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Introduction

Many studies have shown that the absence of one’s father during one’s child-
hood may have a number of serious consequences, including premature sex-
uality, teenage pregnancy (e.g., Ellis, et al., 2003; Quinlan, 2003; Wight,
Williamson & Henderson, 2006), poor educational achievement and delin-
quent behavior (e.g., Harris, 2002), high mortality and poor health (e.g., Sear
& Coall, 2011; Sear & Mace, 2008; Winking, Gurven, Kaplan, & Stieglitz,
2009) and problems with pair bonding (e.g., Belsky, Steinberg & Draper,
1991). In contrast, there is consistent evidence that father involvement is as-
sociated with better cognitive, social, and emotional development of chil-
dren (e.g., Lundahl, Tollefson, Risser & Lovejoy, 2008).

The purpose of this thesis is to explore the consequences of father
absence on the reproductive behavior and mating strategies of females li-
ving on the Caribbean island of Curaçao. Therefore, I will first elaborate on
several factors that have influenced the family structure in the direction of a
high prevalence of father absence homes in the Caribbean and especially in
Curaçao. Next, I will mention several explanations for the association be-
tween father absence and the reproductive and mating strategies of fe-
males. Finally, I will present the thesis outline and describe the goal and
research design of each study in this thesis.

Family structure in the Caribbean with the focus on Curaçao during 
slavery

Throughout history, there have been many factors such as slavery, the
Catholic Church, migration from the Dutch Caribbean (Aruba, Bonaire, 
Curaçao, St. Maarten, Saba and Statia) to other islands such as Venezuela,
Colombia, Suriname and Costa Rica and the arrival of the Shell Company
that have influenced the family structure of those living in the Caribbean and
especially in Curaçao. Until the 17th century, the six islands of the former
Netherlands Antilles (Curaçao, Bonaire, Aruba, Statia, St. Maarten and 
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St. Eustatia) were the property of Spain but later came into the hands of the
Netherlands and became known as the Netherlands Caribbean. All six is-
lands have a colonial history in which slavery played a major role. During the
17th and 18th centuries, thousands of Africans were transported to these
islands as slaves. However, none of these islands had a plantation economy
that exported growing products to Europe as the rest of the Caribbean is-
lands did. Only in the West of Curaçao there were plantations and slaves
comparable to the rest of the Caribbean (Römer, 1979). Nonetheless, for
many years, Curaçao functioned as an important slave trade market until
slavery was abolished in 1863.  Many slaves were transported from Curaçao
to the surrounding colonies in the Caribbean and to the coast of South
America to work on the plantations. The slave trade had important conse-
quences for the slave family because the slaves were sold without taking
family relatedness into consideration, and as a consequence, many slaves
were separated from their families during slavery. In addition, the laws and
regulations during slavery had an enormous influence on the relationship
between the male slave and female slave and their children. Because the
male slave was not considered a legal person, it was not possible for him to
close a civil marriage (Allen, 2009). As a consequence, the male slave was
not allowed to function as a father for his children, and the responsibility of
raising his children was completely left to the female slave. Moreover, the
plantation owners were primarily responsible for the care of the female slave
and her children.  Therefore, the slave family usually consisted of a female
slave and her children (Barrow, 1996).  

The influence of the Catholic Church on the family structure (legal 
marriages)

During slavery, neither the Protestants nor the Jews were open to accepting
the Afro- Caribbean population into their faith, but Catholic missionaries
were allowed by the government to baptize both slaves and free people of
color in Curaçao. As a consequence, the majority of the Afro-Caribbean 
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population was exclusively Roman Catholic after the abolition of slavery. 
According to estimations, a year after the abolition of slavery, 81% of the
children in the Dutch colonies were born from unmarried mothers, which
concerned the Roman Catholic Church. Religious marriage was not allowed
among the Afro-Caribbean population until 1884 (Henriquez, 2005), but
these marriages were referred to as 'matrimonias clandestinas' because they
were not considered legal. These marriages were mostly closed by a priest
without using any formal or celestial ceremonies (Euwens, 1932). Abraham-
Van der Mark (2003) argued that the ideals of legal marriage and the nuclear
family were imposed on people from outside and were not internalized by
the Afro-Caribbean population. For instance, to promote marriage, the
Roman Catholic Church took a number of punitive measures against un-
married mothers and their children; e.g., until the early fifties, unmarried
mothers were not allowed to give birth in the Roman Catholic hospital, their
infants had to be baptized separately from those whose parents were mar-
ried, these baptisms could not take place on Sundays, these children were
not allowed to have a godmother or godfather, and these children were
barred from certain prestigious schools. It is assumed that these measures
were effective given that the number of unmarried parents had decreased
to 55% in 1912.  

Migration and the consequences for family formation in the Caribbean

After the abolition of slavery in 1863, there was still unequal power between
the white people, the people of color and the former slaves. In particular,
the economic situation of the former slaves remained very bad. That is why
migration from the Dutch Caribbean islands was an important economic
strategy to survive and improve the social position of oneself and one’s fam-
ily. Mainly male laborers migrated for work from Curaçao, Aruba and Bonaire
to Venezuela, Colombia, Suriname and Costa Rica. At the beginning of the
20th century the male laborers migrated also to the Dominican Republic and
Cuba (Allen, 2009). The majority of the migration from the Windward Islands
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(St. Maarten, Statia and Saba) was to St. Kitts, Sombrero, Redonda, Con-
netable, French Guyana and the United States (Sypken- Smit, 1995).  There-
fore, for a long time, Aruba, Curaçao, Bonaire and the Windward Islands
have particularly been societies in which the men emigrated elsewhere.
These major migrations had an enormous impact on the family develop-
ment, male-female relationships, family and parenting styles of the residents
because females were left behind in the absence of the father and had to
manage the household including their children.  Consequently, these father
absence homes depended on the money that was sent from abroad. In these
circumstances, these women also received support from their social net-
works, extended family and neighborhood, which all played a significant role
in the support system (Allen, 2007). In other words, for many years, the mi-
gration of males has also affected the formation of families, resulting in a
considerable number of father absence homes.

The establishment of the Shell Company and its role in family structure

The establishment of the Shell Company in 1915 on Curaçao caused a num-
ber of drastic changes in the Curaçaon society. First, people from many eth-
nic groups moved to Curaçao to work at the Shell Company because initially,
mainly foreign laborers were employed.  As a consequence, the population
of Curaçao grew rapidly, and many male laborers in other parts of the
Caribbean (e.g., Bonaire and Windward Islands) left their family behind and
the females were on their own with their children. Since 1940, Shell started
employing more local males and also launched a campaign to discipline
these workers. Shell considered marriages as part of a well-regulated life,
and for this reason, they offered a series of measures to reward married cou-
ples. For example, married couples could buy a house on attractive terms,
free medical care was offered to the legal wives and children of employees,
widows were entitled to a pension after 1950, and the children of unmarried
couples who were formally recognized by their father were considered as
‘legitimate’ and were included in the benefits. Consequently, other 
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companies were also encouraged to launch similar incentives to promote
marriage and to stimulate fathers to recognize their children.  Many laborers
responded well to these incentives by getting married or by formally recog-
nizing their children, and as a consequence, legal marriages became more
prevalent. In 1952, the percentage of children born from unmarried mothers
decreased to 23.8% (Abraham-Van der Mark, 2003). However, due to 
automation and developments on the international market, the prosperity
brought by Shell Company came to an end and structural unemployment
increased between 1957 and 1966. During this time, the number of children
born to unmarried mothers started to increase, and fewer children were for-
mally recognized by their fathers (Abraham-Van der Mark, 1973).  

To conclude, many factors such as slavery, migration, the influence
of the Catholic Church and multinationals such as the Shell Company have
influenced the family structure in the Dutch Caribbean, especially Curaçao.
Slavery and migration have partially caused more father absence homes,
and the Catholic Church and multinationals such as the Shell Company sti-
mulated marriages and encouraged the father to take responsibility for their
children. 

Current family structure in Curaçao

To date, Curaçao is a former Dutch colony but still a constituent of the King-
dom of the Netherlands with approximately 150,000 inhabitants.  The in-
habitants have a diverse ethnical and cultural background but are
overwhelming Afro-Caribbean.  Approximately 2,000 children are born every
year (CBS Curaçao, 2014 a), and the life expectancy at birth is 77 years of
age (World Bank, 2011).  Curaçao is considered as a high-income country
by the World Bank (World Bank, 2015), with an average income of approxi-
mately 34,000 euro a year.  These days, there is still an income gap between
the poorest and the richest inhabitants (CBS Curaçao, 2014b). Despite the
fact that both parents are now able to live closer to their maternal kin than
they could during slavery or the financial crisis at the beginning of the 
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second half of the 20th century, the rates of father absence homes are still
high on Curaçao. Approximately 40% of the families consist of female-
headed households (CBS Curaçao, 2011a).  In addition, the mothers are
much more involved in child care and the rearing of their children than the
fathers, which suggests that in many families, the father still has a marginal
role in the upbringing of his children. Approximately 50% of these female-
headed households live in poverty and are not able to pay for the daily costs
of their children due to a lack of a second earner (father) in the household
(CBS Curaçao, 2011b).  This phenomenon of father absence is not only com-
mon on Curaçao but also in the other islands in the Caribbean. According
to Roopnarine (2013), 70% of births in the Caribbean occur outside mar-
riages. This percentage can be considered as higher than any other region
of the world.

Consequences of father absence on reproductive behavior and mating
strategies

Several studies have shown that the degree of father absence and lack of 
involvement in a daughter’s upbringing may have strong implications for the
physiological and psychological wellbeing of their daughters. For instance,
there is evidence that young women whose fathers were absent during child-
hood are more vulnerable to developing low self-esteem, low life satisfaction
and symptoms of an eating disorder later in life (e.g., Allgood, Beckert &
Peterson, 2012; Jones, Leung & Harris, 2006).  Father absence may in gen-
eral also cause attachment problems because one of the primary caregivers
is not available during times of need, which may result in the development
of an insecure attachment style (e.g., Bartholomew & Horowitz, 1991) and
fuel feelings of insecurity and distrust in adult intimate relationships. Indeed,
it has been found that girls and young women who are abandoned by their
father often consider marriage as unstable and men as unreliable investors
compared to girls and young women who grow up with their father (e.g.,
Draper & Harpending, 1982; Ellis & Essex, 2007; Ellis et al., 2003). 
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Furthermore, according to Ellis (2004), low quality environments, including
low paternal investment and father absence, will trigger an early menarche
because girls in such environments assume that they cannot reap the possi-
ble benefits of an extended childhood and as a consequence accelerate
maturation.  Moreover, it has been found that girls who grew up without a
father engage in general in more risky and promiscuous sexual behaviors
than girls who grew up with their father (e.g., Rostad, Silverman, & Mc
Donald, 2014). 

Timing of father absence

There is evidence that father absence may have different types of 
effects at different childhood stages. In particular, the first 5 to 7 years of
life will shape an individual’s attitudes towards pair-bonding and child rear-
ing. For instance, it has been shown that girls exposed to father absence
during the first 7 years of life showed an early onset of puberty and preco-
cious sexuality and had unstable relationships as adults (e.g., Belsky et al.,
1991). In a similar vein, Draper and Harpending (1982) argued that children
growing up without a father since an early stage in their life will, in particular,
expect that paternal investment will not be forthcoming and that romantic
relationships will not endure. Several studies have also shown that children
whose father was absent during the sensitive childhood period of 5-7 years
compared to children whose father was present during this period tend to
show an earlier age of first sexual intercourse and to have significantly higher
rates of teenage pregnancy (e.g., Ellis, et al., 2003; Quinlan, 2003; Wight,
Williamson & Henderson, 2006). 

To summarize, several studies have shown that father absence may
affect the reproductive and mating strategies partially based on the timing
of father abandonment.  In the next paragraph, I will elaborate on several
theoretical explanations for the association between father absence and re-
productive behavior and mating strategies.

14 |   Chapter 1

Proefschrift Girigori.qxp_Layout 1  10/21/15  9:10 PM  Page 14



Explanations for the association between father absence and reproduc-
tive and mating strategies

There have been many explanations for the association between father ab-
sence, reproductive behavior and mating behavior, although these explana-
tions are not necessarily exclusive. 

First, according to Belsky et al. (1991), girls who experienced in an
early stage of their life discordant male–female relationships and relatively
low paternal investment, such as divorce of their parents, unreliable provi-
sioning or childcare by their father, and paternal antisocial behavior, will re-
gister that male parental investment is not crucial for reproduction.
Consequently, these girls will develop strategies that accelerate pubertal
maturation and onset of sexual activity and orientation toward unstable pair
bonds. On the other hand, girls who experience at an early stage more har-
monious male–female relationships and relatively high paternal investment
will postpone pubertal maturation, onset of sexuality and orientation to-
wards stable relationships. 

A second explanation for the association between father absence
and reproductive behavior is that single parent households may facilitate
early sexual intercourse among adolescents because of less parental control.
Previous investigations have indeed supported the hypothesis that less
parental control is associated with a younger age of sexual activities, more
sexual partners and less contraceptive use (Borawski, Levers- Landis, Lover-
green & Trapl, 2003; Browning, Leventhal & Brooks-Gunn 2005; Hogan &
Kitagawa, 1985; Huebner & Howell, 2003; Mandara, Murray & Bangi 2003;
Wight et al.  2006). In contrast, girls who grow up with greater parental mo-
nitoring are more likely to contemplate the right timing for their first sexual
intercourse (Cotton, Mills, Succop, Biro & Rosenthal, 2004). In a similar vein,
the daughter guarding hypothesis also proposes that fathers or stepfathers
are intensively involved in monitoring the sexual behavior of their daughters
(e.g., Perriloux, Fleischman & Buss, 2008; Flinn, 1988).

A third explanation is given by the child development theory of Ellis
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(2004), which proposes an association between early menarche and early
sexual intercourse. According to this theory, pubertal timing functions as
part of an integrated strategy that modifies the length of childhood as a res-
ponse to the quality of the childhood environment. Consequently, a high
quality of the childhood environment will foster the development of socio-
competitive and academic competencies. Several studies have indeed
shown that daughters who grew up in a peaceful environment show a delay
in the puberty and in sexual activities and develop more stable relationships
in adulthood (Clayton & Trueman, 2000; Kies et al., 2000). Therefore, Ellis
(2004) predicts early menarche in low quality social-development childhood
environments, such as low paternal investment, father absence, growing up
with only a mother or a mother and a stepfather. However, girls growing up
with a father may delay maturation and first sexual intercourse to capitalize
on the benefits of growing up with a father.  In other words, girls who grow
up with their father may assume that they can reap the benefits of an ex-
tended childhood, whereas girls growing up without a father may assume
that they cannot reap the benefits of an extended childhood.

Fourth, the Pheromone Exposure Theory (Ellis & Garber, 2000) pro-
poses that the exposure to pheromones from an unrelated male adult, such
as a stepfather, may trigger an acceleration of menarche, whereas the pre-
sence of a related adult may not do so. Indeed, previous research suggests
that it is the presence of a stepfather rather than father absence as such that
is strongly associated with earlier menarche (Ellis & Garber, 2000; Mendle,
2006). Consistent with these findings, there is evidence that girls raised in
families with stepfathers exhibit a significantly earlier age of menarche than
girls raised without stepfathers (Mendle et al., 2009). However, a study con-
ducted by Neberich, Penke, Lehnart and Asendorpf (2010) did not support
this notion, and therefore, this hypothesis awaits further evidence.  

A fifth explanation for the association between father absence and
early sexual activity is the transmission of the Androgen Receptor Gene (AR
gene) from the fathers to their daughters. According to Comings, Muhle-
man, Johnson and MacMurray (2002), specific father behaviors such as family
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abandonment may be genetically passed to their daughters, causing early
puberty, precocious sexual activity and behavior problems. The results of
their study among 164 white females indeed showed a significant associa-
tion between the short alleles of the GGC repeat polymorphism of the AR
gene with a range of measurements such as aggression and impulsivity, in-
creased numbers of sexual partners, sexual compulsivity, different sex part-
ners, paternal divorce, father absence in males and early age of menarche
in females. 

Sixth, according to life history theory, because of limited resources,
individuals have to make trade-offs between mating efforts and parenting
efforts to reproduce (e.g., Chisholm, 1993; Figueredo et al., 2006). These
trade-offs can be arranged on a continuum that is referred to as the fast-
slow continuum of life history strategy. That is why individuals show varia-
tions regarding mating behavior, the age at first childbirth, and total fertility,
as an adaptive response to local environmental conditions such as the level
of paternal investment and life expectancy (Low et al., 2008; Nettle, 2009;
Quinlan, 2007). In general, a faster life history strategy is considered to be
the optimal reproductive strategy when environmental conditions are ad-
verse or unstable (e.g., Chisholm, 1993) and when populations are still grow-
ing (e.g., Rushton, 2004). However, individuals at the slower end of the
continuum maximize long-term reproductive success (e.g., Figeuredo et al.,
2006; Kaplan and Gangestad, 2005) and will produce fewer offspring, pro-
vide greater nurturing, show high parental effort, and exert low mating ef-
fort. In other words, following life history theory, girls who grew up without
a father will be more inclined to follow a fast life strategy characterized by
an early menarche, having many sexual partners, often without emotional
attachment, having one’s first child at an early age, and having more off-
spring, often from different men (e.g., Figueredo et al., 2006, Kaplan &
Gangestad, 2005). 

To conclude, there are several explanations for the association be-
tween father absence and reproductive and mating behavior, but they are
not necessarily exclusive. In this thesis, I examined whether the effects of 
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father absence documented in several western societies can also be ob-
served in Curaçao. To be more specific, I investigated if growing up without
a father, especially in the earlier years, may have important consequences
for the reproductive and mating behavior of girls, such as having an earlier
age of menarche, an earlier age of sexual intercourse, a greater number of
sexual partners, a greater desire to have children, less desire to marry, more
intrasexual competitiveness with the aim of defeating other girls in the mat-
ing game, the use of more non-verbal seduction strategies to attract males,
higher levels of anxious jealousy and a stronger perception that their single
mother may prefer them to find a partner high in parental investment. In the
next paragraph, I will present the thesis outline and describe the goals and
research design of each study in this thesis.

Thesis outline

In Chapter 2, I present a study that examined the consequences of father
absence for the reproductive strategies of girls from the Caribbean island
of Curaçao. The prevailing view on Curaçao is that father absence has no
consequences for the reproductive strategies of girls because they 
assume that extended families compensate for the father being absent.
However, as described above, there is considerable evidence suggesting
that father absence affects the reproductive behavior of children (e.g.,
Alvergne, Faurie & Raymond, 2008; Bogaert, 2008; Ellis, 2004; Mendle et
al., 2009; Nettle, Coal & Dickens, 2010).  For instance, following the life his-
tory theory, father absence girls will be more inclined than father presence
girls to follow a fast life strategy characterized by an early menarche, having
many sexual partners, having one’s first child at an early age, and having
more offspring, often from different men (e.g., Figueredo et al., 2006, Kaplan
& Gangestad, 2005). In addition, father absence, especially in the first years
of life, may have a stronger effect on an individual’s attitude towards pair
bonding and childrearing than late father absence (e.g., Belsky et al., 1999).
Therefore, following other studies (e.g., Bereczkei & Csanaky, 1996; Blain &
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Barkow, 1988; Hetherington, 1972), I categorized the sample into three
groups, namely ‘early father absence’ (abandoned between 0-5 years of
age), ‘late father absence’ (abandoned between 6-13 years of age) and ‘fa-
ther presence’ (father present during childhood).  To assess possible differ-
ences between these three groups, the participants filled out a questionnaire
in which questions were asked regarding their demographic background,
reproductive behavior and desire for intimate relationships. I predicted in
this study that father absence, especially during the first years of one’s life
compared to late father absence or father presence, would affect the repro-
ductive strategies of girls. I further predicted that father absence would be
associated with several fast life history traits including an earlier age of first
menarche, an earlier age of first sexual intercourse, a greater number of sex-
ual partners, a stronger desire to have children, but a weaker desire to marry
and a weaker desire to have grandchildren.

In Chapter 3, following the life history theory (e.g.,  Chisholm, 1993;
Figueredo et al., 2006), I hypothesized that father absence teenage girls
from the Caribbean island of Curaçao would be more intrasexually compet-
itive than father presence teenage girls and would therefore more often use
non-verbal seduction strategies to attract males. I reasoned that the use of
non-verbal seduction strategies is a way to compete with other teenage girls
in attracting mates and that father absence therefore affects the use of non-
verbal seduction strategies through intrasexual competitiveness. In a pre-
liminary study, I made an inventory of several non-verbal seductive
behaviors. In Study 1, I examined in an observational study whether these
non-verbal seduction behaviors can be reduced to a number of broader non-
verbal seduction strategies that teenage girls use to attract males. In Study
2, I investigated 1) whether father absence teenage girls report more intra-
sexual competitiveness than father presence teenage girls; 2) whether father
absence teenage girls use more non-verbal seduction strategies to attract
males than father presence teenage girls; 3) whether intrasexual competi-
tiveness is associated with these non-verbal seduction strategies; and 4)
whether intrasexual competitiveness mediates between being father 
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absence versus father presence and the use of non-verbal seduction strate-
gies.

In Chapter 4, I present a study that examines if females who were
abandoned by their father at different ages experience more anxious, pre-
ventive and reactive jealousy than females who grew up with their father. As
described in the foregoing, girls who grew up during part or most of their
childhood without a father may consider marriage as unstable and men as
less reliable investors than girls who grew up with a father (e.g., Draper &
Harpending, 1982; Ellis & Essex, 2007; Ellis et al., 2003). That is why I rea-
soned that father absence females may be more inclined to experience jea-
lousy as a response to a threat to or the actual loss of a valued close
relationship with another individual because of an actual or imagined rival
for one’s partner’s attention (e.g., Buunk, 1991; Buunk & Dijkstra, 2004; Dijk-
stra & Buunk, 1998; De Steno & Salovey, 1996; Parrot, 1991). I hypothesized
that father absence females may especially report more anxious jealousy be-
cause they may be more afraid to be abandoned by their partner.  In addi-
tion, I assumed that these females will also show more preventive jealousy
by taking more measures to reduce the chances of being abandoned by
their partner.  

In Chapter 5, I assessed parental influence, parent-offspring conflict
about mate choice and differences between early father absence girls, late
father absence girls and father presence girls. There is evidence that parents
play in general an important role in the mating decisions of their offspring
(e.g., Apostolou, 2007 a; Apostolou 2007b; Buunk, Park & Dubbs, 2008;
Dubbs & Buunk, 2010; Perilloux, Fleischman & Buss, 2008) and that they
exert a strong influence on the mate choice and mating behavior of their
offspring (e.g., Goode, 1959; Murstein, 1974; Sprecher & Felmlee, 1992;
Westermarck, 1921).  However, according to the parent offspring conflict
theory regarding mate choice (Trivers, 1974), there are good reasons to ex-
pect differing opinions between parents and offspring regarding mate
choice.  For instance, several studies have shown that young people have a
preference for characteristics connoting heritable fitness, whereas parents
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have a preference for characteristics connoting parental investment and 
cooperation with the in-group (e.g., Apostolou, 2007; Apostolou, 2008;
Buunk, Park & Duncan, 2010; Dubbs, Buunk & Taniguchi, 2013; Hynie,
Lalonde & Lee, 2006). I first explored to what extent teenage girls in Curaçao
find parental influence on mate choice desirable in comparison with other
populations. Second, following parent-offspring conflict theory, I hypothe-
sized that teenage girls in Curaçao would also consider low genetic quality
as more unacceptable to themselves than to their parents, whereas their
parents would consider low parental investment and low cooperation with
the in-group as more unacceptable. Third, I examined if father absence girls
will consider low parental investment and cooperation with the in-group as
more unacceptable to their parents but low genetic quality as more un-
acceptable to themselves than father presence girls’ fathers.
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