessarily representative of all female adolescents who 

were abandoned as children; therefore, no generalizations can 

be made,

2. There was no control over independent variables such as socio

economic status, the role, of the mother pre or post abandon

ment, other siblings, the quality of father-contact pre
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abandonment. However attempts will be made to identify and 

describe these variables.

3. There has been a very minimal amount of research done in the 
area of abandonment, particularly in relationship to paternal 
abandonment of the female child.

Analysis

Essentially, the analysis of data consists of two distinct en

tities: ”(!) the rearranging of individual units of data into sets of

like data to place them into various relationships with other sets of 

like data to form an integrated whole, for the purpose of finding the 

nature, proportion, function or relationship of various sets of units; 

and (2) statements of results of the rearranging of the units of the 

data” (Wandelt 1970, p. 24). The second entity- —  statements of re

sults —  will be spoken to in Chapter 5,

From the transcribed recordings of the semi-structured inter

view, the investigator prepared a content analysis as described above, 

This included categorizing, summarizing and tabulating the results.

As the result of preliminary studies in other fields, five (5) possi

ble categories were identified: (1) cognitive learning, (2) sex role

identity, (3) mental illness, (4) antisocial behavior and (5) positive 
outcomes. Once the categories were established, the data was coded by 

placing the raw data into the appropriate categories.



CHAPTER 4

PRESENTATION AND ANALYSIS OF DATA

The purpose of this chapter is to present and discuss the data 

collected. This will include a description of the subjects and an 

analysis of the data from the semi-structured interview. These data 
will be related to the original purpose of the study which is to 

identify long term effects of paternal abandonment as a child on the 

mental health of female adolescents.

Analysis began with the first interview and continued through 

the tvro semi-structured interviews. Background information was col

lected at the first phone interview. When it was determined that the 

respondent fit the criteria for the study, the two semi-structured 

interviews were scheduled.

Subjects were asked about their life and relationship prior to 

their father’s abandonment and after their father abandoned them.
They were questioned about their relationship with their mother, 

friends (male and female), school and asocial behavior. Positive and 

negative thoughts about themselves and the abandonment experience were 

discussed (see interview guide in Appendix B),

Description of Subjects
Data for the study was collected from respondents to an adver

tisement in the Clarion and the Dandy Dime. None of the four
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respondents from the Clarion were used because.of the time considera

tion between the time the advertisement was placed (November 1979) and 
the time the study was done (July 1980)„ Of the nine respondents 

answering the advertisement in the Dandy Dime, five subjects fit the 
criteria set up for this study. The criteria used for choosing four 

out of the five subjects was the location of the father after the 

abandonment. The father of the subject excluded was incarcerated two 

years after he abandoned his family. This was a distinctly different 

variable from the other four subjects. This subject was held in re

serve in case one of the other subjects dropped out of the study.

One of the original four subjects, a 21 year old Hispanic girl 

whose father left at seyen, was unable to complete the study. While 

she was very willing, even anxious, to talk, the investigator was able 

to obtain very little information. We had just started our interview 

when her boyfriend appeared drunk and disheveled. He tore up the con

sent form, destroyed the tape, and ordered the investigator out at the 

point of a knife. He would not allow her to make a future appointment. 

The interview was terminated and a fifth subject was brought in for a 

replacement.

information about the subjects’- background was obtained from 

the first phone call. When it was determined if the subject met the 

criteria for the study, an appointment was made for the first inter

view, It was. found by the investigator most of the subjects would not 

come to the school of nursing for an interview', A variety of reasons: .

was glyen: no transportation, no baby sitter, couldn’t find it, too



33
nervous. The semi-structured interviews were set up at a time and 
place mutually convenient for the subject and the investigator.

The interviews were conducted in a quiet, comfortable place 

where there would be few distractions. Three sets of interviews were 

conducted in the subjects * homes. All participants sat in easy chairs 

with the tape recorder in the middle. One set of interviews took 

place in the interviewer’s home, at the kitchen table over a cup of 
coffee. The tape recorder was on the table between the subject and 

the interviewer. One set of interviews took place in the interviewer’s 

room at the College of Nursing. The interviewer arranged the chairs 

so the desk was not between the subject and the interviewer, The tape 

recorder sat on the table beside them.

After the first interview, the investigator reviewed the ma
terial in order to identify which areas needed to be explored in more 

depth and to clarify areas of information where there might be con

flicting ideas. For example: one subject stated she had no homosex

ual leanings and in the second interview stated she had not been 

completely honest. In this case clarification was needed (Jane*).

The second interview was scheduled two days after the first interview.

The sample consisted of five females who had been abandoned by

their father during childhood. Three of the subjects were Anglo-

American and two were Hispanic. Ages ranged from fourteen to twenty-

four. Age at the time of abandonment ranged from three to nine. All

*Pseudonyms are used for all personal referents.
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the subjects came from middle class homes prior to the abandonment. 

After the abandonment all lived in greatly reduced financial circum

stances .

All interviews were conducted with individual subjects except 
Nancy and Sues who were interviewed together. Sue refused to talk to 

the interviewer without Nancy present. All interviews were tape- 

recorded with the exception of Nancy and Sue's second interview. Be

cause of a malfunction of the tape recorder this interview was not 

recorded. Notes were taken and the information was compared to the 

first recorded interview• Because the information was very similar to 
the first recorded interview all pertinent quotes were taken from the 

first interview.
The subjects appeared willings even eager, to talk about their 

feelings of abandonment. Two found the interview very difficult mid

way through and broke into tears, "I didn't realize I: had been harbor

ing all these resentments." When asked if she wanted to stop at that 

point or if she wanted to- continue, the reply was, "Please continue, I 

think I am understanding myself better than I; ever have. I; must have 

needed to talk about this, but it is harder than I thought it would 
be."

Four females were selected as: participants of the study. Each 

female has been given a name and is presented individually to give some 

background on each with the exception of the subject who did not con

tinue.
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Jane

Jane is a 24-year old Anglo-American girl whose father left 

when she was three. She only remembers having contact with him three 

times in her life, "Once when I was about eight, another time when I 

was 12 (I visited him in Florida for a couple of months with my brother 

and sister) and the last time when I was 16,"
Jane remembers building fantasies about her father. "When I 

was seven or eight I remember going to bed at night and dreaming there 

was this moving van at my window and it would be my dad ready to take 

me off to this great life of having a father as opposed to being around 

my mother who was often depressed and really not very demonstrative and 

loving. He was like a super daddy and made all kinds of money. I re
member telling my friends he was, first a thousandaire, then a million

aire and then a billionaire. The other kids couldn't understand where 

he was."

Jane originally lived on a small ranch in Montana. After her 

father left, the family moved to Massachusetts and lived in a house 

provided by the grandparents. Their financial circumstances were 

greatly reduced. They lived on welfare, food stamps, some help from 
her grandparents, and her mother’s job as church secretary.

Jane has an older sister (27), an older brother (26), and a 
younger sister (22). "All of us have an intense hatred for our father. 

He started us on acid when we. visited him at 16. He raped my sister 

and then kicked us out. All of us have attempted suicide at least 

once." Jane has tried many street drugs and has had multiple sex
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partners« She is now married, though the marriage is somewhat "un

stable11 and she. has; enrolled in college.

Sally

Sally is a 21-year old Anglo-American girl whose father left 

when she was seven. She relates she saw him once when he came back 

for a couple of hours when she was 16. When she was 20, he moved back 

into the house.

Sally does hot recall her feelings about her dad very well be

cause, "I didn't really see him very much, but 1 don’t remember being 

close at all," He never did anything with us as a family, I can't 
remember how I felt but I know I felt pretty bad because he had a 

special pillow he always used to use and I hugged that pillow and 

cried holding that pillow because I; missed him, but I don't know if I 

missed him because I missed his personality because I didn't consider 

him as a personality. !: just.missed having a Dad. As time went on I 

thought we wouldn't see Dad and we lived fine without him and I —  you 

know —  I liked haying him alive. I knew he was out there somewhere 

and after he started writing, I didn't feel so bad as I: figured he's 

left and he's going to stay gone ~  no big deal,"

Sally remembers living in a mobile home and moving to a small 

farm shortly before her father left. She recalls they were finan

cially comfortable, before her father left. "We had everything we could 

want." After he left she states, "We were destitute." "We then lived 

on welfare, food stamps (which bothered me the most), mother worked as 

an aide at the hospital and her grandparents helped us."
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Sally llyed with one sister, one year older than her, and her 

mother. There were no other people in the house while they were grow

ing up. Their mother completed a college education after their father 

left. Sally’s sister graduated from college and Sally will graduate 

this year.
One of the hardest things she had to handle was her mother

having to go to work. She states she felt abandoned by both her father

and mother and blamed her dad for mom having to be gone.

Nancy
Nancy is a 14-year old Anglo-American girl whose father left 

when she was nine. Nancy's background deviates a little from the other 

subjects in that her father was put in prison for rape two and a half 

years after the abandonment. She held on to the idea that her father 

did not come back to them because he could not.

Nancy remembers her father as very strict. He took care of her 

mother who was handicapped with muscular dystrophy. "1 didn't know

how bad it was till after he was gone and T had to take care of her,

that was hard on me, too." Her little brother, who was "hyperactive," 

was sent to live with their grandparents, so Nancy lived alone with her 

mother. "Then we moved to the vicinity of the University Hospital and 

she met a boyfriend and didn't need me no more to take care of her."

Nancy has lived in Tucson all her life. Before her father left 

they were financially secure. Her father had income properties, and a 

good job. After her father left and after the trial, they lost "every

thing but one small house," Things were pretty rough.
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After the publicity of the trial, Nancy was ashamed and only 

attended school sporadically. She eventually quit and went to live 

with her boyfriend. She does hope to start back to school this fall 
and at least finish high school.

Nancy, at 14, has had two abortions, now has a small baby and 
is pregnant again. Since her father left she has run away from home 

many times. She has lived in a girl's detention home, a girl's board

ing house for unwed mothers and is presently living with her boyfriend 

at his mother's home. However, there are three families living toge

ther in a very small house. Nancy, her boyfriend and baby plan to moye 

into an abandoned car in the near future. "You can't get help until 

you're living in the streets."

Sue
Sue is a 15-year old Hispanic girl whose father left when she 

was three. She remembers very little about her father but does remem

ber her mother's boyfriend moving in with them when she was about eight. 

"It was pretty good for awhile then he started drinking. He would beat 

on mother and my- brother. I would run away and hide under the bed or 
somewhere in the house. I would be seared because of all the yelling 

and beating."

Sue recalled, "Our house always looked like a dump and we 

didn't have.anything nice in it but we always had clothes and food." 

Sue's mother receives assistance and food stamps and also works to sup

port three families. "We got a moving notice from our manager cause 

we were not paying the rent. He wants us to move out because this



house was only meant for one family and he has to pay all the bills. 
Sometimes we have to go to the store and steal milk for the baby and 
sometimes food."

Sue is quiet and rather shy. She says she "doesn’t trust 

people too much." She said while she enjoyed living with people some, 
she tended to be a "loner". Sue dropped out of school but plans to 
re-enter this year and finish high school.

Data Analysis
The data was organized into categories on the basis of pro

posed themes derived from a review of the literature and predominant 

themes from the semi-structured interviews. The following themes were 
identified.

Cognitive Learning

The literature indicates, there is a parallel between a warm 

nurturing father-daughter relationship and the development of indepen

dence, creativity, progressive, achievement and autonomy in girls.

Two subjects used school and the teachers to get attention in 

two ways. After a period of unrest with poor grades, the two subjects 

stated that they, "got their act together" and used outstanding grades 

to gain favorable attention.

Well when I was in grade school they thought I; was kind of 
ornery as a little kid, a tomboy, but after Dad left —  I’m 
not saying this is related it might not be —  T became kind of 
quiet. 1 wasn’t a bad student but 1 didn’t really remember 
putting any effort into it. I kind of skipped through I guess.. 
When I was a freshman in high school I kind of took hold of 
myself and took a little sense of responsibility and well just 
realized what it meant to get something on my own and from
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then on I really started working at it. The harder it was the 
better I liked it. I developed a very strong desire to 
achieve and I find that with everything, I want the best that 
there is. In school, if it’s hard, that's what I want. Eng
lish, literature, foreign language, history, stuff like that 
was always pretty easy. Math, chemistry and physics were hard
est and that's what I majored in in college. I have never 
really thought about why but it might stem from the fact I 
don't ever want to be in the position of going without or in 
the position that my mother was in. (Sally)

Yeah, I liked school. I think it was getting attention 
from my teachers. I liked them. I got attention from them 
that I didn't get from my mother. In the early days of ele
mentary school it was a way of getting approval and then in 
fifth grade, as far as school goes, they switched me from 
the lower class to a more difficult class and they made me a 
crossing guard and the whole thing and suddenly like the first 
period it was As and Bs and then it got to be all As again.
The absences dropped and the tardies dropped. (Jane)

The other two subjects used school and their teachers to get 

attention in a different way. They used problem behavior and lower 

grades to gain the recognition they were seeking as shown by some of 

the following remarks.

My grades started going down. I started getting Cs hut I
wasn't that upset over it. It was like a status symbol,
(Nancy)

After my parents split, my grades went kurplunk. (Sue)

I was real snotty to a lot of my teachers. I; would sass 
them back, then I would have to stay after class or some
thing, (Nancy)

In junior high school I got in a lot of trouble. I did
a lot of acting out and got detentions all the time. Oh God,
all the time. 1 used to get quite a bit of attention from 
the guidance counselor and the assistant principal. (Nancy)

The subjects were divided as far as attendance in school. Two 

attended regularly and two had frequent absences.
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I started not doing my assignments and make up excuses„

I was supposed to leave for school at a certain time and I 
would start being late and make excuses. (Sue)

All seemed to like their teachers and used them to fulfill 

their needs in their own individual ways. For most of the subjects, 

English, spelling and art were the easiest subjects while math, chem
istry and science were the hardest.

Self Esteem
According to the literature, the father’s interest and partici

pation in his daughter’s activities seems to enhance that child's self- 

confidence and self esteem. All of the subjects in the study have 

some trouble with self esteem.

Edonomic circumstances affected the lives of all the subjects. 

All stated in some way they were bothered by being on welfare, having 

to use food stamps and feeling socially inferior because of social cir

cumstances and the clothes they wore. Economic circumstances seemed to 

be a major theme in the subjects’ self esteem and in how they related 

to their peers.

I; went through childhood feeling that I; was different, that 
everyone else knew things 1 didn’t know. 1; remember playing 
hopscotch and bending oyer. My girlfriend said, ’My God your 
underwear is all brown, when is the last time you changed them? ’ 
’•Two weeks ago.’ I had no idea how often to take a bath or 
when to change my clothes. When someone told me you had to 
wash your hair more often than every two or three weeks it was 
a discovery to me to know I didn’t have to walk around with 
greasy hair. (Jane)

I really guess 1; felt neglected. I felt I wasn’t as good 
as other kids, I; didn’t have the same type of clothes they 
did. They had short skirts, T had long skirts that were 
too big or missing buttons. I can remember looking down —  I 
had this one red velvet skirt that was very long and walking
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down the halls at school just looking at it and the shoes that 
were too big underneath it and thinking about how it was so 
different from what the other kids had. (Jane)

I felt really resentful we had to wear rummage store 
clothes and use food stamps. (Sally)

Obviously experiences such as these plus others can’t help but 
make an impression on a child’s life, on how they view themselves and 

how they think others view them. Fortunately, some of these unhappy 

experiences are tempered by happier experiences which have £ positive 

influence on self esteem.

When I was in high school I had a lot of friends and became 
a cheerleader. I felt very self conscious and inferior around 
the other cheerleaders. They always seemed tp know just what 
to wear and what to say around men. My outside activities 
helped me gradually build up my self confidence. 1 was su
perior with show horses, superior in track at my distances.
Track particularly gave me something to do which required a 
lot of self discipline and hard work, T liked it. (Sally)

I still feel I have problems such as not being able to 
get close to people. Sometimes I think I emit an aura of 
not snottyness but aloofness. People say hi and talk to me, 
and they might like me, but it is as hard for them to talk to' 
me as it is for me to talk to them- T don't like that kind 
of air but I don't know how to make people feel comfortable 
and that bothers me. (Sally)

I feel like I'm still trying to get it right. I don't 
even know what it is I'm trying to change but I am still 
trying to fit in and feel like T am a part of things. Like 
I said, I am trying to make up for lost time, trying to 
straighten things out. (Nancy)

Two of the subjects have had weight problems. One subject 

still.has a weight problem.

My dad used to cut us down a lot and 1 felt not very 
well. I didn't think very well of myself, I weighed about 
200 pounds and dad would get on me and my sister just some
thing terrible. He would start out saying really smart stuff 
and make fun of us and we would end up bawling and going to 
our room- He did a lot to make us really feel inferior. (Jane)
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One subject felt it would help her self image to graduate from 

high school.

Hardly anyone in this family graduated and 1 want to do it 
not only for me but for the family. Sometimes I just stare 
into space for hours.

The image a person has of herself affects her relationship with 

others. It is hard to know in the above subjects, how much of the poor 

self esteem is directly or indirectly caused by the father’s abandon

ment and how much other variables had an effect.

Trust

Because of a deficiency in trust (as defined by Erickson’s 
developmental stages, trust vs. mistrust) there is a weakness of emo

tional attachment and an impaired relationship with people. Lack of 

trust was a predominant feeling among all four subjects» It inter

fered with relationships of subjects with both men and women.

I am not that close to many people but when I do get close 
to someone I don’t ever ask anybody to do anything for me 
material-wise cause I don’t like to ask people to do things 
for me. I'd rather do it myself. I don’t know why I feel 
that way, maybe because I don’t want anyone else's whims or 
wishes or wait for them to do it. I ’d rather do it myself.
I don’t like to be put in any kind of position of inferiority 
or dependency or anything related to that. I always want to 
be the one who calls the shots if possible., It takes a long 
time to get to know people. I always seem to keep a little 
bit of distance from most people —  but, there have been one 
or two I have gotten close to. I find when I do get close 
to people it is never women —  men, but when I get really 
close I lead them to a point where they give everything.
(Sally)

I don’t trust guys, I expect every guy is going to go 
out and cheat on me like my dad did. 1 don’t trust them 
at all, (Sue)
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My father raped my sister then kicked her out and called 

her a tramp. (Jane)

As I have gotten older, I have found it harder and harder 
to make friendships, harder and harder to trust people to be 
friends, or to expect a good relationship even from people of 
my own sex- It was really painful to grow up knowing you 
were abandoned. Growing up with that feeling of having been 
dropped —  left, and I think that is really real. (Jane)

These subjects:- clearly describe their problems, wtfth. trust rela

tionships which they often connect with experience of being abandoned 

by their father. Their reluctance to trust others holds for both men 

and women in their lives.

Sex Role Identity 

According to the literature, adequate sex role identity is 

often derived from a role model in the home and positive feelings 

toward interactions with the opposite sex are patterned after the 

model of father-mother interactions.

Because this is. such a large area of study, it will be divided 
into topics which are interrelated.

Dating and Marriage Plans

That trust was a problem in heterosexual relationships, became 
further evident in a discussion about dating and marriage plans. Evi

dent in the interviews was the theme, "I want to maintain control, 1; 

want to stop the relationship before he does."

1 never got totally involved, I always keep a little bit 
of distance so that if I want to withdraw, 1 can with no 
feelings lost- They might get hurt and I feel bad about that 
but i’m not hurt. Then I still have the security and the fun 
things that go along with, a relationship without getting 
totally involved. (Sally)
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The subjects expressed very negative feelings about relation

ships with men and dating. One subject thought men were dependent and 
childlike and useless except for sex.

Basically my deepdown thoughts are that men, they are use
less. They are not necessary, that would be a better way of 
putting it. They can be nice at times —  they are good for 
sex. I guess my feelings are that T am going to have to support 
myself emotionally and possibly physically, that 1 am the one 1 
will eventually have to fall back on. I don’t feel they are de
pendable and 1 would like to think I will meet a man 1 can 
depend on but I really have my doubts. I feel like women have 
to carry all the weight. Most of the relationships I have seen 
I feel like the woman is responsible, carries most of the load 
to keep everything going emotionally and time wise. (Jane)

Men are dependent. Almost childlike. I think I expect 
less from men than I do from women. (Jane)

She thought it would have helped to have a male role model. 

Instead the model her father provided her with shocked her.
I think that it would have helped me to have a male role 

model so that T would know what to expect from men. (Jane)

But no one had ever talked to me about sex and my dad 
said the only reason a guy takes a girl out is to get into 
her pants and he will be nice to her for two or three months 
and promise her the moon just so he can go to bed with her.
If it’s wining and dining, it is worth it to the guy in 
order to get in her pants and don’t let anyone tell you any 
different, I was shocked. The way 1 felt was hurt. How 
could my own dad be telling me this? (Jane)

Another subject did not date in high school. In college she 

had one "honest" relationship, When it got too serious she "got out" 

and has not had a good relationship since.
High school I; never dated, T wasn’t even interested. I 

just had too much else to do. I’d look like any other girl 
if 1 saw a. good looking guy but I didn’t want to get involved 
with any of them. (Bally)

In college when I was a freshman I; started going with 
someone about two weeks after I had been in school and we
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got very very close and I learned a lot from him, I would say 
he was really the only truly honest relationship I ’ve had from 
my whole life. I have had a lot of relationships but none as 
honest as that one and 1 guess that was honest because I did 
truly give all of myself to that one —  all my feelings and 
everything, I didn’t keep up any barriers or anything and 
since that one I always have. (Sally)

This last year I have dated quite a bit and I found I don't 
like it. (Sally)

I don't want to get into a relationship and be back to the 
same feeling of being rejected. (Sally)

One subject states She is uncomfortable with men.

As far as dating any of them, no. I'd rather not. (Sue)

The other subject, though she is living with a man and has his 

child, does not desire a lasting relationship with him.

It makes you wonder if marriage is worth it. (Nancy)

These subjects, have all identified problems with sex role identity 

which appears to interfere with heterosexual relationships. These sub

jects have seen their mothers and sisters beaten, verbally abused, de

graded and raped by their father. They are protecting themselves in 

their own individual ways. One subject completely rejects men, one 

feels they are useless, the other two lack the trust in men.

Homosexuality
Inappropriate and/or inadequate fathering is thought to be a 

major factor in the development of female homosexuals. One subject in 

the study did not say she was a homosexual but stated she preferred 

girls and did not like boys at all. One subject stated she had tried 

a relationship with other women and felt she had homosexual leanings.
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The other two subjects were completely turned off by the idea of homo
sexuality.

I didn’t really like boys at all, 1 like being with my 
friends a whole lot more. (Sue)

I am not really comfortable with guys and I don’t think I 
was then either. I just needed somebody and wanted somebody —  
anybody. (Sue)

The thought of any kind of relationship just totally 
turned me off —  I thought it was not disgusting but just 
kind of yuck —  why waste your time on it. (Sally)

None whatsoever. 1 am totally disgusted by the idea.
(Sally)

The only thing I know about it is that women fall in love 
with women and men fall in love with men and they have physi
cal relationships and to me it is just totally off in the 
head. I can’t imagine being with another woman that way. 1 
am not a toucher anyway. I know a lot of people and it kind 
of throws me off when they will come up and hug you hello or 
goodbye. With men I am a toucher5 probably with women no, 
not at all. (Sally)

Well I really have only just become aware of it. 1 
haven’t really figured out why, T could say well obviously . 
it was the fact that my father was supposed to be there for 
me and he just left me. (Jane)

Security

A prominent theme for three of the four subjects was the strata 

egy to avoid pain of the abandonment experience or future abandonment 
by men. One subject avoided situations which she thought would call 

attention to her and "hated" her father for putting her in that situa

tion,

1 wouldn’t eyen go to the grocery store with Mom because 
then everyone would know. T hated Dad for that. T think that 
is the reason 1 feel 1 must have the best of everything now.
What was wrong with me that he didn’t want to contact me? 1
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thought there was something inherently wrong with me that, 
made him leave» (Sally)

Strategies for avoiding abandonment in the future included: 

don’t get involved at all, get rid of them before they get rid of you, 

pick someone on a "lower level" so they won't leave you. (Sue)
I choose someone for a friend or boyfriend whom I thought 

I was not deserving of —  and it is interesting because I 
don’t see that there is anyone on my level. Somebody that 
doesn’t deserve me and I don’t deserve. There is not somebody 
who is on my level who would be on equal grounds with me. I 
felt if I was more valuable to them they wouldn't leave me so 
obviously I lowered myself so they would never leave me.
(Jane)

I’d rather find a decent guy and have a relationship for 
however long it lasts. When it’s over it’s over. (Nancy)

I will get rid of you before you get rid of me. (Sally)
But I always keep a little bit tif distance between so 

that if anything happens I say good-bye before they do, I 
always want to be the one to end it and I; don’t enter a rela
tionship unless I feel that way. If I" want to say good-bye 
I can and know I won't be hurt. (Sally)

father’s Role

How the subjects viewed the role of the father seemed to be 

important. They felt it was important for the father to be a role 

model of how men and women interact.

Since my mother was so insecure 1 would say the thing I 
think now is most important is support fqr her. His being 
there for her and providing a role model of how men and women 
interact. Just because everyone else had a Dad —  to be more 
normal. To take me places. To do things as a family. And 
of course also to support us. (Nancy)

Basically, the subjects agreed a father or husband should sup-
r

port the family economically, help set and enforce rules, be a role, 

model as to how men and women interact, and be consistent and
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supportive in the emotional needs of the family. Most of all they 
wanted him to be there.

Fathers should guide, give advice, feel good when you 
do well and sympathize when you do poorly. Somebody that 
cares and is consistent . ' “ .

I see my dad as being there to praise me when I did well.
And I needed discipline and my mother being as insecure as 
she was didn’t discipline us because she needed our approval 
and looking back on my behavior I can really see how I would 
have benefited from discipline in my childhood a little more 
direction and guidance. A firm guiding hand. (Jane)

Just to be understanding, at least hear the child’s side 
of the story. I think an important thing is for parents to 
really work together on how they were going to raise their 
children. (Sue)

Watch out for me and make.sure I; don’t get in trouble.
Make sure I: don’t do things that are going to hurt me for 
the rest of my life —  like the baby. Hie should support 
the family. Father is. a controller. One who can give you 
love but still control, keep you out of trouble. My Mom 
could never do that by herself. I; was too wild, she couldn't 
keep up with me. I;f I; ever got out of line, he would straighten 
me out quick and I was a good kid when he was around. (Nancy)

I assume that they will be there when their kids need 
them and they should provide guidance and kind of a authority 
figure. I also think it is important the kind of love the 
father gives his children whether it be male or female. I 
always felt loved. It’s just that when he wasn’t there.
There were times when we got school awards and that type of 
thing — » other kids' dads would be there and I felt kind of 
left out and mother couldn’t spread herself between the two 
of us. (Sally)

During the early years of abandonment, the subjects stated they 

had a fantasy image of their fathers, They projected him in an un

realistic image.

He was like a super daddy, really intelligent and made 
all kinds of money. (Jane)
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As the subjects got older, they seemed to develop a more realistic 

image of their father„ They sometimes vacilated between love and hate 

but it appeared the underlying love was always there. At times, it 

seemed they loved the image of their absent father more than their 

present mother.

I still love my father a lot. (Nancy)

We are still really close. (Nancy)

I feel sorry for him* T think he has realized what he has 
missed. I feel a lot closer to him now like he is dad in 
ways. (Sally)

Though I don’t really like her that much I still respect 
her. (Nancy)

Mo they-Child Role Change

All the subjects identified a significant change not only in 

the role the mother played in the family but in their own role. Mother

T#as identified as becoming helpless, dependent, needing care or so

caught up in her own survival that she didn’t have time for "us" any

more.
She was so happy as a wife and mother. You could just see 

it in her and then to be so crushed by my- father’s, treatment 
of her. She has never been the same. (jane)

Yeah I talk to her but she goes to meetings and work.
She is only here a couple hours a night, then she goes, to 
bed and gets up early. I don’t see her much. (Sue)

It used to be the case that we would go sit on Mom or 
Dad’s lap and one night T went up and sat on Mom’s lap and 
said T love you and she said get away from me and that really 
hurt. It stuck with me for a long, long time. After she got 
out of school and started working at the college and kind of 
got herself established and on secure ground again, things 
eased off a bit and well things just got a little better as 
we got older, because T started recognizing her as a
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personality, not just as a mother and I don’t think kids rea
lize the worth of their parents as people until it's too late, 
until you are ready to leave home and then you think back of 
all the times you wished you had been a little more receptive 
but things have been really good now. We are really closer 
than I think most kids are with their family which I am very 
thankful for. (Sally)

The subject’s role as a child also changed. The subjects re

lated how they had to take over the mother role, be a nurse, a com

panion and confident to siblings. One subject stated her role changed 

from child to nurse and companion then changed again because her 
mother no longer needed her.

Mother has. a handicap —  muscular dystrophy and my Dad 
always took care of her. I: knew she had a problem but I 
didn’t know-how bad it was till aftep he was gone and I had 
to take care of her, that was hard on me too. I knew my mom
didn't really need me anymore she had somebody else. (Nancy)

Mom was very dependent, she would ask my advice when I was 
eight or nine years old, do you think T should do this, do you 
think I should do that, How do I look? Should I lose weight? 
Should I dye my hair? Those are questions that an eight-year 
old has1: no inkling of what to do. I described what her re
sponse was when T  wouldn't show up at home. I interpreted it 
as her hot caring. I just see her as being in such a state 
she was incapable of caring but she. really does care deeply 
but is incapable of doing anything —  no inner strength, no 
faith in herself—  a single woman, (Jane)

I loved mom a lot when I was little. I went through a
real bad time after my dad left. Like I said T am so sorry 
for the way that T treated her now and T ran away. I used to 
call her names. We actually had fist fights. She had a boy
friend that she used to date and I hated him, (Sue)

Qh, I: do, I really do, because T feel like 1 lack a lot 
because of it. T feel like.I could do a lot more for myself;
I; could he more, productive if T had been disciplined. I feel 
like I; missed out on Erickson’s stages of industry versus in
feriority and all of that. 1; really feel like I could be a 
much more accomplished person right now and could have been
all through school and high school. (Jane)

Who did you turn to then? My sister, (Sally)
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Anti-social Behavior

According to the literature, the father represents social order 

and social functioning. Father-absent children often show lack of 

social responsibility, low achievement motivation and juvenile delinq

uency. These anti-social acts are often impulsive as well as aggres

sive. Three of the four subjects discussed problems they had had with 

anti-social behavior.

Three of the subjects had used street drugs« Two still smoke 

pot regularly.
Yeah. I did that in high school. I had a girlfriend who 

smoked pot, so I started smoking pot. It was nice, it gave 
you a good feeling. I went on to speed and reds and I did a 
lot of LSD. I tripped about every week at least. Sometimes 
I had a bad trip. Even now.sometimes I look in tile and see 
it breathing. There.were so many good trips. So many times 
when it was pleasant and everything was beautiful.

I smoke pot because by best girl friend smokes up. Pretty 
soon that was the crowd we fell into. We did speed and reds 
but not as often as pot. I was the only one who ever took 
acid. I saw it then as being curious. Now I wonder if it 
wasn't a death wish. A means of escape.

The one subject who did not use street drugs stated many of 

her friends used street drugs such as cocaine and LSD, but she had 

never had a desire to try them. She said it bothered her that her 

friends used drugs but it was their preference.

The most common problems with the law was. shoplifting. Three 

of the four subjects said they had been caught shoplifting. Two of 

the subjects said they still did steal occasionally.

It becomes a challenge —  me against the system. 1 know it's, 
vwrong but when you have no money how else can you get what you 
need? Besides who cares?
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Another method of acting out was causing problems at school 

such as smoking in the bathroom, "sassying" teachers and cutting 
classes. Acting out behavior without considering the consequences was 

a way to get attention from adults and gain recognition from peers. It 

would seem any attention, even if it’s punishment, is better than no 

attention.

It’s a way of getting attention from the counselors and 
teachers. (Jane)

The only time Mom knew I was alive was when I was in 
trouble. (Nancy)

One subject deviated from the predicted norm. She went in the 

opposite direction. She was a model child, getting good grades, 

achieving in sports, doing all the things "good” girls do. She sup

pressed all her hostile feelings and said, "I will make good in spite 

of everyone." The turmoil within this subject is very evident in talk

ing to her.
At several points during the interview she became very teary- 

eyed, although she maintained her composure. (Sally)

Another subject stated, "This is harder than I thought it would 

be." Twice during the interview she cried, but stated she wanted to 

continue. At the completion of the interview she thanked the investi

gator , stating, "I would like to have gotten this off my chest a long 

time ago."

Mental Illness

The literature states paternal absence or inadequacy can be a 

factor in the development of severe psychopathology in the female child.
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Within this study there was no conclusive evidence that mental illness 

was a factor.

All four of the subjects indicated they had had mental prob

lems . They indicated their "problems" had consisted of a "messed up

head", confused feelings of anger, hurt and guilt, unhappy, unable to 
relate to men. Although three of the subjects indicated they would 

like to have had help, none of the subjects had sought professional 
help. The investigator did not make any referrals but a list of pro

fessionals where the subject could obtain help was made available to 

the subject.
I wanted Mom to send me to a psychiatrist. The reason

was my dad left and it was a confused feeling I had and hurt
and resentment toward him I still have. I also wanted my 
mom to put me in a foster home cause I really wanted a mom 
and dad —  I really wanted a family to live with —  it was 
the only way for me to be happy but I never have been, (Jane)

Jane talked to her school counselor more, she thought, to just 

have someone to talk to, someone who would listen, and someone to 

solve her problems.
Within my own head, yeah I have. I have never talked to 

anybody about them or anything like that. I think everybody 
has mental problems to a degree, it's just some can handle 
them and some can't. Most of my problems stemmed from my 
dad leaving I think —  problems with men mainly, I don't 
trust anybody whatsoever and I don't take compliments well 
from men unless I; know them and they happen to be a very 
close personal friend. They are giving you a come on or a
false facade just to get close to you and see what they can
get, I have thought out my problems, figured out why I: have
them, the causes and then I have to just take care of it and
do something about it. So I pretty much handle them on my 
own, (Sally)
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Sue states she really has not dealt with her father abandoning 

her. "I think that’s why it hurts more. What was wrong with me that 
he didn’t contact me?”

All the subjects state they have had mental problems as a re

sult of the abandonment experience. Many of these problems have been 

only partially resolved. It is not known if these unresolved problems 

might be the groundwork for future mental illness.

Positive Attitudes
This investigator found no literature to support the idea of 

positive attributes to the abandonment experience. However, all four 

subjects were able to identify some positive attitudes which they 

attributed to the abandonment experience.

One subject was able to find unqualified love from a surrogate 

father which she did not feel her father could have given her.

I was able to live with my grandparents. I had a chance 
to have at least one -person in my life, my grandfather, who 
did love me without qualification —  I didn’t have to do any
thing. Some of the things 1 did hurt him but he would still 
love me. This was my only positive interaction with men.. I 
don’t think my father would have been able to give that love. 
(Jane)

One subject stated she learned how to problem solve and felt 

she had gained direction and become a stronger, more self-reliant 

person.

From the anguish I; find a positive attitude, I learned 
kind of how to analyze myself and not just sit around and 
assume it is a problem and fall to pieces over it or some
thing. It has made me a self-reliant, strong person. I 
don’t like to be alone but I am self-reliant and I don’t 
depend on someone else’s company for anything. I don’t 
mind being by myself, (Sally)
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Well I think 1 have grown up a definitely more honest, 

strong person than I would have been if he had been there.
I would have been totally cowed and one of your yes, no 
people if he had been here. I am very self assertive in 
that I want the best and I don't know I think I just know 
my direction in life —  I want to do something, be something 
as opposed to just a wife. (Sally)

I have learned you have got to take what comes, as it 
comes. You can't look back or constantly plan for the 
future. You have to take one day at a time and live that
day for what it is. (Sue)

One subject identified future direction for how she did and did 
not want to deal with children.

I know the way I want to bring up my children. We are 
going to be happy so they can be happy. I am not going to 
raise them the way I was raised. I am going to try to give 
them a lot of confidence, get them involved in school 
things and people in their own age group. I know I am not 
going to cut them. (Nancy)

Three of the subjects indicated that they thought their mother

should have been honest with them and told them why their father left.

They further stated Mom should not run Dad down.

Every time T asked her about my father she would change 
the subject. Sometimes 1 would tell her that 1 needed him.
She never told me anything bad about him. She told me I 
should love him. She never gave me a bad influence on him.
She never said he is wrong and I realize if he did do that 
he was in the wrong but T don't hate him for doing it. I 
guess T will never know whether he did or didn’t. I take 
his word for it.. (Sue)

Oh, just basically that he didn't care and that he was 
immature and irresponsible. (Nancy)

Terrible things. She hated him. They hate each other.
My dad doesn't hate my mom now that he is religious. She 
doesn't want anything to do with him..

Does she consciously try to turn you kids against him?
Yes, (Jane)
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I never really remember her telling us anything. It's 

just kind of hanging in the air but she never talked him 
down. She never turned us against him. If anything she en
couraged our feelings for him. (Sally)

Several of my friends said their mother turned them 
against their Dad and I don't think that is really healthy.
I think Mom just kind of let us make our own decisions. As 
they get older, everyone will form their own opinion with
out interference from anybody else. But I know a lot of 
parents have turned their kids against the other and the 
kids have never formed their own opinion. They have never 
gotten along with the other parent and I don't think that is 
fair to either parent. There may have been a situation 
where they needed to separate or whatever. (Sally)

These subjects have identified some very positive attitudes 

such as love, a method of problem solving, future planning, strength 

in being yourself, living one day at a time, and what information 

should be given to the children in an abandoned family.

This investigator has identified themes which correspond with 

Figure 1 (p. 10) and the literature review« However, it was too large 

a topic to be covered completely in this study. Because of the small 

sample, no major conclusions can be drawn; only themes can be identi

fied and used for a basis for further study.



CHAPTER 5

CONCLUSIONS, IMPLICATIONS FOR NURSING 

AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Presented in this chapter are the investigator’s conclusions 

based on the review of the literature and the data collected, some 

implications for nursing and recommendations for further studies on 

the abandonment experience. The problem studied in this thesis was: 

Female adolescents perceptions of paternal abandonment in childhood.

Conclusions

While there are many more questions to be explored regarding 

the abandonment experience, the perceptions of these adolescent fe

males are insight producing.

Cognitive Development

Statements by the subjects such as, "If Dad had been home he 

wouldn’t have let me get by with it," "Girls don't really need school" 

and "It just didn’t matter any more" seem to show a relationship be

tween negative attitudes toward school work and the lack of a sup

portive father-daughter relationship. In this small sample, two out 
of four of the subjects commented upon paternal rejection in rela

tion to their desire to achieve scholastically and paternal rejection.
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The data collected in this study seems to substantiate the idea that 

perceived paternal rejection influences an adolescent girl's attitude 

and behavior in school. Subjects exhibited behaviors in school that 

were aimed at getting the attention of others, either a positive or 

negative manner. Positive behaviors were obtaining good marks. Nega
tive behaviors were cutting classes, obtaining poor grades and acting 
out. The attention gained in this manner may have served as a compen

sation for inadequate love and attention at home.

Self Esteem
Lowered economic circumstances are common after the abandon

ment experience and seem to have far-reaching effects on the subject's 

life. All related feelings of being different in dress and the lack 

of "something" which would make them acceptable. There seemed to be 

resentment by all of the subjects about being on welfare and food 

stamps with the subsequent rejection by society. One of the more im

portant aspects of altered economic circumstances was that mother had 

to go to work to help support the family. This seemed to have the 

effect of a double abandonment, abandonment by father and abandonment 

by mother.

A poor image of self may affect many aspects of a person's 

life, It may affect how a person interacts with others and result in 

self-isolation or result in obesity and self consciousness. Positive 

influences such as superior accomplishments in a particular area, such 

as grades, or athletics, or completion of a difficult task such as 

graduation from high school, appeared to have an effect on self image.
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While it is hard to know how much other factors in the past history of 
the subjects influenced their self esteem it appears that paternal 
abandonment and the subsequent economic deprivation and paternal depri
vation made subjects feel different from and, in most cases, less than 

their peers.

Trust

Lack of trust seemed to be prevalent in all aspects of the 

subjects’ lives. It particularly seemed to affect the development of 
relationships not only with men but with women also. Subjects found 

it difficult to make and retain friends of both sexes. A thought that 

seemed to prevail was, "If I was so bad my own father abandoned me, 

how could anyone else want me?"

Sex Role Identity .

All the subjects appeared to have problems with sex-role 

identity, partially it seemed, because there was no effective role 

model at home. They were not able to observe an appropriate interac

tion between male and female at home; instead they saw fights, beat

ings, incest and promiscuity. This then was how the subjects learned 

the female role. It is no wonder they have misgivings about accepting 

the female role in dating or marriage. The subjects projected some 

very negative thoughts about men: they are useless except for sex,

they are dependent, they take advantage of you; yet they had some posi

tive thoughts about what the role of the father should be: supportive»
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economically and emotionally, give praise and just being there. For a 

child to grow up in a "whole" family seemed to be very important,

The mother’s interaction also appeared to have a significant 
impact on the child. Negative thoughts identified were: she is too

dependent, she is drunk and smokes pot, she sleeps with anyone. In 

the case of Jane, her mother was so absorbed in surviving the abandon

ment experience herself she did not have time for her daughter.

Mothers seem to become so busy with their own problems of identity, 

economies and just surviving, they abandon their children by neglect 

at a very vulnerable time in their lives.

Homosexuality

Literature identifies inadequate fathering as a possible major 

factor in homosexuality. In this small sample, two subjects, Jane and 

Sue, admitted they had homosexual leanings. One subject objected to 

the idea of homosexuality so strenuously it placed doubt in the in

vestigator's mind. One wonders if there are latent homosexual leanings 

of which the subject is not yet aware of (Sally). While these are far 

from conclusive findings, it might suggest there is some support for 

the findings in the review of. the literature.

Role Change

Sometimes there seems to be a significant role change when the 

father abandons the family. The mother seems to look to the child to 

support her through the crisis. The child must then take on a new role 
of: mother of her own mothers confidant to other siblings and
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sometimes to mother, nurse and companion while still trying to cope 
with her own feelings of guilt, anger and inadequacy»

Anti-social Behavior

Three of these subjects showed a lack of social conscience 

which the review of the literature stated was common among paternally- 

deprived children. Use of pot and street drugs was common in these 

three subjects. Acting-out behaviors to gain attention from faculty 

and peers was evident at school. Low grades for two of the subjects 
(Sue and Nancy) seemed to indicate low achievement motivation. The 

most common delinquent act other than drugs appeared to be shoplifting, 

closely followed by cutting classes. For Jane, Sue and Nancy, poor 

grades and acting out behaviors seemed to be used as a status symbol 

with peers and a method of gaining attention from adults. One subject 

was the exception. Sally was not only an outstanding student, but was 

completely straight; she did not exhibit any asocial behavior and did 

not use street drugs in any form.

Mental Illness
There was no significant data on mental illness. Subjects 

spoke about many unresolved, internal conflicts, but none indicated an 

interest, in entering counseling when names of counselors were offered. 

This may presage mental problems in the future,

Positive Attitudes

While there was no literature to support the idea of positive 

attributes in the abandonment experience, several themes were
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identified. It seems if the abandonment experience is adequately 

worked through it serves as a basis for problem-solving in other areas 
of life. Sally felt she became a stronger and more self-reliant person. 
Jane found she learned about love from a surrogate father, "her grand

father". Nancy identified the direction she wanted to take with her 

own children to prevent future problems like she had encountered.

Contributing Factors

Factors contributing to positive or negative outcomes of the 

abandonment experience were identified.
Probably, the most prominent factor in positive or negative 

outcomes was the role the mother took. If she gave strong positive 

support there appeared to be more positive outcomes. If she was de

pendent, withdrawn, insecure, sickly or absent, the outcomes seemed to 

be more negative.

Another factor seemed to be what the children were told about 

their father's absence. The subjects seemed to agree it was better if 

they were told the truth about why their father left. They also 
seemed to think it helped if they were encouraged to think good things 

about their father, not just hear how "terrible" he was>

The presence of a significant other male seemed to be another 

important variable. The significant other took the form of teachers, 

counselor, sister, boyfriend and grandparents,

In light of the data found, factors that seem to relate to 

personality development and paternal abandonment were reorganized as 

seen in Figure 2, This investigator has drawn some inferences from



Strengths

Paternal Abandonment 
of Female Child

t problem solving

Cognitive
Development

Mother's Role Weakness

i trust
4 identity
4 self esteem
t antisocial behavior
4 at risk for long term 

mental health problems

Figure 2. Post-data Collection Possible Factors Related to Personality Development and 
Paternal Abandonment
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the review of the literature and the data collected. Obviously, be
cause of the scope of the thesis and the size of the sample, only 
tentative conclusions can be drawn.

Implications for Nursing 

Total family care is the goal of professional nursing. Accord

ingly, prevention, education and treatment of the whole family is of 

utmost importance in nursing. There are many agencies designed to 

help families "in trouble". It is important that health care profes

sionals realize not only that the spouse suffers from the abandonment 

experience but there will be far reaching effects on the children, too.

The importance of this role of fathering is just recently being 

recognized. By educating the public through mass media and incorporat

ing the role of the father into parenting classes, there nay come a 

better understanding of the father’s importance.

It is hoped findings from this study will help professionals, 
understand the specific risks and problems associated with the abandon

ment experience, Educational and counseling programs designed to 

assist paternally-abandoned children in their interpersonal and intel

lectual development and to help mothers with their dual-parenting role 

seemed to be needed to prevent long-term mental health problems and 

repetition of defective behaviors.

Recommendations 

Based upon the findings, and inferences of this study, addi

tional research of the following types seems warranted.



Replication of the study using a larger sample. 

a „ Include a sample from mental health clinics, prisons and 
detention homes. 

b . Include a sample from other ethnic and economic back

grounds .
Make a comparison study of subjects who have been abandoned 

and subjects whose fathers have died or divorced the mothers. 

Study the effect of the mother on the emotional and intellec

tual development of the female child in a father-absent family. 

Study each one of the themes identified, in depth, as to per

ceptions of the female adolescent and paternal abandonment. 

Study the effectiveness of the father in the home before the 

abandonment.



APPENDIX A

SUBJECT’S CONSENT FORM

I, Gretchen Petersen, am conducting a study titled, "Female 
Adolescent Perceptions of Paternal Abandonment in Childhood". The 

purpose of this study is to identify the long term effects of child

hood abandonment by fathers on the mental health of female adoles

cents.

The investigator will conduct two semi—structured interviews 

with each subject. The interviews, each one hour in length, will be 

held at a location convenient for the subject and investigator. The 

interviews will be taped and later transcribed and categorized.

Your participation in this study will result in no medical, 

legal, emotional or psychological risks. Your participation is volun

tary, You will be free to withdraw from the study at. any time with no 

ill will. All data will be kept confidential and the results will be 

treated anonymously. Your signature below will indicate your willing

ness to participate in the study as outlined above.

The nature, demands, risks and benefits of the study have been 

explained to me and I; understand what my participation will involve,

I understand that I am free to ask questions or withdraw at any time 

without evoking ill will.
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Signature of Participant Date

Signature of Parent Date
(if appropriate)

I have carefully explained to the subject the nature of the 

project. I certify that to the best of ray knowledge the subject sign

ing this consent form understands clearly the nature, demands, risks 

and benefits involved in her participation in this study. A medical 

problem or language barrier has not precluded a clear understanding of 

his or her involvement in this study.

Investigator’s Signature Date

Witness's Signature Date



APPENDIX B

INTERVIEW GUIDE

Rough draft of semi-structured interview guide,

1. Tell me about your family before your father left.

2. Where did you live before? After? Urban/rural?

3. What were your financial circumstances before: after:
(Row was your family supported? Mother work?)

4. Do you have brothers? Sisters? Ages? Did anyone else live in
your house with you? If so, who?

5. Tell me how you remember your father when he was home. What kind 
of a relationship did you have? '

6. How did you feel about your father while you were growing up?
Now?

7. What do you see as a father's role or responsibilities toward his 
child?

8. What did your mother tell you about your father?

9. What kind of a relationship did you have with your mother while
growing up? Now?

IQ. Tell me about your school days. What did you like or dislike
about school? Did you attend regularly? If not, why? Did you
get good grades? What were your easiest classes? Hardest 
classes ? How did you get along with your teachers?

11. Tell me about your friends. Close friends? Did you have a par
ticular group you were "in" with? Did you prefer to be alone?

12. What were your feelings toward boys while you were growing up?
Did you date? Were you comfortable in social situations of mixed
company? Did you prefer one particular boy or many? Are you
married? Divorced?
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13. Have you ever felt any leanings toward homosexuality?
14. Have you ever been in trouble with the law? If so, tell me

about it.

15. Have you ever used street drugs? If so, tell me about it.

16. Have you ever had counseling? What was the problem as you see it?
What did the counselor say the problem was?

17. How did you feel about yourself while you were growing up? Now?

18. Do you see growing up without a father in your home as having an
influence on your life? If so, how?

19. a. Will you identify any positive attitudes or actions in grow
ing up knowing your father abandoned you?

b. Will you identify any negative attitudes or actions in growing 
up knowing your father abandoned you?

20. If you could change anything in your growing up, what would you
change and why?
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