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ABSTRACT 

The father-absent group comprised 28 college women whose biological 
fathers had not lived at home after their 11th birthday. Controls were father
present college women. Both groups completed the Sixteen Personality Factor 
Questionnaire twice: as ideal mate would, and as father would. Father-absent 
women differed significantly from controls in perceiving father as more guilt 
prone (Factor 0) (p < .01), more tense (Factor Q4) (p < .05), and having less ego 
strength (Factor C) (p < .05). Compared with the control group, father-absent 
women viewed their ideal mate as lower in superego strength (Factor G) 
(p < .05) but higher in radicalism (Factor Q1 ) (p < .05). In sum, father-absent 
women seem to portray father and ideal mate as opposing personalities: the 
father as constricted (guilt prone, tense) and weak (lower ego strength), and the 
ideal mate as free (lower superego) and radical. 

INTRODUCTION 

This study investigates views about the ideal mate and father held by college 
women whose fathers were absent during childhood, and by a control group 
whose fathers were present. 

A growing literature documents the significance of paternal influence on 
child development. By far the largest number of such studies contrast children 
(particularly males) reared under father-present and father-absent conditions. 
The findings imply that the father's presence is important for optimum develop
ment in many spheres of the child's life. 

The father-daughter relationship has only recently been recognized as 
_important, and few empirical investigations of that relationship have been 
published. In fact, most studies focus more on paternal involvement than 
paternal absence. Many of the "first looks" at the father-daughter relationship 
have been in a psychoanalytic framework, focusing on resolution of the Oedipus 
complex (Duetsch, 1944; Freud, 1924, 1933; Leonard, 1966). Other studi~s 
emphasize the father's role in fostering the daughter's sex-role development 
(Fish, 1970; Johnson, 1963; Parsons, 1955, 1958; Wright & Tuskas, 1966). Other 
studies have focused on the importance of the father's differentiating his 
masculine role from his daughter's feminine role in facilitating her feminine 
development (Aberle & Naegele, 1952; Goodenough, 1957; Heilbrun, 1964; 
Hoffman, 1961; Mussen & Rutherford, 1963). The father has been viewed as 
instrumental in his daughter's role orientation (e.g., career choice) (Rushing, 
1964; Torgoff & Dreyer, 1961; White, 1968). He also plays an important part in 
the daughter's personal and heterosexual adjustment (Hetherington, 1972; 
Isaacs, 1948; Jacobson & Ryder, 1969; Nash, 1954; Winch, 1949). Studies have 
been directed also toward the relationship between paternal involvement and 
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the daughter's personality disorders (Oltman, 1967; Toolan, 1962) and suicide 
attempts (Bigras & Guthier, 1966) . 

. Of the existing studies of daughters with absent fathers, few have actually 
. dealt with the effect of paternal absence on the daughter's later heterosexual 
relationships - her involvement with as well as her attitudes and adjustment 
toward the opposite sex. Most reports dealing with that subject are theoretical 
and speculative. With that in mind, the present"study examines one aspect of the 
father-absent daughter's heterosexual relationship - her view of the ideal mate. 
More specifically, focus is on the relationship between the father-absent 
daughter's description of her father as contrasted with her view of her ideal mate. 

The review .. of the following studies is an attempt to show the importance of 
the father's role relevant to this investigation. Along a theoretical line, Erikson 
(1964) states that a girl's trusting relationship with her father emerges only 
after she has learned to trust without retesting her more basic relationship with 
her primary caretaker, usually the mother. 

English (1954) affirms that the daughter needs father to feel closeness, 
comfort, and understanding in her relationship with men. He goes on to explain 
that, "It is only when father h~s been her first 'boyfriend' in a satisfying way that 
she can set up standards for the s_ort of man who will be a good mate and help her 
to build a happy marriage when the time comes" (p. 79). Fromm (1959) more 
specifically considers that a female's basic trust in her desirability to a man needs 
to be nurtured by her father during infancy. Forrest (1966) believes that a girl 
needs the impact of the masculine touch as a child to develop the basic trust and 
security in herself and in men necessary for'a comfortable and. mature relation
ship with a man whe_n she is grown. 

Thus, it is in interactions with their father that most girls first experience and 
familiarize themselves with the masculine role. A father-absent girl, however, 
probably lacked the opportunity to build a trust in any one man that can be 
generalized to other men. Consequently, she may seek a man who can provide this 
trust as father would have had he been there - a man who fits the ideal image of 
her father. 

The following studies are more empirical: Tasch (1952), from observation of 
"rough and tumble" play (tickling) by fathers and daughters, concluded that 
such play provides the daughter a needed opportunity "to react to, be motivated 
by, and develop skills of social interaction with adult mal~s" (p. 219). Sears, 
Pintler, and Sears (1946) agree, stating that shemustlearnfromfatherwhatmen 
are like and how to live with them. 

An interesting conclusion regarding one effect of father-absence on females 
was drawn by Bach (1946) in his study of the doll-play fantasies of father
separated children. He found that · more father-separated girls than father
separated boys produced an idealistic fantasy of a father who has a good time 
with his family and who is enjoyed by them. The father-absent girls fantasized 
that he gave and received much affection and had little marital discord. Many 
children from intact homes, however, elaborated more on the punitive functions 
of the father. Bach interprets these doll-play fantasies of father-absent children 
as evidence of a strong drive for patern~l affection. 

Studies of Strauss (1946) and Luckey (1960) are more directly pertinent to the 
current study. Strauss (1946) investigated the relationship between marital 

34 



MELANIE M. VARGON, DAVID B. LYNN and KEITH BARTON 

ideals and marital choice of 373 recently engaged or recently married persons 
(200 women and 173 men). On the basis of data from a detailed questionnaire, he 
concluded that experience with parents is linked with adult love choices. He 
also concluded that a positive relationship does exist between the image one has 
of the parent of the opposite sex and the spouse one selects. 

In a somewhat different light, Luckey (1960) investigated the relationship 
between the image one has of the parent of the opposite sex and the spouse one has 
already selected. A positive relationship was found in that women with satis
factory marriages perceived their husbands as more similar to their father than 
did women with less satisfactory marriages. 

Mangus (1936) reports some interesting results. Six hundred college women 
made judgments about the father, the favorite male relative, the favorite male 
companion, and the ideal husband. He found that on the basis of personality 
traits, interests, and roles, the girl's conception of the ideal mate is more closely 
associated with that of her companion (not a blood relative) than with either 
her father or other favorite male relative. 

Hetherington's (1972) findings suggest that the effects of father absence on 
girls appear during adolescence and are manifested mainly as an inability to 
interact appropriately with males (rather than in other deviations from appro
priate sex typing). She proposed that for both groups of father-absent girls 
(absence by death and divorce) the lack of opportunity for constructive inter
actions with a loving, attentive father had resulted in apprehensions and 
inadequate skills in relating to males. 

Jacobson and Ryder (1969) found that many women who had been father
absent early in life complained of difficulties in achieving satisfactory sexual 
relationships with their husbands. Lack of opportunity to observe meaningful 
male-female relationships in childhood can make it more difficult for the 
father-absent female to develop the interpersonal skills necessary for good 
heterosexual adjustment. 

Winch (1949) studied the long-term consequences of the father-daughter 
relationship . . His questionnaire study found that females who had long-term 
romantic relationships (who appeared near marriage) reported closer relation-

. ships with their fathers than did females who did not have serious heterosexual 
involvements. It is interesting that Winch (1949) formulated the Oedipus 
complex in a sociological framework. His hypothesis was: "To achieve her sex
role the female need not loosen her Oedipal attachment to her father, but rather 
needs only to transfer her dependency from father to husband" (p. 487). Freud 
(1949) speculated that it does little harm to a woman if she remains in her 
female Oedipus attitude - she will, in ·that case, -choose a husband for his 
paternal characteristics and will be ready to recognize his authority. 

Isaacs (1948) emphasized that if an absent father is idealized by a mother, 
the daughter may measure every real man and possible husband by this unreal 
standard and may never be able to find the husband she wants. Or it may lead her 
to feel that fathers are such wonderful beings that she herself could never be fit 
for a male. These attitudes may rob her of normal fulfillment in marriage and 
motherhood. Again, the presence of a father with whom the daughter can 
experience closeness appears important in facilitating her judgment and choice 
of a husband. 
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As there were few solid findings in the literature to generate hypotheses 
about the influence of the father on a woman's relationship to men in general and 
her mate in particular, an exploratory study using an instrument that would tap 
a variety of personality variabl~s seemed in order. Hence, this is an exploratory 
study to determine what differences between father-absent and father-present 
college women would emerge on the Cattell Sixteen Personality Factor 
Questionnaire (16 PF) (Cattell, Eber, & Tatsuoka, 1970). Do these women's views 
of their ideal mate and their father differ on the 16 PF, and if so, how? 

METHOD 
SUBJECTS -

The father-absent group comprised 28 college women whose biological 
fathers had not lived at home after their 11th birthday (at the latest). The 
separation ranged from birth to within a few days of the 11th birthday. The 
11th birthday was chosen because we wished a father-absent sample that lacked 

· a father in the home when most of them were in puberty. The controls were 28 
father-present college women. 

The subjects were selected by first distributing a. screening questionnaire 
to large introductory undergraduate classes at the University of California a t 
Davis. For further screening, the senior author telephoned the women who 
indicated father-absence on the questionnaire and selected those who came 
closest to the criteria of earliest possible father absence and no father surrogate. 
Only five women who met the criteria chose not to participate. Of the 28 father
absent women selected, 10 lost the father by.death, 16 by divorce, and two by 
separation. Twelve of the father-absent women had no fathers living at home 
after the 5th birthday, and the remaining after the 11th birthday. There were 7 
father-absent women with stepfathers, but in every case there was at least a five
year period with neither the biological father nor stepfather in the home. In 
addition, six father-absent women reported that some man served to some extent 
as a father surrogate, although in no case did he appear to be a strong paternal 
figure, e.g., they did not feel very close to him, could not tum to him as a confidant, 
nor did they feel protected by him. 

The father-present group was selected from the screening questionnaire on 
criterion that the father had never been gone from home for more than a month. 
The sample of father-present women for the study was randomly selected from 
this pool. Only one woman who met the criterion chose not to participate. Both 
the father-absent and father-present women said that their biological mothers 
remained in the home during their entire childhood. 

PROCEDURE 
Both father-absent and father-present women completed the 16 PF twice: as 

they presumed their ideal mate would, and then as they presumed their father 
would. With regard to the ideal mate, the senior author gave the following instruc
tions orally: "If he were here, how do you feel that your ideal mate would fill this 
out?" Then, with respect to the ·father: "If he were here, how do you feel that your 
father would fill this out to describe himself?" The 16 PF was completed for the 
ideal mate first so as to avoid transfer of the description of father to the 
description of ideal mate. The rationale was that experience with the father came 
earlier in the livE:s of these women and would likely influence the view of the ideal 
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mate. Experiences with other men, coming later in the lives of these women, 
would be less likely to influence their perception of father. 

The senior author administered the 16 PF in two group sessions, approxi
mately 20 women in each, with a mixture of father-absent and father-present 
women. The remaining women were administered the questionnaire individually 
or in pairs. (For further information about the 16 PF, see Cattell, Eber, & 
Tasuoka, 1970.) 

RESULTS 
The father-absent woman (M = 6.11) differed significantly from the controls 

(M = 4.11) in perceiving father as more guilt-prone (Factor 0), t (54) = 3.24, 
p < .01. The father-absent group (M = 4.43) viewed the father as having less ego 
strength (Factor C) than did the control group (M = 5.93), t (54) = 2.23, p < .05. 
Compared with the father-present women (M = 4.93), the father-absent group 
(M = 6.14) saw the father as having higher tension (Factor Q 4 , ergic tension), 
t(54) = 2.55,p < .05. Results of the analysis involving differences in perception of 
the ideal mate showed that the father-absent women (M = 5.07) viewed their ideal 
mate as lower in superego strength (Factor G) than did the controls (M = 6.14), 
t (54) = 2.20, p < .05. With regard to Factor Q1 , the father-separated subjects 
(M= 7.14), as opposed to the control group (M= 6.07), saw the ideal mate as more 
radical, t (54) = 2.55, p < .05. 

Turning now to within-group comparisons, some findings may convey 
something about how father-absent and father-present women differ in vie~ng 
the ideal mate and father. The reader should keep in mind that, even with these 
results, significant differences were found for one group only on each factor. The 
following results were significant for father-absent women but not for contr<_?.ls. 
Father-absent women perceived father (M = 4.43) as having less ego strength 
(Factor C), t (27) = 4.98,p < .01, than the ideal mate (M= 6.82). They viewed .the 
father (M = 6.11) as having stronger superego strength (Factor G), t (27) = 2.09, 
p < .05 than the ideal mate (M = 5.07). They also viewed father (M :c: 6.11) as being 
more guilt prone (Factor 0), t (27) = 3.05, p > .01 than the ideal mate (M= 4.18). 

The next two findings were significant for the father-present women :t>ut not 
_for the father-separated subjects. Regarding Factor E, the controls saw the ideal 
mate (M = 7.11) as more dominant than father (M = 5.82), t (27) = 3.51, p < .01. 
They also perceived the ideal mate (M = 6.18) as more imaginative (Factor M, 
autia) than the father (M = 4. 71), t (27) = 4.09, p < .01. 

Several within-group differences between father and ideal mate were statis
tically significant for both the father-absent and father-present women (see Table 
1). Although these findings may reveal something about the view of ideal mate 
and of father held by college women in general, they reveal little if anything about 
how father-absent and father-present women differ in viewing the ideal mate 
and the father. 
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TABLE 1 
Means and t Levels of Father-absent and Father-present 

Within-Group Perceptions of Father and Ideal Mate 

Factors Father-absent group Father-present group 
Perceived 

Father Ideal mate 
M M 

F, Happy-go-lucky 3.40 6.25 
H, Venturesome 5.36 7.79 
I, Tenderminded _ 2.50 5.00 
N, Shrewd 5.71 3.93 
Q

2
, Self-sufficient 7.57 6.68 

Q4, Tense 6.14 3.54 

Note. df = 27 in all comparisons. 
*p < .05 
**p < .01 

t 
5.28** 
5.51** 
4.85** 
4.08** 
2.10* 
4.80** 

DiSCUSSION 

Perceived 
Father Ideal mate 

M M t 
2.86 5.54 5.68** 
6.14 7.75 3.49** 
2.07 4.32 6.21** 
6.04 3.68 4.15** 
7.75 6.14 4.64** 
4.93 3.89 2.38* 

Both the within-group and between-group comparisons seem to portray 
similar pictures of father-absent women's perception of father and of the ideal 
mate. They seem to view father and the ideal mate as opposing personalities. For 
example, in the between-group comparisons tlie father-absent women perceived 
the father as more guilt prone (Factor 0) and as having less ego strength (C) than 
did the father-present women. Similarly, in the within-group comparisons the 
father-absent women also viewed the father as more guilt prone a:p.d as having 
less ego strength than the mate. Both Factors C and O are components of the 
Second-Order Anxiety Factors. Within- and between-group comparisons that 
are comparable were also found for the ideal mate. For the between-group com
parisons the father-absent women viewed the ideal mate as having less superego 
strength (Factor G) and in the within-group analysis they also viewed the ideal 
mate as having less superego strength than the father. These comparable 
between-group and within-group results suggest a father who is seen as anxious 
and weak and an ideal mate who is comparatively free. 

( 

Two other between-group findings portray similar distinctions between 
the images of father and of the ideal mate. Compared with the control group, the 
father-absent women viewed the father as more tense (Factor Q4) and the ideal 
mate as more radical (Factor Q1). 

· The results seem intelligible when: viewed in relation to other observations 
and studies of the father-daughter relationship. For example, Forrest (1966) 
b~lieved that father is essential for developing a woman's basic trust in men. 
Similarly, English (1954) observed that the daughter needs father to feel close
ness, comfort, and understanding in her relationship with men. He thought that a 
good relationship with the father was essential to her setting up standards for the 
kind of man who will make a good mate. Sears, Pintler, and Sears (1946) agreed, 
and stated that the daughter must learn from father what men are like and how to 
live ~th them. The father-absent women's perception of the father in the present 
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study does not seem to be the kind that would lay the foundation for a close, 
comfortable, and understanding relationship with men. Moreover, their view of 
the ideal mate suggests that their standards may not be such as to select the kind 
of man who will make a good mate (e.g., his lower superego strength, radicalism, 
and his being less guilt prone). On the other hand, they did perceive the ideal mate 
as having more ego strength than the father. 

The present findings seem meaningful in view of other studies also. Strauss 
(1946), for example, concluded that a positive relationship does exist between the 
image one has of the parent of the opposite sex and the spouse one selects. In the 
present study, however, on the factors that differed significantly for the father
absent women, the image of father (the opposite-sex parent) and of the ideal mate 
were almost polar opposites. Perhaps when women are separated from their 
fathers for long periods during their childhood they not only do not choose a mate 
that is similar to the father but choose one that is distinctly dissimilar to him. 
Luckey (1960) found that women with satisfactory marriages perceived their 
husbands as more similar to their father than did women with less satisfactory 

. marriages. Although the present study does not deal with marriage per se, it does 
deal with ideal mate - the image of the future marital partner. In this study the 
father-absent women viewed the images of their future marital partner (ideal 
mate) and father as near opposites. If Luckey's results and ours hold true, one 
would expect many father-absent women to experience unsatisfactory marriages. 

In the above discussion the father-absent women's views of father and ideal 
mate have been characterized as near-polar opposites, with the ideal mate seen 
as relatively free. The father-absent women viewed the ideal mate as having less 
superego strength (Factor G) and as being more radical (Factor Q1) than the 
controls viewed him. On the within-group comparisons, they viewed the ideal 
mate as having more ego strength (Factor C) and less superego strength (Factor 
G) than the father, and as being less guilt prone (Factor 0). 

Generally, however, the father-absent and father-present women's views 
of the ideal mate as compared with father were similar (see Table 1). The picture 
that is portrayed of the ideal mate on factors on which both groups agree is 
similar to the father-absent woman's characterization of the ideal mate where 
the groups differ. In short, the father-absent women view the ideal mate in a 
similar way to the father-present women's view of him, but are slightly more 
extreme in this characterization. Both the father-absent and father-present 
women viewed the ideal mate as more happy-go-lucky (Factor F), venturesome 
(Factor H), and tender-minded (Factor I) than the father. They viewed the ideal 
mate as less shrewd (Factor N), less self-sufficient (Factor Q2), and less tense 
(Factor Q4). In each factodhe ideal mate is viewed by both groups as relatively 
free. Hence, the father-absent women add the following characteristics to the 
common image of a relatively liberated ideal mate: less superego strength, less 
guilt proneness, and more radicalism. 

In· addition to differing from the controls in viewing the ideal mate as more 
liberated, they also differ by viewing him as having significantly more ego 
strength than the father. 

In trying to understand what was just discussed, we speculate that this 
generation of young women is on the whole alienated to some extent from their 
fathers. With the emerging change in women's roles and self-image, their fathers, 
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reflecting the older generation, are often not models of what an ideal mate should 
be. If young women actually do share an image of the ideal mate as more liberated 
than their image of the father, it would follow that the father-absent women, 
whose fathers were presumably less satisfactory models, would view their ideal 
mate ·as even more liberated. . 

They viewed the father as overly constricted, and the ideal mate as overly 
liberated. It is as though they overcompensated in choosing an ideal mate -
going from one extreme to another. ·· 

Another speculation regarding the description of the ideal mate is that, in 
feeling hurt and rejected by her father, the father-absent woman's disillusion
ment may lead her to see her ideal mate as the kind of man with whom a deep 
relationship would be unlikely. She would seek such a superficial relationship 
to avoid recurrence of the pain and rejection experienced from the father. An 
alternate explanation is that the father-absent woman might prefer a superficial 
relationship because she had never experienced a deep relationship with a man 
(the father) in early life. 

Guilt proneness (Factor 0) was a prominent feature in the father-absent 
woman's perception of the father. Perhaps he· was inf.act guilt prone, but, on the 
other hand, perhaps she believed he should feel guilty for having left her, even if 
his departure was by death. 
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