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Abstract  

 This paper is a literature review on the topic of father absence as it relates to female 

young adult promiscuity. This literature review combines studies from multiple sources that 

describe the connection between father absence and female young adult promiscuity. Young 

female adolescents raised without the presence of a biological father in their household have 

earlier ages of first sexual activity compared with adolescents who are raised in father-present 

households. Several theoretical perspectives have supported this correlation by describing the 

relationship between these two variables using attachment, parental investment, life history, and 

the essential father theories. Important topics explaining the relationship between father absence 

and promiscuity include: the effect of father absence on sexual maturation, timing of father 

absence, the role of genetics, the emotional needs of the adolescent, and the role of personality 

traits. Limitations of the current research on this topic, such as generalizability, stepfather 

involvement and limited, high-risk sample size are discussed. Implications for families, 

practitioners and future research are discussed in order to use this research to educate families 

and practitioners on the importance of this topic.  

Keywords: Father Absence, Father Presence, Risky Sexual Behavior, Attachment  
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Investigating the Relationship between Father Absence and Female Young Adult Promiscuity 

An overview of father absence and female young adult promiscuity illustrates the meaning 

and strength of the current relationship between both. Investigating the relationship between 

these two variables will allow for a better understanding of the role they play in influencing one 

another. Father absence and female young adult promiscuity will be defined prior to a review of 

current research on the topic. The findings from the literature will act to further explain how a 

relationship exists between father absence and female young adult promiscuity. This analysis 

will focus mainly on biological fathers with some mention of stepfathers and other male figures 

present. Additionally, the subjects mentioned will be limited to western societies.   

Father absence is measured by the absence of the “birth father” (either biological father or an 

adoptive father present from birth) from the household at or before age 5. This definition is 

composed from the review of the literature to describe what constitutes as father absence. 

According to the literature, female young adult promiscuity is defined as an earlier age of first 

sexual encounter with more infidelity and more lifetime partners usually occurring at or before 

16.  Risky sexual behavior (RSB) is defined as the number of sexual partners as well as the 

amount of sexual activity that participants engaged in during adolescence. This measure is used 

to explain the level of promiscuity the females engaged in with relation to experiencing father 

absence. The age of first sexual intercourse is a main indicator of promiscuity for female 

adolescents along with the number of partners. RSB can be described based on the behaviors that 

take place during the encounter (penetrative or non-penetrative), the involvement of 

alcohol/drugs, the number of hookup partners per encounter, whether there was use of 

contraception, and the type of sexual activity (Roberson, P. N., Olmstead, S. B., & Fincham, F. 

D., 2014).   
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Examining the effects of father absence will give a deeper understanding to the role it plays 

in female young adult promiscuity. Family disruption is not a random event and the 

characteristics that cause father absence are likely to affect adolescent well-being and 

development in a multitude of ways. Existing research on the United States has indicated that the 

U.S. has the highest rate of teen pregnancy among Western industrialized countries. According to 

the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, birth rates have been declining for women aged 

15-19 years. In 2015, the birth rate for women between 15-19 years old was 22.3 per 1,000 

women with 229,715 births that year. This is a 9% drop compared with the rates for 2014. 

(Cdc.gov, 2017). Despite this drop in birth rates, the U.S. teen pregnancy rate is still much higher 

than other nations. Evidence suggests that the teen birth rate has slowly been declining due to 

more teens using contraception compared with previous years (Sedgh, G., Finer, L. B., Bankole, 

A., Eilers, M. A., & Singh, S., 2017).  These figures illustrate the importance of being able to 

identify the life experiences and pathways that place girls at increased risk for early sexual 

activity and adolescent pregnancy.  

Fundamental Theories 

Current research has demonstrated how father-adolescent relationship quality is positively 

associated with the amount of parental monitoring that the female adolescent receives. Low-

quality fathering is indicative of more risky sexual behavior among daughters who experience 

fewer meaningful interactions with their biological fathers (Bogaert, A. F., & Sadava, S., 2002; 

Buhi, E. R., & Goodson, P., 2007; Coley, R. L., Votruba‐Drzal, E., & Schindler, H. S., 2009; 

James, J., Ellis, B. J., Schlomer, G. L., & Garber, J., 2012; Mendle et al., 2009). This link 

between quality of daughter-father relationship and higher rates of promiscuity is explained in 
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current research by four fundamental theories. These theories include attachment theory, parental 

investment theory, life history theory and the essential father theory.  

Attachment  

Mary Ainsworth expanded on John Bowlby’s work with attachment by describing three 

different styles that are unique to individuals who exhibit certain traits. The three attachment 

styles are secure, anxious/ambivalent and avoidant. Research has shown that these styles of 

attachment begin in infancy based on the level of parental involvement. Secure attachment is 

evident in infants whose parents provide them with consistent care and emotional support. 

Anxious/ambivalent attachment is evident in infants whose parents vary in their level of care 

(ranging from overprotective to inattentive at times). Avoidant attachment is evident in infants 

whose parents are unresponsive to their needs. These three styles of attachment have been shown 

to produce effects in the infant that carry over to adolescence. The research on these different 

attachment styles done by Ainsworth et al. (1978) has illustrated how these early attachment 

experiences can have a major effect on the way individuals form and maintain relationships 

throughout their lives. This especially affects the formation and maintenance of romantic 

relationships. The level of closeness the daughter receives from her father in childhood and 

adolescence plays a factor in how she approaches close relationships later in life. When it comes 

to explaining the relationship between father absence and female young adult promiscuity, this 

theory has been helpful in investigating the nature of this relationship (Bogaert, 2002). It 

explains how the attachment the daughter has with her father early in life can influence and 

impact how she forms relationships later in her life. A close, healthy relationship between 

daughter and father results in a secure attachment whereas an unhealthy relationship tends to lead 

to an insecure attachment working model, which might lead to higher promiscuity in these 
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females. The absence of the father would result in an insecure attachment between the father and 

daughter. This insecure attachment to the father would most likely result in the daughter 

experiencing an unstable adult environment. This attachment style that has been instilled early in 

life influences how the females view men and forming relationships.  

Parental Investment  

Parental investment theory describes the amount of time, energy and resources a parent 

invests in their child that results in either a positive or negative outcome, especially emotionally 

and sexually. This theory connects the level of investment the fathers give to their daughters and 

how this level of investment will lead to earlier sexual activity. This theory connects father 

absence and female young adult promiscuity by providing current research to illustrate how 

father absence effects female young adult promiscuity. For example, James et al. assessed father 

presence-absence and quality of family relationships in a study on parental investment. The 

prediction was that father absence and low quality family relationships would result in earlier on-

set of puberty and sexual maturation in girls (James et al., 2012). Additionally, these changes 

would result in greater sexual risk taking in girls. Ellis (2004) proposed that the level of absence 

or involvement of the father each would uniquely influence earlier onset of puberty through 

different neurobiological mechanisms in girls.   

Life History 

Life history theory has two categories of either a slow or fast life history strategy that fall 

along a continuum. A slow strategy is one in which the individual resides in a safe environment 

and is able to dedicate somatic effort to their own development. A fast strategy is one in which 

the individual resides in a harsh environment where they allocate their resources and energy to 
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survival and earlier childbearing (Bogaret, 2002; Boothroyd, L. G., & Cross, C. P., 2017; 

DelPriore, D. J., Ellis, B. J., & Schlomer, G. L., 2017; Ellis et al., 2003; Schachner, D.  A., & 

Shaver, P.  R., 2004). The life history strategy of the father can be investigated to better 

understand the likely outcomes for the daughter. This theoretical framework has explained how 

the father’s absence will result in the daughter adapting a faster life history pattern. This theory 

describes how the relationship to the father can influence which life history strategy daughters 

will adapt later in life. A low quality relationship with a father will most likely result in a short-

term mating strategy that can include earlier onset of sex and many short-term partners. Life 

history theory describes the relationship between father absence and female young adult 

promiscuity. Additionally, it describes how variables, “related to promiscuity, short-term versus 

long-term mating (e.g. age of first sexual experience, number of partners) and attachment 

processes may be functionally linked (Bogaert, 2002, p.192).” 

Essential Father 

Silverstein and Auberbach’s (1999), “Deconstructing the essential father” described how 

fathers are an essential and integral part of positive child development. This theory explains that 

father involvement can benefit the child in a multitude of ways. Father absence would result in 

less favorable outcomes for girls because this theory states how girls act as the greater 

beneficiary of father involvement compared to boys. This theory accounts for the link between 

father absence and female young adult promiscuity by describing the impact of father presence 

on the daughter. It explains how father absence acts to create a deficit for the daughter, which 

can result in less favorable outcomes such as earlier onset of sex and a higher number of 

partners.  
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Current Research 

Current research has aided in investigating the ways in which father absence in childhood can 

have an effect on engaging in sexual activity in adolescence and early adulthood. Certain third 

variables are associated with the relationship between father absence and female young adult 

promiscuity, but this analysis focuses on the way father absence is directly connected with 

female young adult promiscuity.  Poverty, trauma, less mother presence, drug/alcohol use are 

examples of third variables that have been directly linked with father absence. For example, it 

has been proposed that daughter’s engagement in risky sexual behavior increases along with 

lower quality fathering and more affiliation with peers who encourage this type of behavior 

(DelPriore, 2017). The focus of this analysis is to describe the level of biological father absence 

and how it connects to female young adult promiscuity. The connection between these two 

variables is important in understanding the effect father absence has on the development of 

daughters. Third variables will be mentioned in how they connect these two focal variables.  

In studying the correlation between these two variables, there have been some challenges, 

including generalizability, failing to measure mechanisms such as parenting processes, and 

understanding how adolescent sexual risk behaviors and parenting practices coevolve over time. 

Generalizability has been an issue in interventions studying high-risk samples that are difficult to 

generalize to a larger population. However, a number of articles have identified a clear 

relationship between parental monitoring and involvement and lower likelihood of initiating 

sexual intercourse or participating in risky sexual behaviors such as multiple partners and not 

using contraception (Coley et al., 2009). Challenges in studying the relationship between these 

two variables will be further discussed.  
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Effect of Father Absence on Sexual Maturation   

 The literature has illustrated that children coming from households without a present, 

biological father have earlier occurrences of sexual intercourse compared with children raised in 

households with a present, biological father (Mendle et al., 2009). For instance, a study revealed 

that the longer the biological father remained in the household, the less likely the adolescent 

would be to engage in earlier sexual activity (Ellis et al., 2003). In comparison, adolescents with 

fathers who were never present at all were less likely to engage in such deviant behavior 

compared with adolescents whose fathers were present from birth up until the age of five 

(Antecol, H., & Bedard, K., 2007). In accordance with parental investment theory, aspects of 

female reproductive behavior are especially responsive to the father’s family role. The quality 

and level of the father’s involvement is believed to influence earlier onset of puberty and sexual 

behavior, independent of other variables present within the family system (Antecol & Bedard, 

2007; Coley et al., 2009; Ellis et al., 2003; James et al., 2012; Mclanahan, S., Tach, L., & 

Schneider, D., 2013; Mendle et al., 2009). The importance of this role of the father illustrates 

how the structure of the family is an integral part to the daughter’s life. Biological father absence 

from the family and the presence of a stepfather have both been connected to earlier sexual 

initiation and sexual risk behaviors, especially in girls (Coley et al., 2009). Single-parent 

households where the biological father is not present have a higher likelihood of the children 

viewing non-marital sexual intercourse as normative (Wu, L. L., & Thomson, E., 2001). An 

important finding to understand is that the absence of the father is correlated with earlier 

maturation in girls. For instance, girls from father-absent households experience earlier onset of 

menarche compared with girls who have experienced less father absence.  

 Timing of Father Absence  
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 The timing in which father absence occurs is important because the earlier it 

occurs in the adolescent’s life, the more negative outcomes will result (Eizirik, 2004; Ellis et al., 

2003; James et al., 2012; Mendle et al., 2009).  To test this finding, Ellis et al. (2003) studied the 

impact father absence had on a community sample of girls from the U.S. with a longitudinal 

study. The study followed the girls from age five until 18 and looked at levels of early sexual 

activity along with teenage pregnancy. The results explained how a greater exposure to father 

absence earlier in life was strongly associated with a higher risk for engaging in earlier sexual 

activity and teenage pregnancy (Ellis et al., 2003). The longer the father’s absence, the greater 

the impact on the growth and development of the adolescent. Father absence is detrimental to the 

development of the adolescent, but has been shown to have much more unfavorable outcomes if 

it occurs during childhood rather than later in life (DelPriore et al., 2017; Mclanahan et al., 2013; 

Rowe, D. C., 2002; Sarkadi, A., Kristiansson, R., Oberklaid, F., & Bremberg, S., 2007).  In a 

study conducted by Mendle et al., (2009) children raised with complete father absence (no 

present biological father whatsoever) were considered to be at the greatest risk of earlier sexual 

onset.  The absence of the father results in the adolescent experiencing stress that can alter 

cortisol levels and trigger an earlier onset of puberty and sexual debut (Buhi & Goodson, 2007; 

Coley et al., 2009; Ellis et al., 2003; James et al., 2012; Mclanahan et al., 2013; Mendle et al., 

2009).    

An overview of the literature identifies parental monitoring or involvement, warmth and 

communication, and amount of time spent with the adolescent as crucial factors relevant to 

whether adolescents will engage in risky sexual behavior (Buhi & Goodson, 2007; Coley et al., 

2009). The girls who experienced more stable behavior before family disruption with fathers did 

not have this earlier onset of sexual activity or menarche as girls who experienced complete 
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father absence (Tither & Ellis, 2008). Daughters coming from a more stable environment would 

have a delayed onset of puberty, sexual activity and childbearing while investing more time into 

developing stable relationships. In comparison, daughters from father-absent households would 

experience depression, weight gain, and an earlier onset of puberty, sexual activity and 

childbearing with a greater number of sexual partners and unstable relationships (Comings, 

Muhleman, Johnson, & MacMurray, 2003).  

Role of Genetics   

The role of genetics in father absence and female young adult promiscuity is important 

because individuals who engage in earlier sexual activity may also display impulsivity, weak 

interpersonal relationships, argumentativeness, substance abuse and related behaviors that 

contribute with father absence. Genetics is discussed as how it relates between the biological 

father and daughter and between the biological mother and daughter. Children from extended 

families where no child experienced father absence, were at the lowest level of risk for early 

sexual onset. An interesting note found was that in the comparison of the children of twin sisters, 

children born into father-absent families demonstrated virtually identical ages of first intercourse 

as their first cousins born into father-present families. A study conducted by Belsky et al. in 1991 

found that father absence was related to internalizing behaviors like depression in daughters 

(Comings, D. E., Muhleman, D., Johnson, J. P., & MacMurray, J. P., 2003.) The same genes that 

cause marital conflict and abandonment in the father influence earlier onset of puberty, sexual 

activity and disruptive relationships in the daughter. These genes were passed from the father to 

the daughter and play a role in how the daughter’s future will be based on the relationship shared 

by the father and daughter (Comings et al., 2003; Coley et al., 2009; DelPriore et al., 2017). A 

within-nuclear family comparison supports these findings. It describes how all children born into 
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nuclear families with absent fathers experience earlier first intercourse regardless of the timing or 

length of father absence and whether or not a child experiences father absence before first sexual 

intercourse (Mendle et al., 2009).  

Overall, the findings from this study highlight the fact that a genetic risk factor correlated 

with father absence accelerates the timing of intercourse compared to father absence being the 

sole variable. An adolescent’s timing of first intercourse is heritable and is also linked with 

timing of first pregnancy (Mustanski, B., Viken, R. J., Kaprio, J., Winter, T., & Rose, R. J., 

2007; Rowe, 2002). As a result of early first pregnancy, the mother faces an increased likelihood 

of father absence for the child (Gee, C. B., & Rhodes, J. E., 2003). Therefore, mothers who face 

this genetic risk for early sexual activity carry these genes to their offspring and are at a 

heightened risk for raising these children without the presence of the biological father. This 

experience is known as passive gene-environment correlation. It describes the scenario of how 

the genetic factors responsible for the timing of first sexual intercourse also impact the likelihood 

of father absence occurring (Mendle et al., 2009). Therefore, the same genetic influences that 

lead individuals to partake in earlier sexual activity may also affect impulsivity, weak 

interpersonal relationships, argumentativeness, substance abuse and other behaviors that are 

related with father absence.  

Emotional Needs of Adolescent  

 The emotional needs of the daughter experiencing father absence are discussed 

along with the impact father absence has on emotional regulation along with formation and 

maintenance of future relationships. A weak or non-existent relationship between the biological 

father and adolescent can result in an insecure attachment for that adolescent (Snapp, S., Lento, 
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R., Ryu, E., & Rosen, K. S., 2014). This will predict how the female will respond with future 

romantic relationships due to this foundation that has been laid based upon her relationship with 

her father. Emotional needs that were not previously met by the father will remain unfulfilled 

and difficult to meet with future romantic relationships. Additionally, strong evidence 

demonstrates that psychological harm resulting from father absence during childhood persists 

throughout the life course (Mclanahan et al., 2013). Evidence supports the positive impact father 

engagement has on social, behavioral and psychological outcomes for that adolescent. According 

to findings from the National Child Development Study, the risk of psychological morbidity 

during adulthood for women decreased from having their father’s engagement at ages 7 (reads to 

child, interested in child’s education) and 16 (Sarkadi et al., 2007).A national survey of children 

from the U.S. illustrated that an engaged father from socially advantaged families had a 

protective effect against emotional distress in young adulthood (Sarkadi et al., 2007). If 

emotional needs such as feeling cared for, loved and valued were not met during childhood, the 

adolescent will have a harder time forming healthy relationships in the future due to their 

experiences with father absence. Insecure attachment results in college students hooking up to 

gain intimacy as a means of seeking closeness to others (Ellis et al., 2003; Mustanski et al., 2007; 

Roberson et al., 2014; Snapp et al., 2014). Additionally, this attachment style illustrates how 

those individuals may use sex as a way to feel valued and acknowledged (Schachner & Shaver, 

2004). This behavior is a result of coping with the father absence in the adolescent’s life. This 

insecure attachment is a result of father absence and creates a desire to feel closeness with others 

that has not previously been fulfilled due to the absence of the father. This adolescent will spend 

a substantial amount of time worrying about his or her partner’s availability and may demand 

closeness, with tendencies of being possessive, jealous, and less trusting of others (Snapp et al., 
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2014). It was originally proposed in attachment theory that father absence, along with various 

early experiences in the family, contributed to the future reproductive strategy of the daughter by 

influencing her feelings of security and closeness. It has been theorized that this insecure 

attachment, seen in daughters who experience father absence, may compromise one’s sexual 

experiences due to continuous worry and fear of rejection (Snapp et al., 2014). Girls from father-

absent households may experience difficulty in maintaining a meaningful relationship with their 

father along with an insecure attachment that can negatively impact her future relationships 

(Coley et al., 2009).   

Role of Personality Traits  

 Certain personality traits that predispose girls toward early sexual activity may covary 

with father absence. One significant personality trait that might mediate a relationship between 

father absence and early sexual activity is impulsivity. Impulsivity has been linked with 

aggressive behavior along with the willingness to participate in casual sexual encounters with 

numerous partners (Boothroyd & Cross, 2017; Buhi & Goodson, 2007; Coley et al., 2009; 

DelPriore et al., 2017). Girls from father absent households may be at a higher risk for early 

sexual activity that could lead to teenage pregnancy due to higher genetic loading for 

externalizing behavior problems, which are related to impulsivity (Ellis et al., 2003). For 

example, girls who engage in earlier sexual activity have a greater risk of not completing high 

school and a higher risk of welfare dependency (Antecol & Bedard, 2007). These girls who 

display externalizing behavioral problems early in life are at elevated risk for a variety of 

negative psychosocial outcomes in adolescence, including early sexual activity. These behavioral 

problems accumulate to form an insecure attachment that, in turn, shapes future sexual motives, 

experiences and behaviors. Adolescents who don’t interact with their fathers may experience 
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problems related to their sexual identity, challenges understanding limits and learning rules of 

social interaction. These problems can begin to manifest themselves in different ways as time 

passes, including a higher likelihood of engaging in delinquency and early sexual activity 

(Eizirik, M., & Bergmann, D. S., 2004). Therefore, girls from father absent households are at a 

higher risk for early sexual activity and teenage pregnancy because of these types of 

externalizing behavior problems (Antecol & Bedard, 2007; Ellis et al., 2003; James et al., 2012; 

McLanahan et al., 2013).  

Discussion 

 The purpose of this research study was to explore the connection between the two 

variables of father absence and female young adult promiscuity. This literature review offered a 

clear and detailed explanation of how father absence can influence female young adult 

promiscuity. The goals of the paper included informing readers about the connection between 

these two variables, the effects of father absence and the focus of current research. The studies 

described offer evidence to support the relationship between these two variables while also 

describing how father absence can influence female young adult promiscuity.   

The literature not only described how crucial father presence is during the developmental 

years of the daughter but how detrimental father absence can be. Risky sexual behavior occurs 

earlier in life for daughters experiencing father absence compared with daughters from father 

present households (Buhi & Goodson, 2007; Coley et al., 2009; DelPriore et al., 2017; Ellis et 

al., 2003; James et al., 2012; Mustanski et al., 2007; Schachner & Shaver, 2004).  Discussing the 

main topics of father absence effect on sexual maturation, timing of father absence, the role of 
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genetics, the emotional needs of the adolescent and the role of personality traits all gave 

additional information on the way in which father absence relates to promiscuity.   

Impact of Theoretical Perspectives  

 The link between father absence and higher rates of promiscuity was examined through 

four fundamental theories in current research. Each of these theories supported the relationship 

on father absence and female young adult promiscuity by using different explanations. These 

theories were attachment theory, parental investment theory, life history theory and the essential 

father theory. Attachment theory offered a detailed explanation of the insecure attachment style 

females exhibit as a result of father absence (Bogaert et al., 2002). Parental investment theory 

explains how the more time, energy and resources a father contributes to the daughter, the more 

positive or negative her outcomes will be in terms of emotional and sexual development (Ellis et 

al., 2003; James et al., 2012). Life history theory describes how the life history strategy of the 

father (either slow or fast strategy) can be indicative of the daughter’s strategy. Father absence 

has been shown to result in a fast life history strategy for the daughter that prioritize reproduction 

rather than somatic effort (Bogaret et al., 2002; Boothroyd & Cross, 2017; DelPriore et al., 2017; 

Ellis et al., 2003; Schachner & Shaver, 2004). The essential father theory is similar to the 

parental investment theory in that it describes the benefits of father involvement for the female 

adolescent. The essential father theory describes how father absence results in unfavorable 

outcomes for the female adolescent such as earlier sexual activity. 

Key Findings  

 The relationship between father absence and female young adult promiscuity has been 

demonstrated by numerous findings in the literature. Topics covered included: effect of father 
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absence on sexual maturation, timing of father absence, the role of genetics, the emotional needs 

of the adolescent and the role of personality traits. Father absence has an effect on sexual 

maturation because children coming from households without a present, biological father have 

earlier occurrences of menarche (Comings et al., 2003; Rowe, 2002) and  sexual intercourse 

compared with children raised in households with a present, biological father (Mendle et al., 

2009). Earlier sexual activity occurs in adolescents experiencing father absence compared to 

adolescents with present fathers (Antecol & Bedard, 2007; Coley et al., 2009; Ellis et al., 2003; 

James et al., 2012; Mclanahan et al., 2013; Mendle et al., 2009).  

Timing of father absence is important because a longitudinal study conducted by Ellis et 

al. (2003) found a greater exposure to father absence earlier in life was strongly associated with a 

higher risk for engaging in earlier sexual activity and teenage pregnancy. The time the father 

absence took place in the daughter’s life is important because the engagement in sexual activity 

occurs earlier if the absence occurs earlier rather than later in the daughter’s life. Father absence 

occurring earlier in the daughter’s life (aged 5-18) has more adverse effects such as risky sexual 

behavior compared to the absence occurring at age 18 or later (Eizirik & Bergmann, 2004; Ellis 

et al., 2003; James et al., 2012; Mendle et al., 2009).  

The role of genetics discusses how the same genes that cause marital conflict and 

abandonment in the father influence earlier onset of puberty, sexual activity and disruptive 

relationships in the daughter (Comings et al., 2003; Coley et al., 2009; DelPriore et al., 2017). 

The same genetic influences that lead individuals to partake in earlier sexual activity may also 

affect impulsivity, weak interpersonal relationships, argumentativeness, substance abuse and 

other behaviors that contribute with father absence (Mustanski et al., 2007; Rowe, 2002). The 

passive gene-environment correlation explained how mothers who face this genetic risk for early 
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sexual activity carry these genes to their offspring and are at a heightened risk for raising these 

children without the presence of the biological father (Gee & Rhodes, 2003; Mendle et al., 

2009).  

The emotional needs of the adolescent are discussed because the emotional needs that 

were not previously met by the father will remain unfulfilled and difficult to meet with future 

romantic relationships. Strong evidence also demonstrates that psychological harm resulting 

from father absence during childhood persists throughout the life course (Mclanahan et al., 

2013). Father absence likely leads to an insecure attachment where the daughter is more likely to 

engage in risky sexual behavior in order to form an attachment to replace the father’s role. These 

findings helped to illustrate the connection between father absence and female young adult 

promiscuity.  

The role of personality traits describes the relationship between father absence and 

female promiscuity because certain personality traits that predispose girls toward early sexual 

activity may covary with father absence. Impulsivity is the personality trait that has been linked 

with aggressive behavior along with the willingness to participate in casual sexual encounters 

with numerous partners (Boothroyd & Cross, 2017; Buhi & Goodson, 2007; Coley et al., 2009; 

DelPriore et al., 2017). Father absence also results in the daughter experiencing behavioral and 

externalizing problems. These personality traits are significant to understand when examining the 

relationship between father absence and female young adult promiscuity (Antecol & Bedard, 

2007; Ellis et al., 2003).  

Limitations  
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 There are several limitations that must be understood and considered for future 

research. These limitations include stepfather absence/presence not being taken into account, 

death of the biological father before daughter’s birth, and limited sample sizes.  Among these 

limitations, the major one seen in the literature is stepfather absence or presence not being taken 

into account. This is limiting to the value of the research because although the paper focuses on 

biological father absence, stepfather presence or absence should be documented. This 

relationship should be studied to determine if the role of the stepfather is similar to the role the 

biological father plays in the daughter’s development (Antecol & Bedard, 2007; Boothroyd & 

Cross, 2017; Coley et al., 2009; McLanahan et al., 2013; Sarkadi et al., 2007). A significant 

limitation deals with how this literature review focused on biological father absence and not 

stepfather involvement or additional father figure involvement. The implication of not including 

stepfather involvement will be further discussed.    

Generalizability is limited due to data being gathered from high-risk samples and 

restricted populations (Boothroyd & Cross, 2017). This makes it difficult to generalize the 

findings from these participants to a wide range of individuals. The data collected are also unable 

to support hard causal inferences (DelPriore et al., 2017). The research is able to present that 

there is a relationship between the two variables of father absence and promiscuity but not 

evidence to postulate one variable causes the other. Intervention studies have also failed to 

measure parenting processes effectively (Coley et al., 2009). Most interventions that target risky 

sexual behaviors use narrow, high-risk samples, which limits generalizability. This raises the 

question as to how adolescent risky sexual behaviors and father involvement will change or 

remain the same over time. 

Implications 
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The lack of focus on stepfathers connects to the main implications of the study because 

including stepfathers in the sample along with biological fathers would make the findings more 

generalizable. Daughters who were raised by their stepfathers and also experienced father 

absence would be interesting to investigate to determine whether stepfather absence has similar 

effects as biological father absence. Additionally, including stepfathers would be beneficial 

because daughters who never knew their biological father would be able to be included in the 

studied population.  

The timing of father absence may manifest itself differently if the daughter chooses to 

engage in earlier sexual behavior or not. The ability to form a healthy, long-lasting relationship is 

also effected due to the father absence experienced. These reasons explain why it is important to 

educate readers and families on the father’s impact on the daughter’s development.     

Future Direction for Investigation  

 The research reviewed has highlighted a few areas that can be expanded on to 

garner a better understanding of the role father absence plays in female young adult promiscuity. 

Specifically, more research can focus on how timing and genetics impact the effect of father 

absence on female adolescents. The occurrence of father absence can be more thoroughly 

investigated in females aged 18-25 with father present daughters in order to compare findings. 

The role of genetics can be expanded to include more data on personality traits exhibited by the 

father and if they influence the daughter’s engagement in earlier sexual behaviors.  

Peer influence is important to study because father absence is related to female 

promiscuity, but it would be interesting to determine whether peers have any involvement in 

earlier sexual behavior at this stage in the daughter’s life. This information would be useful for 
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practitioners in determining the role father absence plays in female promiscuity along with if 

peer influence acts as a moderator between these two variables. Future research can focus more 

on preventative measures and intervention measures as well to learn more about the effects of 

father absence.  

Important areas to expand research on are determining the role of parental monitoring 

along with peer influence to engage in earlier sexual behaviors (DelPriore et al., 2017), and how 

the timing of the absence may manifest itself differently (Mendle et al., 2009; Roberson et al., 

2014). If the father absence occurs earlier in the daughter’s life compared with later, the risk of 

earlier sexual behavior is higher. These timing differences are important for families and 

practitioners working with families. In terms of prevention, it is important for the family to 

understand the significance of the biological father’s role and what the effects of father absence 

mean for the daughter. In terms of intervention, the timing differences are crucial for 

practitioners to understand when determining how to best treat or educate families on this issue. 

This collection of evidence and studies shows families the importance of father presence and 

some results of father absence for daughters.    

Conclusion  

 In conclusion, fathers play a fundamental role in the lives of young female 

adolescents and the repercussions of not having a present father should be understood. Father 

absence has been connected to female young adult promiscuity based on evidence from several 

theories and current research. Father absence can affect the daughter’s development because 

emotional needs might not be met and problems with maintaining positive future relationships 

may occur. The father’s absence may result in an insecure attachment that makes it challenging 
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for the daughter to trust others and feel secure in the relationships. Earlier sexual behavior is 

related to father absence because daughters who engage in sexual activity at an earlier age do so 

because they want to feel a connection that was not fulfilled earlier in their life by their 

biological father (Gee & Rhodes, 2003; James et al., 2012; McLanahan et al., 2013). These 

daughters also engage in earlier sexual activity as a way to try and replace the negative 

experiences with the father (Antecol & Bedard, 2007; Buhi & Goodson, 2007; Coley et al., 2009; 

DelPriore et al., 2017). Overall, the literature has illustrated the reasons why father absence can 

negatively impact the daughter’s development.  

Alternative approaches to understanding the connections between father absence and 

female promiscuity suggest that the same underlying characteristics (genetics, personality) 

contribute to both the father’s and daughter’s behavior. These underlying characteristics help 

explain the connection between father absence and promiscuity and how a daughter with an 

absent father can experience earlier sexual behavior.  
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