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Fatherlessness is a growing problem in Australia and the Western world. Whether caused by divorce and broken families, or by deliberate single parenting, more and more children grow up without fathers. Indeed, 85 per cent of single parent families are fatherless families. Father absence has been shown to be a major disadvantage to the well being of children. The following is a summary of the evidence for the importance of fathers and the need for two-parent families.

One expert from Harvard medical school who has studied over 40 years of research on the question of parental absence and children's well-being said this: “What has been shown over and over again to contribute most to the emotional development of the child is a close, warm, sustained and continuous relationship with both parents.”
References:


 Armand Nicholi, “The Impact of Parental Absence on Childhood Development: An Overview of the Literature.” Journal of Family and Culture, v. 1, n. 3, Autumn 1985. Or as David Blankenhorn has stated in Fatherless America: “Fatherlessness is the most harmful demographic trend of this generation.” David Blankenhorn, Fatherless America. New York: Basic Books, 1995, p. 1.

Bryan Rodgers of the Australian National University has recently re-examined the Australian research. Says Rodgers: “Australian studies with adequate samples have shown parental divorce to be a risk factor for a wide range of social and psychological problems in adolescence and adulthood, including poor academic achievement, low self-esteem, psychological distress, delinquency and recidivism, substance use and abuse, sexual precocity, adult criminal offending, depression, and suicidal behaviour.”  He concludes: “There is no scientific justification for disregarding the public health significance of marital dissolution in Australia, especially with respect to mental health.” Bryan Rodgers, “Social and Psychological Wellbeing of Children from Divorced Families: Australian Research Findings,” Australian Psychologist, vol. 31, no. 3, November 1995, pp. 174-182. Here then is a sampling of the evidence:

Fatherlessness brings poverty

·	In America, among families with dependent children, only 8.3 per cent of married couples were living below the poverty line, compared to 47.1 percent of female-headed households. U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1991
·	In Australia, a recent study of 500 divorcees with children five to eight years after the separation found that four in five divorced mothers were dependent on social security after their marriages dissolved. Kate Funder, et. al., Settling Down - Pathways of Parents After Divorce.  Melbourne, Australian Institute of Family Studies, 1993.
·	Figures from Monash University’s Centre for Population and Urban Research show that family break-up, rather than unemployment, is the main cause of the rise in poverty levels in Australia. Bob Birrell and Virginia Rapson, “More single parents equals more poverty,” News Weekly, 18 October 1997, p. 8.

Fatherlessness lowers educational performance

·	American children from intact families have a 21 per cent chance of dropping out of high school whereas children from broken families have a 46 per cent chance. Sara McLanahan and Gary Sandefur, Growing up with a Single Parent. Harvard University Press, 1994.
·	American school children who became father-absent early in life generally scored significantly lower on measures of IQ and achievement tests. Cited in Nicholas Davidson, “Life Without Father: America’s Greatest Social Catastrophe.” Policy Review, Winter 1990.
·	A study of Australian primary school children from three family types (married heterosexual couples, cohabiting heterosexual couples and homosexual couples) found that in every area of educational endeavour (language; mathematics; social studies; sport; class work, sociability and popularity; and attitudes to learning), children from married heterosexual couples performed better than the other two groups. The study concludes with these words: “Married couples seem to offer the best environment for a child’s social and educational development”. Sarantakos, Sotirios, “Children in Three Contexts,” Children Australia, vol. 21, no. 3, 1996, pp. 23-31.  

Fatherlessness increases crime

·	A British study found a direct statistical link between single parenthood and virtually every major type of crime, including mugging, violence against strangers, car theft and burglary. Robert Sampson and Byron Groves,  “Community Structure and Crime: Testing Social-Disorganization Theory.” American Journal of Sociology 94, Jan. 1989.
·	One American study even arrived at this startling conclusion: the proportion of single-parent households in a community predicts its rates of violent crime and burglary, but the community's poverty level does not. Neither poverty nor race seem to account very much for the crime rate, compared to the proportion of single parent families. Douglas Smith and Roger Jarjoura,  “Social Structure and Criminal Victimization.” Journal of Research in Crime and Delinquency 25, Feb. 1988.
·	In Australia, a recent book noted the connection between broken families and crime. In a discussion of rising crime rates in Western Australia, the book reported that “family breakdown in the form of divorce and separation is the main cause of the crime wave”. Alan Tapper, “Welfare and Juvenile Crime” in Mike Nahan and Tony Rutherford, eds., Reform and Recovery.  Institute of Public Affairs, 1993.

Fatherlessness increases drug abuse 

·	A UCLA study pointed out that inadequate family structure makes children more susceptible to drug use “as a coping mechanism to relieve depression and anxiety.” Cited in Bryce Christensen, When Families Fail . . . The Social Costs.  University Press of America, 1991.
·	Another US study found that among the homes with strict fathers, only 18 per cent had children used alcohol or drugs at all.  In contrast, among mother-dominated homes, 35 per cent had children who used drugs frequently. Cited in Nicholas Davidson, “Life Without Father: America’s Greatest Social Catastrophe.” Policy Review, Winter 1990.
·	A New Zealand study of nearly 1000 children observed over a period of 15 years found that children who have watched their parents separate are more likely to use illegal drugs than those whose parents stay together. David Fergusson, et. al., “Parental Separation, Adolescent Psychopathology, and Problem Behaviors,” Journal of the American Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry 33, 1944, pp. 1122-1131.

Fatherlessness increase mental health problems

·	From nations as diverse as Finland and South Africa, a number of studies have reported that anywhere from 50 to 80 per cent of psychiatric patients come from broken homes. Cited in Nicholas Davidson, “Life Without Father: America’s Greatest Social Catastrophe.” Policy Review, Winter 1990.
·	A Canadian study of teenagers discharged from psychiatric hospitals found that only 16 per cent were living with both parents when they were admitted. Cited in Nicholas Davidson, “Life Without Father: America’s Greatest Social Catastrophe.” Policy Review, Winter 1990.
·	A study of nearly 14,000 Dutch adolescents between the ages of 12 to 19 found that, “In general, children from one parent and stepparent families reported lower self-esteem, more symptoms of anxiety and loneliness, more depressed mood and more suicidal thoughts than children from intact families.” Nadia Garnefski and Rene Diekstra, “Adolescents from one parent, stepparent and intact families; emotional problems and suicide attempts,” Journal of Adolescence 20, 1997, pp. 201-208.  

 Fatherlessness and family breakdown cost Australia 3.5 billion dollars per year

·	In Australia it has been estimated that marriage breakdown costs $2.5 billion annually. Each separation is estimated to cost society some $12,000. Kevin Andrews, “The family, marriage and divorce,” The Australian Family 13(4), Dec. 1992.
·	Also, Australian industry is reported to lose production of more than $1 billion a year due to problems of family breakdown. Milburn, Caroline, “Industry told family splits cost $1b a year,” The Age, 2 August 1990.
·	Homelessness is also closely linked with family breakdown.  A recent Australian study conducted at two Melbourne universities has found that children whose biological parents stay together are about three times less likely to become homeless than those from other family types. Pegler, Tim, “Homeless link to families,” The Age, 29 October 1997, p. 9.

Fatherlessness increases child abuse

·	A 1994 study of 52,000 children found that those who are most at risk of being abused are those who are not living with both parents. Catherine Malkin and Michael Lamb, “Child maltreatment: a test of sociobiological theory,” Journal of Comparative Family Studies 25, 1994, pp. 121-130.
·	A Finnish study of nearly 4,000 ninth-grade girls found that “stepfather-daughter incest was about 15 times as common as father-daughter incest”. Keikki Sariola and Antti Uetela, “The Prevalence and Context of Incest Abuse in Finland,” Child Abuse and Neglect, vol. 20, no. 9, 1996, pp. 843-850.  
·	In Australia, former Human Rights Commissioner Mr Brian Burdekin has reported a 500 to 600 per cent increase in sexual abuse of girls in families where the adult male was not the natural father. Michael Pirrie, , “Child Abuse Law Alert.”  The Herald-Sun, 28 August 1993.
	

Fatherlessness and Family Breakdown are the major social problems of our society
 
With the rise of fatherlessness Australia and the Western world has also experienced a marked rise in social problems. And the brunt of these problems have been borne by children. We owe it to our children to do better. We urgently need to address the twin problems of fatherlessness and family breakdown. Public policy must begin to address these crucial areas. Until we tackle these problems, our children and our societies will continue to suffer.

For comment on the above facts please speak to media liaison at the Fatherhood Foundation Ph:02 4272 6677 Ph/Fax: 02 4272 9100  Mobile: 041 8225212 or Email: info@fathersonline.org
(Note: Further evidence of the harmful effects of family breakdown is available. Contact the AFA on 03 9326 5757 or email: freedom@connexus.net.au)




