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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.
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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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Abstract

The present research examined the consequences of father abandonment
for the reproductive strategies of girls from the Caribbean island of Curaçao.
The sample consisted of 189 girls with an average age of 19.11 (SD= 2.97).
Respondents were categorized in three groups, namely: ‘early father ab-
sence’ (abandoned between 0-5 years of age), ‘late father absence’ (aban-
doned between 6-13 years of age) and ‘father presence’ (father present
during childhood). The results showed that compared to ‘late father ab-
sence’ girls and ‘father presence’ girls, ‘early father absence’ girls initiated
sexual intercourse at a significant younger age. Moreover, they were less in-
terested in getting married and in having grandchildren. These differences
could not be explained by differences in educational level of the participants
or occupational level of the father and the mother. There were no significant
differences between the three groups in the age of menarche, the total num-
ber of sexual partners and the desire to have children.  From an evolutionary
life history perspective, we discuss possible explanations for, and implica-
tions of, these findings.

Keywords: father absence, reproductive behavior, menarche, marriage, 
Curaçao
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Introduction

In Curaçao, an island in the Southern Caribbean, the rate of teenage preg-
nancy is relatively high. In 2010, 7.3% of women under the age of 20 became
pregnant (Samenwerkende Fondsen, Aruba en Nederlandse Antillen, 2010).
This figure is comparable to other Caribbean countries such as Aruba and
Bonaire, but considerably higher than in countries such as the Netherlands,
where the rate of teenage pregnancies is 0.34% (Central Bureau of Statistics
the Netherlands, 2012) and the United States, where the rate is 3.4% 
(Hamilton & Ventura, 2012).  According to a recent study, only 36.2% of the
women in Curaçao who became pregnant in their teenage years had used
contraceptives during their first sexual experience (Samenwerkende Fond-
sen, Aruba en Nederlandse Antillen, 2010). Not surprisingly, teenage preg-
nancy in Curaçao is one of the major reasons why girls drop out of school
and therefore fail to complete secondary school.  In addition, a great 
majority of single mothers accept that the fathers play a marginal role in the
upbringing of their children. Many single mothers even report that they are
proud of being able to raise their children alone (Ministerie van Binnenlandse
Zaken en Koninkrijkrelaties, 2010). Extended families are very common and
generally accepted, usually consisting of grandmothers, aunts and other 
relatives who provide help raising the children, which compensates for the
father absence. Nevertheless, approximately 50% of the female headed
households live in poverty compared to two-earner households and are
often not able to pay for the educational development of their children due
to a lack of a second earner (Central Bureau of Statistics Curaçao, 2011).  

The marginal role of father and the acceptance of father absence in
Curaçao is supposed to have its origins in part in the period of slavery 
(Marcha & Verweel, 2005). The first slaves arrived on the island in 1665 be-
cause Curaçao functioned as an important slave trade market for many
years, until slavery was abolished in 1863. The laws and regulations during
slavery had an enormous influence on the relationship between the male
slave and the female slave and their children. Since the male slave was not
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considered a legal person, it was not possible for him to close a civil mar-
riage (Allen, 2009). Because of this, the male slave was not allowed to func-
tion as a father for his children and the responsibility of raising his children
was completely left to the female slave. The slave family therefore usually
consisted of a female slave and her children (Barrow, 1996). Male slaves had
no obligation to their children, because the plantation-owners were primarily
responsible for the care of the female slave and her children. According to
Beckles (1989) there was 'paternal alienation ' during slavery, due to the fa-
ther absence in the life of the slave’s children. In the past decades, the family
structure has shifted from only female headed households to more two-
earner households in comparison to the slavery period. Currently, both pa-
rents are able to live closer to their maternal kin then they could do during
slavery. In addition, the father has a choice to invest in his family because
this is not prohibited anymore. However, still today approximately 40 % of
the families consist of female- headed households (CBS, 2011), which 
suggests that in many families the father is still having a marginal role in the
upbringing of his children.

The effects of father absence on reproductive strategies

The present research examined the effects of paternal absence and aban-
donment on the reproductive strategies of girls in Curaçao. Only a few 
studies on this issue have been conducted in less developed countries and
in non-western societies (e.g., Sheppard, Snopkowski & Sear, 2014). Many
studies in Western societies have demonstrated the effects of father absence
not only on the mortality and health (e.g., Sear & Coall, 2011; Sear & Mace,
2008; Winking, et al., 2009), but also on the reproductive behavior of chil-
dren (e.g., Alvergne, Faurie & Raymond, 2008; Bogaert, 2008; Mendle et
al., 2009; Nettle, Coal & Dickens, 2010). According to life history theory, be-
cause of limited resources, individuals have in general to make trade-offs
between mating effort and parenting efforts in order to reproduce (e.g.,
Chisholm, 1993; Figueredo et al., 2006). These trade-offs can be arranged
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on a continuum that is now commonly referred to as the fast-slow continuum
of life history strategy. In general, a fast life history strategy is considered to
be the optimal reproductive strategy when the environmental conditions are
adverse or unstable (e.g., Chisholm, 1993). 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
they may have a relatively short life-expectancy. Characteristic of a fast life-
history strategy is not only an early menarche, but also having many sexual
and partners, often without emotional attachment; getting 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). There is considerable
evidence that girls who were abandoned by their father consider marriage
as unstable and men as unreliable investors compared to girls who grew up
with their father (e.g., Draper & Harpending, 1982; Ellis & Essex, 2007; Ellis
et al., 2003).  Hence, given these conditions it may be more advantageous
for girls who were abandoned by their father to reproduce on an early age
instead of delaying reproduction and waiting for the perfect, highly investing
partner while this expectation is unlikely to happen.

Conversely, a slow life history strategy is more common when envi-
ronmental conditions are favorable and stable and when one is growing up
in a stable home in which a father is present (e.g., Ellis, 2004; Kaplan &
Gangestad, 2005). Under such conditions, a long-term reproductive strategy
will be more successful (e.g., Figueredo et al., 2005; Figueredo et al., 2006;
Kaplan & Gangestad, 2005). As individuals will assume they have a longer
life-expectancy, they will mature later, will postpone sexual activities, will
have fewer offspring, will display greater investment in this offspring, and
search for a stable long-term relationship (e.g., Belsky, Steinberg & Draper,
1991; Bjorklund & Schakelford, 1999; Ellis, 2004; Pesonen et al., 2008; 
Quinlan & Flinn, 2003; Tither & Ellis, 2008). Given the previous reasoning, in
the present research in Curaçao we expected that, overall, girls whose father
was absent during their childhood will have a relatively early menarche, will
start their sexual activities relatively early, will be more interested in having
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children, will be less interested in marrying and will have a reduced long-
term perspective aimed at having grandchildren. 

Timing of father absence

Father absence or abandonment by the father will have a stronger effect on
the reproductive strategies of children, the younger age of the child since
the father was absent. Particularly the first five to seven years of life will
shape an individual’s attitudes towards pair-bonding and child rearing (e.g.,
Belsky et al., 1991).  Draper and Harpending (1982) argued that especially
children growing up without a father since this early stage in their life will
expect that paternal investment will not be forthcoming and that romantic
relationship will not endure. However, father absence may have different
types of effects at different childhood stages. For instance, Alvergne et al.
(2008) found in their study conducted in France that abandonment by the
father before the age of 5 was associated with an early age of menarche,
but abandonment by the father during adolescence was associated with
heightened sexual activity. Several studies have shown that children whose
father was present during the sensitive childhood period of 5-7 years com-
pared to children whose father was absent 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). In a similar vein, Belsky et al. (1991) showed
that girls exposed to father absence during the first 7 years of life, showed
an early onset of puberty and precocious sexuality and had unstable rela-
tionships as adults. In studies conducted in the US and New Zealand, Ellis
et al. (2003) found that girls whose father was absent before the age of five
showed the highest rates of early sexual intercourse and of teenage preg-
nancies, followed by girls whose father left after the age of 5, with the lowest
rate occurring among the girls who grew up with their father. In fact, the US
sample of teenage pregnancies was approximately 5 times, and in New
Zealand 3 times, higher among early father absence girls than among father
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presence girls.
In sum, given the above information we assumed that father aban-

donment or absence, especially during the first years of one’s life compared
to late father abandonment or father presence would affect the reproductive
strategies of girls. We assumed that early father abandonment would be 
associated with a fast life history strategy and that therefore early father
abandonment would be associated with several fast life history traits inclu-
ding (1) an earlier age of their first menarche; (2) an earlier age of their first
sexual intercourse; (3) a higher number of sexual partners; (4) a stronger 
desire to have children; but (5) a weaker desire to marry; and (6) a weaker
desire to have grandchildren.

Materials and Methods

Participants
The sample consisted of 189 girls with an average age of 19.11 (SD= 2.97),
who were born in Curaçao, and who were living on Curaçao during the pe-
riod of the study. On the island of Curaçao there are several nationalities
with their own specific cultural backgrounds and practices that differ from
that of the population of Curaçao.  Therefore, girls who were born in other
countries such as Surinam, Venezuela, the Dominican Republic, Colombia
or The Netherlands were excluded from the study to prevent the confoun-
ding effect of cultural differences, and to have an unambiguous population
to which the results may be generalized. Some participants did not answer
all questions and for this reason the number of participants may vary across
analyses.

Materials
The participants completed a pen and paper questionnaire consisting of
multiple questions, which took approximately 10 minutes. The questionnaire
included a demographics section, in which questions were asked such as
age, place of birth, educational level and the presence of a biological father.
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Participants were asked to report their age of menarche, their age at first
sexual (penile- vaginal penetrative) intercourse, and their lifetime number
of sexual partners. Next, participants were asked to indicate on a dimension
from 1 (not applicable) to 7 (completely applicable) how important they
found it to 1) have children; 2) have grandchildren; and 3) marry. 

To determine the onset of father absence, the participants were
asked to indicate if they were raised with or without a father. Participants
were classified as experiencing early father absence if they were either born
into a single mother family or born into an intact two- parent family, but sub-
sequently experienced father absence at or before the age of 5.  We chose
this cut- off to allow comparison with studies done in the past, which have
also defined ‘early father absence’ as occurring in the first 5 years (Bereczkei
& Csanaky, 1996; Blain & Barkow, 1988; Ellis et al., 2003; Hetherington,
1972). Late father absence was defined as growing up without the biological
father at home beginning during ages 6 through 13. We chose the age of
13 as the next cut-off in order to allow comparison with the study done by
Ellis et al. (2003). In their study they chose this age as cut-off because the
girls who became pregnant were older than 13. Father presence was defined
for girls who were born with their biological father at home, and who co-
resided with him until age 13 or later. Girls who grew up with a stepfather
were also classified as early father absence or late father absence on the
basis of the age of the abandonment by the biological father. Thus, the sam-
ple was split in three groups namely ‘early father absence girls’ (n= 54), ‘late
father absence girls’ (n= 38) and ‘father presence girls’ (n= 97). A total of 21
participants who were categorized as early father absence girls and 14 par-
ticipants who were categorized as late father absence girls indicated to have
grown up with a stepfather. Finally, a total of 185 participants, 97.4% of the
final sample, indicated that they were enrolled in an educational course at
the time of the study. As indicated in Table 1, an ANOVA showed that the
three groups did not differ significantly in age F (2, 183) = .54, p= .57. Chi-
square analyses showed no significant differences between the three groups
in the BMI- index, F (2, 124) =  1.29, p= .28, educational level, χ² (4, N= 183)
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= 1.17, p= .88), occupational level of the father, X² (4, N= 143) = 6.50, 
p= .17), and occupational level of the mother, X² (4, N= 150) = 1.39, p= .85)
(see Table 1).

Table 1

Descriptive statistics by father status

Timing of onset of father absence
M (SD) Early father Late father Father 

Absence Absence Presence
1. Age 19.41 (3.02) 18.97 (3.20) 19.16 (3.26)
2. BMI 24.62 (5.23) 22.99 (2.87) 23.57 (4.10)
3. Educational level of the participants:

- Low 28.3% 30.6% 30.9%
- Middle 49.1% 41.6% 40.4%
- High 22.6% 27.8% 28.7%

Total  100% 100% 100%
4. Occupational level of the mother:

- Low 32.4% 26.7% 13.2%
- Middle 51.4% 53.3% 67.1%
- High 16.2% 20.0% 19.7%

Total  100% 100% 100%
5. Occupational level of the father:

- Low 22.9% 21.2% 18.8%
- Middle 64.6% 63.6% 60.9%
- High 12.5% 15.2% 20.3%

Total 100% 100% 100%
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Procedure 

This study was approved by the Ethical Committee for Social Sciences at the
University of Curaçao dr. Moises da Costa Gomez. The participants at this
study were recruited in places where young people commonly go to relax
after their school day, such as the Brion Plein and fast food restaurants in
Willemstad, the capital of Curaçao. We also took into consideration that the
participants should have enough time to answer the questions seriously
when they were relaxing. After filling out the questionnaire, participants
were offered a biscuit as a sign of gratitude for their cooperation. The ques-
tionnaires were offered in both Dutch and Papiamentu. The questionnaire
was translated from Dutch in Papiamentu by a professional translator of the
University of Curaçao. Consequently, the translation was checked by two
members of the research team who were fluent in both Dutch and Papia-
mentu. Papiamentu is the native language of Aruba, Bonaire and Curaçao
and is a Creole language in part derived from the African languages with
considerable influence of Portuguese and Spanish, as well as some influence
of Amerindian, English, French and Dutch. Papiamentu is the most spoken
language on Curaçao followed by Dutch, Spanish and English. 
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Results

Age of first menarche. An ANOVA with the three groups of father presence
versus absence as independent variable showed that the mean age of first
menarche did not differ among the three groups, F (2, 136) = .65, p= .52
(early father absence girls, M= 11.68, SD= 1.86; late father absence girls,
M= 11.45, SD= 1.32; father presence girls, M= 11.84, SD= 1.45).

Age of first sexual intercourse. An ANOVA showed an overall significant
difference between the three groups in the age of first sexual intercourse, 
F (2, 111) = 3.48, p= .03 (early father absence girls, M= 15.38, SD= 1.79;
late father absence girls, M= 16.24, SD= 1.55; father presence girls, M=
16.39, SD= 1.98).  However, the post- hoc LSD- test showed that only the
difference between ‘early father absence’ girls and ‘father presence’ girls
was significant, p= .01. As Figure 1 illustrates, the age of first sexual inter-
course was lower among ‘early father absence’ girls than among ‘father pres-
ence’ girls. Furthermore the post- hoc LSD- test showed that ‘late father
absence ’girls and ‘father presence’ girls differed marginally from each other,
p= .09.

Figure 1. Age of first sexual intercourse.
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Number of sexual partners. An ANOVA showed no significant differences
in the overall number of sexual partners between the three groups, F (2,
144) = .38, p= .68 (early father absence girls, M= 1.21, SD= 1.15; late father
absence girls, M= 1.44, SD= 1.33; father presence girls, M= 1.39, SD= 1.32). 

Number of sexual partners during the past year.We did not find an overall
significant difference between the three groups concerning the number of
sexual partners during the past year, F (2, 152) = 2.18, p= .12 (early father
absence girls, M= .89, SD= .84; late father absence girls, M= 1.13, SD= 1.00;
father presence girls, M= .77, SD= .67). However, the post- hoc LSD- test
showed that there was a significant difference in the number of sexual part-
ners during the past year between ‘late father absence’ girls and ‘father
presence’ girls, p= .04. As illustrated in Figure 2, the ‘late father absence’
girls had more sexual partners during the past year than the ‘father pre-
sence’ girls. Furthermore the post- hoc LSD tests showed no significant dif-
ference between ‘early father absence’ girls and ‘father presence’ girls, 
p= .41, neither between ‘early father absence’ girls and ‘late father absence’
girls, p=.21.

Figure 2. Number of sexual partners during the past year.
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Desire to have children. An ANOVA showed no overall significant difference
between the three groups in the desire to have children F (2, 189) = 1.03,
p= .36 (early father absence girls, M= 4.41, SD= 1.92; late father absence
girls, M= 4.95, SD= 1.99; father presence girls, M= 4.76, SD= 1.81). 

Desire to marry. An ANOVA showed an overall significant difference be-
tween the groups in the desire to marry, F (2, 189) = 3.83, p= .02 (early father
absence girls, M= 4.28, SD= 1.82; late father absence girls, M= 4.34, 
SD= 2.01; father presence girls, M= 5.04, SD= 1.76). The post- hoc LSD-
tests showed that ‘father presence’ girls had a significantly stronger desire
to marry than the group of the ‘early father absence’ girls, p= .02 and the
group of the ‘late father absence’ girls, p= .05 (See Figure 3), whereas the
difference between ‘early father absence’ girls and ‘late father absence’ girls
was not significant, p= .87.

Figure 3. Desire to marry.

Desire to have grandchildren. An ANOVA showed an overall significant dif-
ference between the three groups in the desire to have grandchildren, 
F (2, 188) = 5.84, p= .00 (early father absence girls, M= 3.70, SD= 1.75; late
father absence girls, M= 4.95, SD= 2.01; father presence girls, M= 4.53, SD=
1.79).  More specifically, the post- hoc LSD- test showed that ‘early father
absence’ girls differed significantly from‘ late father absence’ girls, p= .00
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and from ‘father presence’ girls, p= .01.  In other words, both ‘father pre-
sence’ girls and ‘late father absence’ girls had a significantly stronger desire
to have grandchildren than ‘early father absence’ girls (See also Figure 4),
whereas the difference between ‘late father absence’ girls and ‘father pre-
sence’ girls was not significant, p= .23.

Figure 4. Desire to have grandchildren.

Role of the stepfather. Given evidence that exposure to a stepfather may
also influence reproductive scheduling (e.g., Ellis & Garber, 2000; Mendle
et al., 2006; Mendle et al., 2009), we examined possible differences between
father abandoned girls exposed to a stepfather and father abandoned girls
not exposed to a stepfather.  We executed a series of ANOVA’s with these
two groups as the independent variable and the various life history traits as
dependent variables. These analyses showed that only the age of first sexual
intercourse was significantly different between father abandoned girls not
exposed to a stepfather and father abandoned girls exposed to a stepfather,
F (1, 58) = 4.51, p= .04 (father abandoned girls without stepfather, 
M= 15.29, SD= 1.75; father abandoned girls exposed to a stepfather, 
M= 16.25, SD= 1.60). That is, the age of first sexual intercourse was lower
among father abandoned girls who were not exposed to a stepfather than
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among father abandoned girls who were exposed to a stepfather. Our re-
sults showed no further significant differences between these two groups
regarding the age of first menarche, number of sexual partners, number of
sexual partners during the past year, desire to have children, desire to marry,
neither desire to have grandchildren, p’s> .05.

Potentially confounding variables.We examined whether potentially con-
founding variables, including the educational level of the participants, and
the occupational level of their parents might be responsible for the observed
effects of father absence versus father presence. For each of the seven life
history traits separately we conducted three ANOVA’s, with father absence
versus father presence as factor, and educational level of the participants,
occupational level of the father, and occupational level of the mother, 
respectively as covariates. These analyses demonstrated that all effects of
father absence versus father presence stayed virtually the same, p’s> .05.  In
other words, the educational level of the girls, and occupational level of the
parents did not influence our results. Given evidence that childhood obesity
may influence the mean age at first menarche (e.g., Al- Awadhi et al, 2013),
we also controlled if BMI did influence our result regarding the age of first
menarche. Therefore, we entered age of menarche as dependent variable,
father absence versus presence as fixed factor and the BMI of the partici-
pants as covariate. However, the analysis showed no effect of BMI, p= .65,
and there still was no effect of father absence versus presence, p= .43.     
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Discussion

The present results demonstrated in a Caribbean sample from Curaçao that
growing up without a father may have important consequences for the re-
productive strategy of girls. We measured different life history traits and the
results were quite different for the various reproductive scheduling meas-
ures.  In a number of respects, our findings were in line with our expectations
based on life history theory. That is, girls who were abandoned by their fa-
ther before the age of five, initiated sexual intercourse at a significantly
younger age than girls who were abandoned by their father between the
age of six and thirteen and girls who grew up with their father.  These find-
ings are in line with several other studies that have shown that children who
were abandoned by their father had their first sexual intercourse at an earlier
age than children who grew up with their father (Ellis et al., 2003; Quinlan,
2003; Wight et al., 2006). Our findings thus provide evidence from Curaçao
that girls who grew up without a father may follow a fast life history strategy
and are therefore more inclined to accelerate their reproductive strategies
by starting with sexual intercourse at an earlier age than girls who grew up
with a father. An alternative explanation  for our findings may be the daugh-
ter guarding hypothesis, because according to that hypothesis we would
find similar results for father abandoned girls exposed to a stepfather and
father present girls, assuming that their fathers or stepfather are  intensively
involved in monitoring the sexual behavior of their daughters (e.g., Perilloux,
Fleischman, Buss, 2008, see also Flinn, 1988). Our results indicate indeed
that father abandoned girls who were not exposed to a stepfather showed
an earlier age of sexual intercourse than father abandoned girls exposed to
a stepfather. Thus it seems that the stepfather may compensate in this 
respect for the absence of the biological father by monitoring the sexual
behavior of their stepdaughters.

We did not find an overall significant effect of father absence or pre-
sence on the total number of sexual partners. This finding suggests that it is
the simply the longer duration of sexual activity that leads to more sexual 

38 |   Chapter 2

Proefschrift Girigori.qxp_Layout 1  10/21/15  9:10 PM  Page 38



partners. Of course, this is a quite preliminary finding that would need repli-
cation in future research. Furthermore we found evidence that girls who
were abandoned by their father between the age of 6 and 13 seem to have
changed their reproductive behavior in the past year by engaging in sig-
nificantly more sexual activities than the girls who grew up with their father.
Thus, our results suggest that girls who were abandoned by their father 
between the age of six and thirteen is a special group of which the sexual
behavior is notably different than that of the other two groups (see also
Alvergne et al., 2008). In future research it would seem important to also 
assess this shift. 

Our findings also showed that there were meaningful differences in
the desire to get married between girls who grew up with a father (at what-
ever age) and girls who were abandoned by their father. That is, girls who
grew up with a father had a stronger desire to marry than girls who were
abandoned by their father. This finding is in line with several studies that
have shown that girls who were abandoned by their father are less optimistic
about their marriages being stable and about men being reliable investors
(e.g., Draper & Harpending, 1982; Ellis & Essex, 2007; Ellis et al., 2003). A
possible explanation may be that girls who were abandoned by their father
have not experienced a marriage as a model and therefore have a lower 
desire to get married than girls who grew up with their father.

Although we did not find any significant differences between girls
who grew up with or without a father in their desire to have children, we
found, as predicted, significant differences in the desire to have grandchil-
dren. Girls who were abandoned by their father before the age of five had
a significantly weaker desire to have grandchildren than girls who were aban-
doned by their father between the age of six and thirteen and girls who
grew up entirely with a father. Although these findings were in line with our
expectations, they may seem in contrast with the work of Nettle (2010) that
suggests that girls who grew up without a father would consider childbear-
ing at an earlier age by taking into consideration to  be in good health until
their oldest grandchild is five year of age. However, we still consider our
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finding in line with life history theory as a fast life history strategy implies a
lack of a long term perspective. That is, those girls who were abandoned by
their father before the age of five may not be certain to be around for the
birth of grandchildren, because they expect a high mortality in their envi-
ronment. 

In contrast to the effect of growing up without a father on early
menarche established in previous research (Bogaert, 2005; Doughty &
Rodgers, 2000; Ellis & Garber, 2000; Ellis, Mc- Fadyen- Ketchum, Dodge,
Pettit & Bates, 1999; Hoier, 2003), we did not find a difference in the age of
the first menarche between girls who grew up without a father and girls who
grew up with a father. Nevertheless, this finding is in line with a study con-
ducted in Malaysia, where an effect of father absence on the age of menar-
che was neither found (Sheppard et al., 2014). Our finding may be attributed
to the fact that obesity among young women in Curaçao is quite common.
As many studies have shown that overweight may accelerate the maturation
process, the effect of obesity may have overridden any effect of father ab-
sence (e.g., Al- Awadhi et al, 2013). However, we did not find that BMI was
related to the age of menarche. Of course, we did not assess the BMI- index
during the maturation period, but BMI is known to be quite stable, especially
over a low number of years. Based on previous studies (e.g., Ellis & Garber,
2000; Mendle, 2006; Mendle et al., 2009) we assumed that being exposed
to a stepfather may also have important consequences for the reproductive
strategies of girls, but contrary to these studies we did not find an associa-
tion between being exposed to a stepfather and an early age of menarche.  

The present research has a number of strengths. First, the study
looked at several life history variables instead of examining just one life his-
tory trait. Second, this study was not limited to poor inner-city women like
many studies in the United States on the effects of father absence, but was
executed in a unique setting (i.e., the island of Curaçao), with a predomi-
nantly Afro-Caribbean population where early reproduction and single pa-
renthood occur frequently. Third, unlike many similar studies, the groups did
not differ in educational level and occupational level of the parents, and the
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effects we found can therefore quite unequivocally be attributed to the role
of the father. Despite these strong points, the present research has also a
number of limitations. First, we did not examine the quality of paternal in-
vestment, while several studies have demonstrated that the quality of the
relationship between father and daughter may also have consequences for
the reproductive behavior of their daughter (e.g., Belsky et al., 1991; Ellis,
2004). Second, our study focused only on one type of sexual intercourse and
we did not assess other forms of adolescent’s sexual behavior. Therefore it
is necessary that future research also focuses on this aspect. Third, the mea-
sures we used to examine the importance of having children, grandchildren
and desire for marriage were somewhat limited simplistic, because these 
involved a single rating scale relying on the conscious evaluations of the par-
ticipants.    

To conclude, the present study substantiated the notion based on
the life history theory that being abandoned by their father may have a num-
ber of consequences for the reproductive strategies of girls. We demon-
strated again that the timing of father abandonment is crucial and that it is
therefore important to make a distinction between girls who were aban-
doned by their father before the age of five and girls who were abandoned
by their father between the age of six and thirteen. It seems that girls who
were abandoned by their father before the age of 5 are more inclined to
follow a fast life history strategy compared to late father abandoned girls
and father presence girls, while the differences between late father aban-
doned girls and father presence girls are less obvious.  In other words, girls
tend to use the cue of their father presence (absence) to make important
reproductive scheduling decisions for their lives and this can be considered
as a relevant cue to use. However, we don’t want to suggest that this is the
only cue, nor that it does affect all reproductive scheduling.  In general, the
present findings are important for several reasons. First, we have shown that
many effects of growing up without a father documented in several western
societies can also be observed in the Caribbean island of Curaçao. Second,
after controlling for possible confounding factors it was shown that the 
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educational level of the participants and the occupational level of their pa-
rents were not influencing the effects obtained. Therefore, our findings can-
not be attributed to the factors that are often associated with father
absence, including a lack of financial resources and a low educational level,
and may indeed be attributed to growing up without a father. Third, our
findings may contribute not only to life history theory, but also to policies
emphasizing the important role of fathers in recognizing their children and
in spending quality time with them. 
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Abstract

We hypothesized that teenage girls from the Caribbean island of Curaçao
who grew up without a father would be more intrasexually competitive than
teenage girls who grew up with a father, and would therefore more often
use non-verbal seduction strategies to attract males. A pilot study showed
a high inter-observer reliability for the observation of non-verbal seduction
strategies. In Study 1, among 105 teenage girls with a mean age of 16.29
years, reliable scales were developed reflecting various non-verbal seduction
strategies. Study 2 was conducted among 123 teenage girls with a mean
age of 18.73 years. Compared to girls who grew up with their father, girls
who grew up without their father before the age of fourteen reported overall
more intrasexual competitiveness and more non-verbal seduction strategies,
including direct flirtation, peacock behavior, the use of hairstyles with waves,
the use of facial make-up, the use of conspicuous nail-care, and active and
restless behavior in the presence of males. Intrasexual competitiveness was
associated with most strategies, and was a significant mediator between 
father absence and the expression of most non-verbal seduction strategies.
From a life-history perspective, we discuss possible explanations for, and im-
plications of, these findings.

Keywords: non-verbal seduction strategy, life history, father absence, 
Curaçao
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Introduction

Even casual observers will note that women may differ considerably in their
preferences regarding clothing style, the use of accessories, and the use of
facial make-up. While these preferences obviously vary among women from
different cultures, preferences may not only depend on cultural norms 
regarding looking attractive and being sexy, but even more on women’s
courtship motivations. For example, one study showed that women are
clearly aware of the social function of their clothing and that they in some
cases alter their clothing style to match their courtship motivation. More
specifically, women who rated their clothing as “sexy” and “bold” in a 
discotheque also reported that their intention for the evening was to flirt or
to find a sex partner (Grammer et al., 2005). In a similar vein, various studies
have shown that women may use self-promotion, in the sense of wearing
figure-hugging clothes and using facial make-up, in order to attract the 
attention of males (Barber, 1995; Buss, 1988; Buss & Schmitt, 1993; Fisher
& Cox, 2009; Schmitt & Buss, 1996; Symons, 1979; Walters & Crawford,
1994).

The current study examined differences between teenage girls who
grew up with their father (father present girls) and teenage girls who grew
up mainly without a father, including girls whose father had only a casual re-
lationship with their mother (father absent girls). We focused on differences
between the two groups in intrasexual competitiveness and in the variety
of non-verbal seduction strategies used, including the use of facial make-up
and accessories, the wearing of sexy clothes, and direct flirtation to attract
males. As far as we know, there has been no systematic observational 
research on these issues. The present study was conducted on the
Caribbean island of Curaçao, which is ethnically comprised of an Afro-
Caribbean majority. The Central Bureau Statistical Office (2011) estimates
the population of Curaçao to be around 150,000. Curaçao provides a unique
setting to examine this issue, because a substantial percentage (40%) of the
population is raised in homes where the father is absent, and the population
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is biased towards women with a sex ratio of 84 men to 100 women. Many
men father multiple children with multiple partners, and often provide little
paternal care. 

Following life history theory, we hypothesized that father absent girls
would be inclined to follow a different life history strategy than father pre-
sent girls. According to life history theory, because of limited resources, in-
dividuals have to make trade-offs between mating efforts and parenting
efforts in order to reproduce (e.g., Chisholm, 1993; Figueredo et al., 2006).
These trade-offs can be arranged on a continuum that is now commonly re-
ferred to as the fast-slow continuum of life history strategy. A life history
strategy reflects two basic decisions: whether to reproduce now or later and
the amount of resources to invest in each offspring (Stearns, 1992). In ge-
neral, humans tend to follow a “slow” life history strategy (Bjorklund &
Shackel-ford, 1999; Chisholm, 1993), but like other species, the strategy pur-
sued depends on the environmental conditions. That is why individuals show
variations 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). 

Individuals at the faster end of the continuum tend to maximize their
short-term reproductive success (e.g., Figueredo et al., 2006; Kaplan &
Gangestad, 2005). 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). There is also considerable evidence that father 
absence may trigger a fast life strategy. According to Belsky et al. (1991),
there is a sensitive period from birth to between five and seven years, during
which family experiences shape children’s expectations of their reproductive
options as an adult. More specifically, the timing of father absence may
shape the life history, which may have consequences for the stability of pair
bonding among the offspring. For example, in an observational study, 
Hetherington (1972) found that “early father absent girls” (abandoned 
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before the age of five) tended to seek more attention from adult males than
“late father absent girls” (abandoned after the age of five). There is also 
evidence that girls raised in father absent  homes reach menarche earlier
than girls raised in father present homes (e.g., Webster, Graber, Gesselman,
Crosier & Schember, 2014). Moreover, a recent study conducted in the
Caribbean island of Curaçao showed that early father absent girls compared
to late father absent and father present girls initiated sexual intercourse at
a significantly younger age and were less interested in getting married and
having grandchildren (Van Brummen-Girigori & Buunk, 2015). Finally, pre-
vious studies have shown that harsh and unpredictable environments inclu-
ding lack of resources may also trigger development towards a fast life
strategy (e.g., Ellis, Figueredo, Brumbach & Schlomer, 2009), which may 
accelerate the implementation of reproductive strategies.

Conversely, individuals at the slower end of the continuum maximize
long-term reproductive success (e.g., Figeuredo et al., 2006; Kaplan &
Gange-stad, 2005) and will produce fewer offspring, provide greater nurtur-
ing, show high parental effort, and exert low mating effort. A slow life history
strategy is more common when population size stabilizes and mortality rates
are low. Under such conditions, girls learn that they can count on investment
by the father of their children, and are therefore better able and motivated
to engage in stable long-term relationships, and will consequently be rela-
tively more successful in raising their children (e.g., Figueredo et al., 2005).
Overall, individuals who grew up in harmonious homes with their father pre-
sent will mature later, postpone sexual activity, and display greater invest-
ment in the fewer children they produce (e.g., Belsky et al., 1991; Bjorklund
& Shackelford, 1999; Ellis, 2004; Pesonen et al., 2008; Tither & Ellis, 2008).

In the present research, we hypothesized on the basis of life history
theory that father absent teenage girls would be more likely follow a fast
life history than father present teenage girls. Therefore, such girls would be
more interested in attracting a partner at a young age, especially for short-
term mating. As a consequence, father absent girls will be intrasexually more
competitive and engage more often in non-verbal seduction to defeat other
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girls in attracting males. Indeed, intrasexual competitiveness among females
concerns generally attracting males (e.g., Buss, 1989; Campbell, 2004, 
Dijkstra & Buunk, 2002; Rucas et al., 2006). This competitiveness is captured
by the scale developed by Buunk and Fisher (2009). This scale assesses the
extent to which individuals view contact with same-sex others, especially in
the context of contact with the opposite sex, in competitive terms (Buunk &
Fisher, 2009). Following Buunk and his colleagues (Buunk & Fischer, 2009;
Buunk et al., in press), among women, such competitiveness would include
the desire to defeat other women rather than to perform well (e.g., van
Yperen, 2003); the desire to view themselves as better than other girls (e.g.,
Zuckerman & O’Loughlin, 2006); and feelings of envy and frustration when
other girls are in general better off or receive more attention from boys (e.g.,
Smith & Kim, 2007). Several studies have shown that females are especially
intolerant of attractive peers and more often use indirect aggression against
them than against less attractive peers (Leenaars, Dane & Martini, 2008), 
especially when intrasexual competition is made salient, for example when
the rival is conversing with a male (Baenninger et al., 1993). 

We reasoned that the use of non-verbal seduction strategies is a way
to compete with other teenage girls in attracting mates, and that father ab-
sence therefore affects the use of non-verbal seduction strategies through
intrasexual competitiveness. To summarize, the present research investi-
gated the following issues.

1. Do father absent teenage girls report more intrasexual competitive-
ness than father present teenage girls?

2. Do father absent teenage girls use more non-verbal seduction strate-
gies to attract males than father present teenage girls?

3. Is intrasexual competitiveness associated with these non-verbal 
seduction strategies?

4. Does intrasexual competitiveness mediate between father absence
versus father presence and the use of non-verbal seduction strate-
gies? 
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In a preliminary study, we made an inventory of non-verbal seductive beha-
viors, and quantified inter-observer reliability when assessing these beha-
viors. In Study 1, we examined whether the non-verbal seduction behaviors
could be reduced to a number of broader non-verbal seduction strategies
that teenage girls use to attract males. In Study 2, we investigated the four
research questions outlined above. 

Pilot study

Informal observations by research assistants and interviewers during a prior
study had already suggested that father absent teenage girls seem more
often to use non-verbal seduction strategies in order to attract males than
father present teenage girls. The seduction strategies included flirtatious
behavior, swaying their hips, allowing themselves to be touched by males,
wearing colorful jewelry, and using a large amount of make-up. On the basis
of these observations, a list of 40 non-verbal seductive behaviors was com-
piled (Table 1). Observers were instructed to indicate on a scale from 1 (“not
applicable”) to 5 (“completely applicable”) how much each behavior applied
to the observed teenage girls. The participants were observed at the Brion
Plein, which is a popular place youths visit after a school day to relax and
meet their peers. All observations took place between 11:30 and 15:30, 
because in this period there is a peak of young people present to interact
with each other. As the data were collected live and in real time, the 
observers were trained extensively before they started the observations for
this study. The observers went to the observation area three times to prac-
tice, and discussed their observation results to reach consistency. As a result
of the training, when making independent observations, the observers
reached inter- and intra-observer reliabilities between .95 and .99 at the item
level. Therefore, in the following studies, the two observers jointly filled out
the observation forms.
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Study 1

The aim of our first study was to classify the non-verbal seduction behaviors
into broader non-verbal seduction strategies that teenage girls may use to
attract males.

Method

Participants
The sample included 105 teenage girls (age, M = 16.29, SD = 1.73). All par-
ticipants were living on Curaçao and were following an educational program
during the period of the study. The participants were approached at the
same location and at the same time as in the pilot study. The participants
were asked to participate voluntarily in this study and were offered a bar of
chocolate as a sign of gratitude for their cooperation. This study was 
approved by the Ethical Committee for Social Sciences at the University of
Curaçao, Dr. Moises da Costa Gomez.

Materials and procedure
After being observed by the two observers, and rated on the 40 non-verbal
seductive behaviors used in the pilot study (see Table 1), the participants
were approached by the same two observers and asked whether they would
collaborate with our study by answering a few questions such as their age,
birthplace, and educational level, and whether they grew up with their father.
All participants approached agreed to cooperate; no one declined to par-
ticipate in our study.

Results and discussion
In order to reduce the 40 items to a small number of scales, a factor analysis
with varimax rotation was conducted. We only included items with a loading
equal or higher than .37. As can be seen in Table 1, the factor analysis pro-
vided nine factors with eigenvalues greater than one. The first dimension

50 |   Chapter 3

Proefschrift Girigori.qxp_Layout 1  10/21/15  9:10 PM  Page 50



was labeled direct flirtation (henceforth referred to as flirtation), because it
referred to behaviors such as “reacts instantly to flirting behavior of males,”
“laughs constantly when she is communicating with males,” “allows herself
to be touched by males,” “turns around when whistled at by males,” “stands
close to males,” “shows clearly that she has a Blackberry or iPhone,” and
“sways hips greatly when she walks.”

The second dimension was labeled peacock behavior (henceforth
referred to as peacock), because it referred to behaviors such as “wears
bright lipstick,” “wears bright, colorful jewelry,” “fragrance powder on the
breast is visible,” and “wears highly scented perfume.”

The third dimension was labeled restless and active behavior
(henceforth referred to as restless) and included behaviors such as “is noisy,
talks loudly,” “waves her hands as she talks,” “laughs out loud,” “moves a
great deal/does not stand still,” and “watches to see if she is being ob-
served.” The latter item (“watches to see if she is being observed”) had a
loading of .40 on the factor of nail care, but for substantive reasons we de-
cided to add the item to this third factor.

The fourth dimension was labeled sweet temptation, because it re-
ferred to behaviors such as “wears synthetic (e.g., polyester) clothes,”
“wears high heels,” “frequently eats sweets (e.g. wine gums),” and “allows
males to eat the sweets (e.g. wine gums) out of her mouth.”

The fifth dimension was labeled use of hairstyles with waves and
make-up (henceforth referred to as hairstyle & make up), because it referred
to behaviors such as “sporting prominent hair waves that stand out because
of the volume,” “uses lip liner,” “wears a large amount of facial make-up,”
and “wears excessive lip gloss, making the lips shiny.”

The sixth dimension was labeled use of jewels and accessories
(henceforth referred to as jewels & accessories), because it referred to be-
haviors such as “wears bracelets that make a lot of noise when she
moves/talks,” “wears a big pair of sunglasses,” “wears numerous bracelets,”
and “wears large, striking earrings.”

Intrasexual competitiveness and non- verbal seduction strategies   |    51

3

Proefschrift Girigori.qxp_Layout 1  10/21/15  9:10 PM  Page 51



The seventh dimension was labeled lollypop, because it referred to 
behaviors such as “wearing lollypop in pinned-up hair,” “the lollypop is 
removed from her hair by males,” and “she walks around with a lollypop.”

The eighth dimension was labeled conspicuous nail care (henceforth
referred to as nail care), because it referred to features such as “has fake
nails” and “long, brightly colored nails.”

The ninth dimension was labeled sexy outfit, because it referred to
behaviors such as “wears sexy clothing when not in school uniform (tight
clothes, short skirt, shows stomach or accentuates the breasts)” and “asso-
ciates with teenage girls who wear sexy clothing when not in uniform.”

On the basis of the factor analysis, nine observational scales were
constructed, and the reliability of each scale was assessed. The analyses in-
dicated that for each scale the reliability was higher than .70, with the ex-
ception of sexy outfit (see Table 2). Therefore, we excluded the scale sexy
outfit from further analyses and from Study 2.
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Table 1
Factor analysis of non-verbal seduction strategies
Item Factor

1       2       3       4       5       6       7       8       9
Reacts instantly to flirting behavior of males    .79
(when she is approached or whistled at)
Laughs constantly when she is communi-          .75
cating with males
Allows herself to be touched by males             .70 .
Turns around when whistled at by males          .67
Stands close to males .56
Shows clearly that she has a Blackberry 
or iPhone. . 55
Sways her hips greatly when she walks              .39
Wears bright lipstick .72
Wears bright, colorful jewelry .69
Fragrance powder on the breast is visible                    .55
Wears highly scented perfume .53
Is noisy, talks loudly .84
Waves her hands as she talks .74
Laughs out loud .71
Moves a great deal/does not stand still                                 .69
Wears synthetic (e.g., polyester) 
clothes (not uniform) .82
Wears high heels .72
Frequently eats sweets (e.g., wine gums) .75
Allows males to eat the sweets (wine gums) 
out of her mouth .51
Sports a hairstyle with prominent hair waves 
that stands out because of the volume .75
Uses lip liner .71
Wears excessive lip gloss, making the lips shiny .69
Wears a great deal of make-up .56
Wears bracelets that make a lot of noise when 
she moves/talks .71
Wears a big pair of sunglasses .67
Wears numerous bracelets .63
Wears large, striking earrings .62
Wears lollypop-shaped accessories in 
pinned-up hair .86
The “lollypop” is removed from her hair by males .79
Walks around with a “lollypop” .55
Has fake nails .84
Has long, brightly colored nails .78
Watches to see if she is being observed .37 .41
Wears sexy clothing when not in school uniform 
(tight clothes, short skirt, shows stomach, or 
accentuates the breasts) .80
Associates with late teenage girls who wear sexy 
clothing when not in school uniform .79
Eigenvalues for each factor 3.53   2.89  2.88  2.78   2.70  2.51    2.41 2.33   1.64
Total explained variance (%) 10.10   8.26  8.25  7.96   7.59  7.17   6.89  6.67   4.70
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Means and standard deviations of the different scales for non-verbal 
seduction strategies, and the correlations between the scales.
In Table 2, for each non-verbal seduction strategy, the mean, standard de-
viation, and Cronbach’s alpha are presented, as well as the Pearson correla-
tions with the other strategies. As Table 2 shows, the correlations between
the strategies were in general low to moderate. The majority of the correla-
tions was lower than .30. 

Table 2

Descriptive statistics and zero-order correlations for non- verbal seduction
strategies (Study 1)
Scales M (SD)            1            2         3        4        5        6        7        8

1   Flirtation (α = .78) 16.76 (7.05) - .
2   Peacock (α =.73) 6.00 (3.28) .42**     -
3   Restless (α = .79) 11.41 (4.96) .49**     .31**   -
4   Sweet temptation (α = .83)      7.34 (4.09) .26*      .21     .36**  -
5   Hairstyle & make up (α = .76)  6.65 (3.73) .36**     .53**  .26** .25*   -
6   Jewels (α = .71) 7.88 (4.75) .31**     .50**  .21*   .05    .32**  -
7   Lollypop (α = .76) 4.04 (2.41) .22*      .28**   .14     50** .29**  .25*    -
8   Nail care (α = .80) 3.45 (2.50) .19       .24*     .02 .16    .33**  .15 .05     -

Note. *p < .05 (2-tailed), **p < .01 (2-tailed).
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Discussion of Study 1
Our observational study produced nine dimensions of non-verbal seduction
strategies. The reliability of the majority of the scales based on the factor
analysis was good, with the exception of the sexy outfit. Therefore, we ex-
cluded this scale from Study 2. It may be noted that some observed beha-
viors may partially operate on an unconscious level, such as restless and
active behavior. On the other hand, some behaviors such as use of hairstyles
with waves and facial make-up will manifest themselves on a more conscious
and intentional level. We do not know to what extent the various behaviors
were intentional or not. Nevertheless, we were able to develop eight specific
scales of non-verbal seduction strategies women may use for attracting
males.

Study 2
The purpose of Study 2 was to examine whether father absent teenage girls
report stronger feelings of intrasexual competitiveness and, consequently,
use non-verbal seduction strategies to attract males more often than father
present teenage girls. 

Method

Participants
The participants were approached at the same location and time as in the
pilot study and Study 1. Participants were asked to participate voluntarily in
this study and were again offered a bar of chocolate as a sign of gratitude
for their cooperation. The sample consisted of 123 teenage girls (M = 18.73
years, SD = 4.16). The sample in this study was independent of that in Study
1, consisting of a completely new sample of teenage girls. All participants
were living on Curaçao and were attending school during the period of the
study. Because there were not enough father absent girls, we could not
make distinctions between girls who were abandoned by their father at va-
rious ages. Therefore, the sample was divided into teenage girls who grew
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up with their father (father present girls, n= 76) and teenage girls who were
abandoned by their father before they were 14 years old (father absent girls,
n= 47). Two teenage girls whose fathers had passed away were excluded
from our study. A t-test showed that the two groups did not differ signifi-
cantly in age t(103) = .34, p= .73. For the sake of clarity, we henceforth refer
to the two groups as “father absent girls” and “father present girls.”

Materials and procedure
We used an observational form consisting of the eight scales developed in
Study 1 to assess the different non-verbal seduction strategies that teenage
girls may use. This form consisted of 37 items instead of 40 because the
items in the sexy outfit dimension were excluded on the basis of the low 
reliability. As mentioned earlier, we examined whether there were diffe-
rences between father absent girls and father present girls regarding several
demographic variables and physical characteristics, i.e., skin color, body 
figure, and hair type, which were also assessed by our observers. First, the
observers were instructed to indicate if the respondents had dark, medium
brown, light brown, white, or Asian skin color. Second, the observers were
instructed to describe the body type by indicating if the respondent was
thin, normal, or overweight. Finally, the observers were instructed to indicate
the hair type of the respondents, varying from thin hair, curly hair, or natural
hair. We used again the two independent observers to jointly fill out all the
observation forms, and two interviewers to approach the participants. A
total of seven different visits occurred, with a total observation time of 
approximately 60 hours. The observers were instructed to focus on one girl
at the time for a maximum of 30 minutes in order to fill out the observational
form. If the selected girl refused to participate in the study by not filling out
the questionnaire, remained out of sight of the observer, or left before 
finishing the observation, observation of that participant was terminated. 

The interviewers were instructed to approach the participants and
to ask them whether they would participate in our study. A questionnaire
was given to the participants by the interviewers. The participants could
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choose between a Papiamentu and Dutch version of the questionnaire. The
questionnaire included a demographics section, in which questions were
asked such as age, place of birth, the presence of a biological father, edu-
cational level, and safety of the neighborhood in which the participant was
living. While the participant completed the questionnaire, the two observers
had enough time to fill out the details on the observation forms, such as
whether perfume was being worn by the participant, the presence of pow-
der on the chest, the status of any nail care, and the use of facial make-up.
After the participants had filled out the questionnaires, the observations
continued. 

Finally, the participants were asked to fill out the female adolescent
version of the Intrasexual Competition scale (Buunk et al., 2009; Buunk et
al., 2014), consisting of 10 items. Participants were asked to indicate on a
scale from 1 (“not applicable”) to 7 (“completely applicable”) to what extent
they were in agreement with the item. Examples of the items are “I can’t
stand it when I meet another woman who is more attractive than I am,”
“When I go out, I can’t stand it when men pay more attention to a friend of
mine than to me,” “I tend to look for negative characteristics in women who
are very successful,” “I want to be just a little better than other women,”
and “I don’t like seeing other woman with a nicer house or nicer car than
mine.” 

Results

Differences between father absent girls and father present girls in 
potentially confounding characteristics
The observers were instructed to assess physical characteristics of the par-
ticipants (e.g., skin color, body type, and hair type), and the interviewers as-
sessed several demographic characteristics, in order to exclude possible
confounds of father absence versus father presence. Chi-square analyses
showed no significant differences between father absent teenage girls and
father present teenage girls regarding the following variables: educational
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level (χ² (2) = 1.95, p = .38), perception of safety in their neighborhood 
(t (116)= .41, p = .68), skin color (χ² (4) = 3.65, p = .46), body type (χ² (4) =
6.64, p = .16), and hair type (χ² (4) = 6.45, p = .17). These findings indicate
that differences between father absent teenage girls and father present
teenage girls cannot be attributed to these variables.

Differences between father absent girls and father present girls in 
intrasexual competition and non-verbal seduction strategies

Intrasexual competitiveness
Our first research question asked whether father absent teenage girls reported
more intrasexual competitiveness than father present teenage girls. A t-test
showed that father absent girls indeed reported significantly higher levels of
intrasexual competitiveness than father present girls (see also Table 3).

Table 3

Means of non-verbal seduction strategies and intrasexual competitiveness
for father absent girls and father present girls
Scales Father absent girls      Father present girls     Comparison   95%       CI

M SD M SD              T d         LL UL

Flirtation 20.20      9.29          16.35     8.63        2.21*        .43       .04 .82
Peacock 19.57      7.39          16.68      6.17        2.22*        .43       .04 .82
Restless 11.83     5.47         9.73      5.16        2.02*        .40        .01 .78
Sweet temptation 7.60        3.12          7.46      3.37         0.21       .04     -.34          .43
Hairstyle & make up       12.75     4.67         10.70     4.47        2.34*       .45      .07         .83
Lollypop 3.45      1.11           3.74      1.50        -1.11      -.26      -.63       .12
Nail care 6.05      3.07          4.65      2.71      2.50**    .49      .10         .88
Competitiveness 38.42      20.55       30.38    18.12        2.02*        .42      .00 .83

Note. d = Cohen’s d (Effect size of between group differences); 95% CI = confidence interval of
Cohen ‘s d; LL = lower limit; UL = upper limit; * p < .05 (2-tailed), ** p < .01 (2-tailed).
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Non-verbal seduction strategies
The second research question asked whether father absent teenage girls
differed from father present teenage girls in the use of non-verbal seduction
strategies to attract males. Before comparing these groups, we conducted
again a reliability analysis for the eight non-verbal seduction strategies from
Study 2. As can be seen in Table 4, the reliability analysis indicated that for
five of the seven scales, the reliability was higher than .70. The exceptions
were lollypop and sweet temptation. Although the reliabilities of the latter
scales were lower than .70, we decided to include them in further analyses
because their exclusion would be on the basis of an extremely strict criterion
for an observational study. Moreover, we decided to combine the items of
the scales peacock behavior (α= .47) and jewels and accessories (α= .74) to
form a new scale (peacock behavior), given their similarity and the strong
correlation between them (r (118) = .67, p < .01). The Cronbach’s alpha of
this new scale was higher than that of each of the two individual scales.
Therefore, we decided to use the combined scale instead of the two sepa-
rate scales. Next, we conducted a series of t-tests, which revealed that the
non-verbal seduction scales differed significantly between the two groups,
with the exception of sweet temptation and lollypop. As can be seen in Table
3, the observers rated father absent girls generally higher than father pre-
sent girls on the non-verbal seduction strategies. That is, compared to father
present girls, father absent girls used more often hairstyles with waves and
facial make-up, jewels, accessories, practiced more conspicuous nail care,
and showed more often direct flirtation, peacock behavior, and active and
restless behavior in the presence of males.

Correlations of intrasexual competitiveness with the non-verbal seduc-
tion strategies
The third research question asked whether the non-verbal seduction strate-
gies were correlated with intrasexual competitiveness. As Table 4 shows, all
correlations between intrasexual competitiveness and the non-verbal 
seduction strategies were significant at the .01 or .05 level with exception
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of lollypop, and four of the seven correlations were higher than .52. In par-
ticular, direct flirtation, peacock behavior, restless and active behavior, use
of hairstyles with waves and facial make-up, and the use of conspicuous nail
care were characteristic of those high in intrasexual competitiveness. 

Table 4

Descriptive statistics and zero-order correlations for non- verbal seduction
strategies and intrasexual competitiveness (Study 2) 
Scales M (SD) 1        2        3        4        5        6        7        8

1   Flirtation (α= .92) 17.56 (9.01) -
2   Peacock (α= .81) 9.65 (5.17) .80** -
3   Restless (α= .88) 10.41 (5.33) .77**  .72** -
4   Sweet temptation (α= .38)            7.53 (3.23) .47**  .43**  .45**  -
5   Hairstyle & make up (α= .83)       11.38 (4.65) .75**  .88**  .68**  .35**   -
6   Lollypop (α= .50) 3.64 (1.37) .16      .07     .13     .29** .09      -
7   Nail care (α= .79) 5.20 (2.93) .55**  .58**  .50**  .34**  .64**  .01      -
8   Competitiveness (α= .95)              32.90 (19.23)    .55** .57**  .52**  .23* .52**  -.07   .29** -

Note. *p < .05 (2-tailed), **p < .01 (2-tailed).
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Mediation of intrasexual competitiveness 
The fourth research question asked whether intrasexual competitiveness was
a mediator between father absence and the non-verbal seduction strategies.
Three conditions need to be met to perform such an analysis for a particular
non-verbal seduction strategy. First, there needs to be a positive effect of
father absence versus father presence on intrasexual competitiveness. 
Second, there needs to be a positive effect of father absence versus father
presence on the non-verbal strategy. Third, there needs to be a positive cor-
relation between intrasexual competitiveness and the non-verbal strategy.
For six of the seven non-verbal seduction strategies, these conditions were
met, i.e., direct flirtation, peacock behavior and the use of jewels, restless
and active behavior, sweet temptation, use of hairstyles with waves and facial
make-up, and nail care. Therefore, we conducted mediation analyses for
these strategies. We carried out regressions by performing bootstrap analy-
ses with each of the six relevant strategies as a dependent variable, entering
father absence versus father presence first, and examining whether this 
effect disappeared when also entering intrasexual competitiveness. As
shown in Table 5, the regression analysis demonstrated that for most non-
verbal seduction strategies, the effect of father absence versus father pre-
sence disappeared or became weaker when intrasexual competitiveness was
entered in the regression. Thus, intrasexual competitiveness was a significant
mediator for direct flirtation, peacock behavior and the use of jewels, restless
and active behavior, the use of hairstyles with waves and facial make up, and
nail care. Next, for each participant, the sum of the six non-verbal seduction
strategies was calculated. Figure 1, illustrates that intrasexual competitive-
ness functioned as a mediator between father absence and the sum of the
non-verbal seduction strategies.
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Table 5

Results of mediation analysis with intrasexual competitiveness as mediator
between father absence and non-verbal seduction strategies

Scales Coefficient SE p Bootstrap 95% CI

Flirtation
Effect of father absence on NVS(c) 4.30 1.87 .02 (.49; 7.75)
Effect of father absence on NVS,  2.45 1.62 .14 (-.89; 5.67)
controlling  competitiveness (c”)
Effect of competitiveness,  .24 .04 .00 (.17; .31)
controlling for father absence (b)

Peacock
Effect of father absence on NVS(c) 3.24 1.41 .02 (.34; 6.08)
Effect of father absence on NVS,  1.85 1.17 .11 (-.58; 4.08)
controlling  competitiveness (c”)
Effect of competitiveness, .19 .03 .00 (.13; .24)
controlling for father absence (b)

Restless
Effect of father absence on NVS(c) 2.72 1.14 .02 (.38 ; 4.93)
Effect of father absence on NVS, .63 1.04 .11 (-.44; 3.66)
controlling  competitiveness (c”)
Effect of competitiveness, .14 .03 .00 (.08; .18)
controlling for father absence (b)

Sweet temptation
Effect of father absence on NVS(c) .42 .70 .55 (-.94;  1.83)
Effect of father absence on NVS, .08 .67 .91 (-1.26; 1.42)
controlling  competitiveness (c”)
Effect of competitiveness, .04 .02 .02 (.01; 07)
controlling for father absence (b)

Hairstyles & make up
Effect of father absence on NVS(c) 2.29 .92 .02 (.40; 4.06)
Effect of father absence on NVS, 1.44 .82 .09 (-.24; 3.08)
controlling  competitiveness (c”)
Effect of competitiveness, .11 .02 .00 (.08; .15)
controlling for father absence (b)
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Scales Coefficient SE p Bootstrap 95% CI

Nail care
Effect of father absence on NVS(c) 1.47 .62 .03 (.20; 2.67)
Effect of father absence on NVS, 1.14 .62 .07 ( -.13; 2.34)
controlling  competitiveness (c”)
Effect of competitiveness, .04 .02 .02 (.00; .07)
controlling for father absence (b)

Sum of the non-verbal seduction strategies
Effect of father absence on NVS(c) 2.69 1.02 .01 (.63; 4.86)
Effect of father absence on NVS, 1.59 .86 .07 (-.09; 3.31)
controlling  competitiveness (c”)
Effect of competitiveness, .13 .02 .00 (.09; .17)
controlling for father absence (b)

Note. The coefficients represent unstandardized regression coefficients; NVS= non- verbal
seduction strategies.

a= .20*                                                                       b= .13**

c”= 1.59 (c= 2.69**)

Figure 1. Intrasexual competition as a mediator between father absence
and the sum of non-verbal seduction strategies. 

Note. Results of the regression analysis showing that the effect of the sum of non-verbal se-

duction strategies is mediated by intrasexual competitiveness; c path = direct unmediated

path from father absence (IV) to the sum of the non-verbal seduction strategies (henceforth

referred as SNVS); c prime path (c”)  = direct mediated path from father absence  (IV) to
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SNVS (DV) after controlling for the effect of intrasexual competitiveness (the mediator); a

path = path from father absence (IV) to intrasexual competitiveness (mediator); b path = path

from intrasexual competitiveness (mediator) to SNVS (DV); *p < .05 (2-tailed), **p < .01 (2-

tailed). 

General discussion

We hypothesized that father absence before the age of fourteen would re-
sult in a higher level of intrasexual competitiveness, and consequently, in
using more non-verbal seduction strategies than having one’s father present
during one’s childhood. Our results showed considerable support for these
hypotheses. Preliminary analyses showed that the non-verbal strategies
could be observed with a very high level of inter-item and inter-observer re-
liability, and that the various seductive behaviors could be reduced to eight
dimensions that constituted reliable scales. The first major finding was that,
as predicted, teenage girls who grew up without their father before the age
of fourteen reported significantly higher levels of intrasexual competitive-
ness than teenage girls who grew up (during at least most of their youth)
with their father. This finding is in line with our expectations, because as-
suming that this group follows a short-term mating strategy, they will be
forced to compete with their peers for the attention of males and will there-
fore view contact with other teenage girls, especially in the context of con-
tact with the opposite sex, in competitive terms (cf. Buunk & Fisher, 2009).
This higher level of intrasexual competitiveness seems a manifestation of
the fast life history strategy that will be relatively more characteristic of girls
who grew up without their father before the age of fourteen, than of girls
whose father was present during their childhood. 

A second major finding was that, again in line with our expectations,
teenage girls who grew up without a father were rated higher on the major-
ity of the non-verbal seduction scales than teenage girls who grew up with
their father during at least most of their youth. To be more specific, girls
who grew up without a father showed relatively more direct flirtation and
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peacock behavior (including the use of jewels and accessories), exhibited
more restless and active behavior, used more hairstyles with waves and facial
make-up, and practiced more conspicuous nail care. However, the two
groups did not differ in their style of dress, such as in wearing revealing or
figure-hugging clothes. This is in contrast to what might have been expected
because several previous studies have shown that women use self-promo-
tion in order to attract males by wearing form-fitting clothes (e.g., Barber,
1995; Buss, 1988; Buss & Schmitt, 1993; Fisher & Cox, 2009; Schmitt & Buss,
1996; Symons, 1979; Walters & Crawford, 1994). These findings are consis-
tent with a life history perspective, because girls who grew up without a fa-
ther are more likely to follow a fast life strategy, and will therefore be more
interested in short-term mating than girls who grew up with their father, and
consequently may use non-verbal seduction strategies to enhance their
chances to attract mates. 

Another major finding was that most non-verbal seduction strategies
were more prevalent among those high in intrasexual competitiveness. Thus,
these strategies can be viewed as a manifestation of competing with other
girls in attracting mates. Our findings suggest that, like several other species,
human females may use specific seductive signals to communicate their
availability as—probably short-term—mates, and human males probably in-
terpret these kinds of non-verbal seduction signals to select those girls who
are available for short-term mating. Furthermore, the results showed that
intrasexual competitiveness acted as a mediator between father absence
versus father presence and most non-verbal seduction strategies (i.e., the
expression of direct flirtation, peacock behavior and the use of jewels, rest-
less and active behavior, the use of hairstyles with waves and facial make-
up, and nail care). That is, we demonstrated that father absence leads in
general to the use of non-verbal seduction strategies because father ab-
sence tends to make girls more competitive toward other girls. 

The present research has a number of strengths. First, as far as we
could ascertain, this is the first study to show an effect of father absence
upon non-verbal seduction strategies. In fact, life history and mating studies
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have rarely used behavioral observational data. Second, this research was
not limited to poor inner-city women like many studies in the United States
on the effects of father absence, but was executed in a unique setting (i.e.,
the island of Curaçao), with a predominantly Afro-Caribbean population
where father absence is more or less normal. Third, both groups did not dif-
fer in educational level, the perception of safety in their neighborhood, racial
characteristics (i.e., skin color), and physical characteristics such as body and
hair type. Therefore, these characteristics cannot explain the differences be-
tween the groups. Fourth, this is the first study showing that non-verbal se-
duction strategies may stem to a large extent from intrasexual
competitiveness, that is, from the intention to “defeat” other girls in the
mating game. 

Despite these strong points, the present research also has a number
of limitations. First, we did not assess the motivations the teenage girls had
for their non-verbal behaviors. For example, we do not know if there is an
association between the various non-verbal seduction strategies and interest
in short-term mating or a fast life history strategy. It is therefore not obvious
if an interest in short-term mating or in early reproduction partially under-
pinned the effects we found. Similarly, we do not know how the boys inter-
preted the non-verbal seduction strategies of the girls, and if their interest
in girls showing seductive behavior was related to an interest in short-term
mating. This is an important issue for future research. A second limitation is
that we do not know why father absence induces more intrasexual compe-
titiveness in teenage girls. It may be due to the expectation of father absent
girls that males are not reliable investors, and that one therefore should re-
produce early to ascertain the support of one’s mother (cf. Nettle, 2009).
The seductive behavior may also be due to a lack of paternal control of the
mating behavior of daughters, when the father is absent (cf. Dubbs et al.,
2012). Previous research has indeed shown empirical support for the so-
called Daughter-Guarding Hypothesis. According to this hypothesis, fathers
may be intensively involved in monitoring the sexual behavior of their daugh-
ters (e.g., Perilloux et al., 2008; Flinn, 1988). As such, girls who grew up 
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without a father may have experienced less control than girls who grew up
with a father. The former may therefore have more opportunity to use non-
verbal seduction strategies to attract males. However, this hypothesis cannot
explain why girls who grew up without a father were higher in intrasexual
competitiveness than girls who grew up with a father. A third limitation of
our study is that we did not make a distinction in our analysis regarding the
age of abandonment among girls who grew up without a father, while pre-
vious studies have shown that a father’s abandonment at an early age may
particularly strongly shape the expectations of adult reproductive options
(e.g., Belsky et al., 1991). Fourth, the limitations of mediation are well do-
cumented (e.g., Bullock, Green, & Ha, 2010; MacKinnon, Krull, & Lockwood,
2000; MacKinnon & Pirlott, 2015), and therefore our mediation paths can
be considered only as indications of causality. 

Despite these limitations, our findings are important for several rea-
sons. As far as we know, we have for the first time demonstrated that
teenage girls may use various observable non-verbal seduction strategies
to attract males. Second, we have also demonstrated that teenage girls who
grew up without a father report more intrasexual competitiveness than
teenage girls who grew up with a father. Third, we have shown that intra-
sexual competitiveness may explain the effect of father absence on the ex-
pression of non-verbal seduction strategies to attract males. Our findings
contribute to life history theory, and also highlight the importance of the
role of fathers regarding the mating strategies of their daughters. 
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Abstract

The goal of the present study was to examine whether females who were
abandoned by their father experience more anxious, preventive and reactive
jealousy than females who grew up in the presence of their father. The sam-
ple consisted of 186 female undergraduate students from Curaçao (age M
= 22.88; SD = 5.68) who were categorized into four groups: early father
abandonment (0-5 years), late father abandonment (6-13 years), very late
father abandonment (14-18 years) and father presence. The results showed
that females who were abandoned by their father before the age of 5 
reported significantly more anxious jealousy than females who grew up in
the presence of their father. In addition, females who were abandoned by
their father between the ages of 6 and 13 reported more preventive jealousy
than females who grew up in the presence of their father. There were no
significant differences between the four groups in reactive jealousy. Possible
explanations are discussed in light of the potential function of jealousy for
females who grow up without a father.

Keywords: Father abandonment, Jealousy, Curaçao
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Introduction

Jealousy can be defined 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, 2015; De Steno & Salovey, 1996). More specifically, jea-
lousy has been conceptualized as a coordinated system of cognitive, affec-
tive and behavioral responses with the aim of guarding one’s partner from
potential competitors (e.g., Maner & Shakelford, 2008). From an evolution-
ary perspective, jealousy in females is primarily designed to prevent a male
partner from channeling investment and resources to other females (e.g.,
Buss et al., 1999), protecting a female and her children from the lowered
survival chances that may result from a lack of resources. 

The current study examined differences in female jealousy as a func-
tion of a father’s presence during childhood. Studying the effect of father
presence – or the opposite: father abandonment – is important. Previous
studies have shown that the degree of father presence and involvement in
a daughter’s upbringing may have strong implications for daughters’ 
physiological and psychological wellbeing. For instance, Ellis et al. (1999)
found that a father's presence in the home, more time spent by fathers in
child care and more father–daughter affection, as assessed prior to kinder-
garten, all predicted later pubertal timing by daughters in 7th grade. With
regard to psychological wellbeing, it has, for instance, been found that
young women whose fathers were not present during childhood are more
vulnerable to the development of low self-esteem, low life satisfaction and
eating disorder symptoms later in life (e.g., Allgood, Beckert & Peterson,
2012; Jones, Leung & Harris, 2006). The presence of a father in the home
when growing up also affects the sexual behaviors of young women, with,
in general, daughters of absent fathers engaging in more risky and promis-
cuous sexual behaviors than daughters of fathers who were present during
the time that they grew up (e.g., Rostad, Silverman, & McDonald, 2014).
More generally, father absence may cause attachment problems because
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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) that may fuel feelings of insecurity and dis-
trust 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). 

Despite its potential importance, no studies have yet examined the
effect of father presence on female jealousy. Given the evidence outlined
above, it may be predicted that females who, during their childhood, were
abandoned by their father may, in general, experience more jealousy in their
relationships with men than females who grew up with a father in the home.
However, this prediction should be somewhat qualified. According to Belsky,
Steinberg and Draper (1991), there is a sensitive period from birth to be-
tween 5 and 7 years during which family experiences shape a child’s atti-
tudes towards pair bonding and child rearing. In particular, children who,
during this early age, grow up without a father will expect that paternal in-
vestment will not be forthcoming and that pair relationships will not endure
(Draper & Harpending, 1982). Consistent with this line of reasoning, a recent
study on the Caribbean island of Curaҫao showed that girls whose fathers
abandoned them before the age of 5 were less interested in getting married
and having grandchildren than girls who were older when their father left
them or whose fathers were present during their entire childhood (Van Brum-
men- Girigori & Buunk, 2015). We therefore expected that young women
whose fathers left in the early years of their lives would be more jealous than
other women. In addition, although a father’s abandonment during the early
years of childhood may result in more jealousy in later life, we would like to
argue that this also depends on the type of jealousy that is involved. Buunk
(1997) made a distinction between three qualitatively different types of jea-
lousy: reactive, anxious and preventive jealousy. Reactive jealousy is the 
degree of upset that individuals experience when their mate is emotionally
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or sexually unfaithful. Reactive jealousy can be considered relatively 'healthy'
or 'rational' because it constitutes a direct response to an actual relationship
threat, as is the case, for instance, when one's partner is flirting or having
sex with someone else. Individuals may also experience possessive jealousy.
Possessive jealousy refers to individuals' inclination to prevent contact of
their partner with a third person (Buunk, 1991; 1997). For example, posses-
sively jealous individuals may find it unacceptable that their mate has oppo-
site-sex friends. As an extreme consequence, they may even resort to
violence in an effort to limit the autonomy of their mate (Daly, Weghorst &
Wilson, 1982). Finally, anxious jealousy refers to a process in which the indi-
vidual ruminates about the possibility of a mate's infidelity and experiences
feelings of anxiety, suspicion, worry, distrust, and upset (Buunk, 1997). We
expected both anxious and preventive jealousy, but not reactive jealousy,
to be more common among females who were abandoned by their father
at a young age. In contrast to reactive jealousy, both possessive and anxious
jealousy may not only be triggered in response to a partner’s actual extra-
dyadic involvement but also in response to a potential relationship threat.
They may even be aroused in the complete absence of objective signs of a
partner's infidelity, including, for instance, the delusion that the partner is
involved with someone else when, in fact, this is not the case at all. In par-
ticular, perceptions of potential relationship threats – rather than actual ones
– seem to be fueled by irrational fears, for instance, of abandonment and
feelings of distrust that may have their origins in early father abandonment. 

The present study was conducted on the island of Curaçao, an island
in the Caribbean region and an independent country within the Kingdom of
The Netherlands. Curaçao has approximately 150,000 inhabitants and is 
biased towards women, with a sex ratio of 84 men to 100 women (CBS,
2011). There is also a high degree of racial, economic and gender stratifica-
tion, with considerable unemployment, particularly in the poorer levels in
the population. Curaçao provides a unique setting to investigate the effects
of father presence on female jealousy because a substantial percentage of
children (approximately 40%) grow up in homes were the father is absent.
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Many young women who live on the island today are therefore raised with-
out a father at home.  

Method and Materials

Participants
One hundred and eighty-six female under graduated students of the 
University of Curaçao, dr. Moises da Costa Gomez participated in the study
(age M = 22.88, SD = 5.68). Participants were asked to indicate if they were
raised with or without a father, and if so, at what age their father left the
home. In line with previous studies on early father absence (e.g., Bereczkei
& Csanaky, 1996; Blain & Barkow, 1988; Hetherington, 1972; Van Brummen-
Girigori & Buunk, 2015), the age of 5 was used as the cut-off for the sensitive
period of father absence. Therefore, participants were classified as expe-
riencing early father abandonment when they were either born into a single
mother family or into an intact two-parent family but subsequently expe-
rienced father absence at or before the age of 5. Late father abandonment
was defined as growing up without the biological father at home beginning
in the period between ages 6 to 13. Contrary to previous studies, the pre-
sent study also distinguished a group of females who were abandoned by
their father between the ages of 14 and 18 instead of classifying this group
as having the father present, as earlier studies did (e.g., Ellis et al., 2003;
Van Brummen- Girigori & Buunk, 2015). We defined this latter group of fe-
males as experiencing very late father abandonment. Father presence was
defined as being born with a biological father at home who co-resided with
the girl until age 18 or later. Girls who grew up with a stepfather were also
classified as experiencing early father absence, late father absence or very
late father absence on the basis of the age of the abandonment of the bio-
logical father. Therefore, the sample was split into four groups: females who
were abandoned by their father before the age of 5 (n = 20; early father
abandoned), females who were abandoned by their father between the ages
of 6 and 13 (n = 24; late father abandoned), females who were abandoned
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by their father between the ages of 14 and 18 years (n = 21; very late father
abandoned) and females who grew up with their father (n = 121; father pre-
sent). The analyses showed that the four groups did not differ significantly
in age [F (3,176) = .58, ns] or skin color [χ² (9, N = 184) = 8.40, ns]. This latter
finding is important because race has often been related to the likelihood
of growing up in a household in which the father is absent (with Black chil-
dren in particular experiencing father absence; e.g., Owen, 2006). 

Procedure
The present study was approved by the Ethical Committee for Social 
Sciences at the University of Curaçao, dr. Moises da Costa Gomez. Partici-
pants were recruited through postal mail after randomly selecting female
students from the overview of Student Services. Selected participants re-
ceived a cover letter in which the purpose of the study was explained and
which described that, in return for participating, credit points could be re-
ceived. Because the present study was interested in participants’ jealousy
experiences, only participants who were involved in an intimate heterosexual
relationship were asked to participate in the present study. Participants who
were willing to participate could respond by sending an email containing
written consent to the administrator, after which they received an invitation
to fill out a questionnaire in an especially arranged classroom of the univer-
sity. Questionnaires were offered in Dutch, one of the official languages at
University of Curaçao, dr. Moises da Costa Gomez. 

Materials 
Participants completed a paper and pencil questionnaire, which took 
approximately 15 minutes to fill out. The questionnaire started out with a
demographic section in which questions were asked about age, place of
birth, height, weight and the presence of a biological father. 
To assess jealousy, the Scale for Three Types of Jealousy (Buunk, 1997) was
used, which is a scale consisting of 15 items: 5 items for each type of jea-
lousy—reactive, anxious and preventive. The items of the reactive jealousy
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scale asked participants how upset they would feel if their partner engaged
in various extra-dyadic intimate and sexual behaviors, such as having sexual
contact with someone else or flirting with someone else. These five items
were assessed on a five-point scale, ranging from 1, ‘not at all upset’, to 5,
‘extremely upset’. Preventive jealousy was assessed by items such as ‘I don’t
want my partner to meet too many people of the opposite sex’ and ‘It is not
acceptable for me if my partner sees people of the opposite sex on a friendly
basis’. For each item, the five possible answers ranged from 1, ‘not applica-
ble’, to 5, ‘very much applicable’. Anxious jealousy was assessed by items
such as ‘I am concerned about my partner finding someone else more 
attractive than me’ and ‘I worry about the idea that my partner could have
a sexual relationship with someone else’. Items could be scored on five-point
scales, ranging from 1, ‘never’, to 5, ‘very often’. Cronbach’s alpha’s for these
scales were .84 (reactive jealousy), .87 (anxious jealousy) and .81 (preventive
jealousy). Table 1 shows the correlations between the three types of jea-
lousy.

Table 1 

Descriptive statistics and zero order correlations  of the types of jealousy

Variables M (SD) 1 2 3
1. Reactive jealousy 22.32 (3.75) -
2. Preventive jealousy 10.82 (4.62) .13 -
3. Anxious jealousy 13.15 (5.20) .09 .47** -

Note. **p ˂.01 level (2- tailed).
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Results

We examined whether females who were abandoned by their father, espe-
cially before the age of 5, reported more jealousy than females who grew
up in the presence of their father. We therefore executed a series of
ANOVAs to examine whether reactive jealousy, anxious jealousy and pre-
ventive jealousy differed significantly between the four groups (early father
abandonment, late father abandonment, very late father abandonment and
father presence). 

Reactive jealousy. The results showed that there was no overall significant
difference between the four groups in reactive jealousy [F (3,180) = .01, ns;
early father abandoned females M = 22.53, SD= 4.04; late father abandoned
females M = 21.92, SD = 5.73; very late father abandoned females M =
22.14, SD = 2.76; father present females M = 22.34, SD = 3.49].

Preventive jealousy. The results showed no overall significant difference
between the four groups in preventive jealousy [F (3,173) = 2.04, ns; early
father abandoned females M= 11.57, SD = 4.31; late father abandoned fe-
males M = 12.91, SD= 5.93; very late father abandoned females M = 11.00,
SD= 5.21; father present females M = 10.42, SD = 4.34].  However, the post
hoc LSD-test showed a significant difference between females who were
abandoned by their father between the ages of 6 and 13 and females who
grew up in the presence of their father, p = .02. Females who were aban-
doned by their father between the ages of 6 and 13 reported more preven-
tive jealousy than females who grew up with their father. The post hoc
LSD-test showed no other significant differences (see also Figure 1). 
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Figure 1. Mean scores of preventive jealousy.

Note. EFA (0-5) = early father abandonment; LFA (6-13) = late father abandonment; VLFA (14- 18)
= very late father abandonment and FP= father presence

Anxious jealousy. The results revealed an overall significant difference be-
tween the groups [F (3,178) = 4.93, p = .03; early father abandoned females
M = 15.4, SD = 6.64; late father abandoned females M = 14.41, SD = 5.47;
very late father abandoned females M = 13.47, SD = 5.70; father present
females M = 12.65, SD = 4.84]. As illustrated in Figure 2, the earlier the age
of father abandonment, the greater the anxious jealousy. The overall differ-
ence could be attributed in particular to the finding that females who were
abandoned by their father before the age of 5 reported significantly more
anxious jealousy than females who grew up in the presence of their father,
p = .03.  The post hoc LSD-test showed no significant differences between
the other groups.  

Figure 2. Mean scores of anxious jealousy.

Note. EFA (0-5) = early father abandonment; LFA (6-13) = late father abandonment; VLFA (14- 18)
= very late father abandonment and FP= father presence
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Discussion

The present study examined the association between father absence and
three types of jealousy in young women on Curaçao. It was expected that
women who, during their childhood, were abandoned by their father would
be more anxiously and preventively jealous than women who grew up with
a father in the home, especially when their father left before they were 5
years of age. As expected, females who were abandoned by their father be-
fore the age of 5 reported more anxious jealousy than females whose father
left when they were older than 6 years or who grew up in the presence of
their father. Thus, especially females who were abandoned in the sensitive
period in which attitudes towards pair-bonding are shaped experienced wor-
ries about their partner finding someone else more attractive, their partner
having sexual interest in or sexual contact with another female and their
partner abandoning them. According to Blissett et al. (2006), father aban-
donment deeply affects young children’s core beliefs, especially fundamental
beliefs about the worth of the self. These authors also found core beliefs
about the self to predict the quality of attachment to important attachment
figures in later life and to have the tendency to maintain themselves: infor-
mation that contradicts these beliefs is processed in a way that maintains
the belief. Core beliefs may help explain why and how insecure attachment
styles, due to a father’s abandonment, may perpetuate into adulthood and
affect women’s adult relationships with men. 

The present study also showed that females who were abandoned
by their father between the ages of 6 and 13 reported significantly more
preventive jealousy than females who grew up with their father in the home.
In particular, these females were inclined to prevent contact between their
partner and other women, even if this contact was intended as merely pla-
tonic. In contrast to women whose father left at a younger age, women
whose father left when they were between 6 and 13 years may have con-
sciously witnessed and still remembered the moment when their father left.
As a result, in their minds, preventive actions that might have stopped their
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father may have become salient and, later on in life, may be projected onto
a partner the moment that these women perceive a threat to their intimate
relationship. As expected, no differences between the four groups of fe-
males were found with regard to reactive jealousy. This seems plausible 
because reactive jealousy reflects a response to an actual relationship threat,
a situation that may be about equally stressful for all women, regardless of
their childhood circumstances. In particular, perceptions of potential rela-
tionship threats – rather than actual ones – may become biased by negative
childhood experiences, such as a father leaving the home and, as a conse-
quence, being perceived differently by women as a function of their father’s
presence in the home during childhood. The finding that anxious and pre-
ventive jealousy were especially affected by the experience of father aban-
donment suggests that father abandonment makes women hyper-vigilant
in their relationships with men, making them respond relatively strongly to
even small indications of potential infidelity and abandonment. These jea-
lousy experiences may be aimed at preventing another abandonment by a
male figure and help women create a sense of security in their relationships
with men. Although heightened levels of anxious and preventive jealousy
may provide women, in the short term, with a sense of security in their rela-
tionship with their partner, in the long term, increased levels of anxious and
preventive jealousy may backfire. Barelds and Dijkstra (2007), for instance,
showed that anxious jealousy – but not the other types of jealousy – was re-
lated negatively to the quality of the relationship with the partner. 

The present research has a number of strengths. First, the present
study was performed in a unique setting (the island of Curaçao) where father
abandonment is a very common experience. Second, the present study
showed that it is important to differentiate between different ages at which
women are abandoned and that women who are abandoned after the age
of 5 may differ in their jealousy responses from women whose father re-
mained present in the home. Future studies may further investigate the in-
timate relationships of women as a function of a father’s presence during
childhood. It is plausible that a father’s presence in childhood not only affects
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feelings of jealousy in women’s adult relationships but may also affect the
level of intimacy, trust and the relationship quality. Future studies may in-
vestigate whether this is indeed the case. 

The present research also suffers from a number of limitations. The
most important limitation is that the present study did not assess potential
mediating variables such as core beliefs or attachment styles. We therefore
cannot be sure about the mechanism that leads experiences with father
abandonment to result in increased levels of jealousy in young adulthood.
In addition, our sample consisted of only females following a higher educa-
tion, and it is possible that among females with a lower educational level,
father absence is related differently to jealousy in adulthood. Despite these
limitations, the present study contributes to the literature by highlighting
the importance of studying the role of the father and the timing of father
abandonment in the relationship experiences of young women. 
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Abstract

This study was conducted among 203 teenage girls (M=15.53, SD=2.10)
from Curaçao to assess parental influence; parent-offspring conflict about
mate choice; and differences among girls who were abandoned by their fa-
thers before the age of five (early father absence), between the ages of 6
and 13 (late father absence), and girls who grew up with their fathers (father
presence). The results showed that preferred parental influence on mate
choice was significantly higher in Curaçao than in the Netherlands, Japan,
and Argentina but lower than in Mexico and Iraq. In addition, the results
supported the parent-offspring conflict hypothesis: especially among late-
father-absence girls, a partner with poor genetic qualities was more unac-
ceptable to the girls than to their parents, while among early-father-absence
girls, a partner with low parental investment and cooperation with the in-
group was more unacceptable to the parents. These findings suggest that
a variety of social variables, including family structure, are related to parental
influence and parent-offspring conflict about mate choice.

Keywords: parental influence, parent-offspring conflict, mate choice, cross
cultural comparison, Curaçao
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Introduction

Parents generally play an important role in individuals’ mating decisions
(e.g., Apostolou, 2007a; Apostolou 2007b; Buunk, Park & Dubbs, 2008;
Dubbs & Buunk, 2010; Perilloux, Fleischman & Buss, 2008) and tend to exert
a strong influence on their offspring’s choice of mate and mating behavior
(e.g., Goode, 1959; Murstein, 1974; Sprecher & Felmlee, 1992; Wester-
marck, 1921). Several studies have shown that parents’ efforts to influence
the mating behavior of their offspring may be extremely effective (e.g.,
Axinn & Thornton, 1993; Wight, Willamson & Henderson, 2006). According
to parent-offspring conflict theory (Trivers, 1974), it is reasonable to expect
differing opinions between parents and offspring about the offspring’s most
appropriate mate. In general, both prefer a mate with good genetic qualities
(e.g., healthy and attractive), a similar social background and a willingness
and ability to invest resources in future children. However, under many con-
ditions, the child benefits from adopting a selfish strategy, even at the ex-
pense of its parents or siblings. According to the evolutionary theory of
trade-offs (Gangestad and Simpson, 2000), a mate with traits such as attrac-
tiveness, creativity and physical fitness may  benefit the offspring more be-
cause such traits will enhance the genetic quality of the couple’s future
children. However, a mate with traits indicating parental investment and 
cooperation with the in-group (e.g., good family background, high social
class and same religion) may be of more benefit to the parents because it
may lead their offspring to rely less on their financial and social support.  In
other words, parents and their offspring may encounter conflict because a
specific mate choice may have different consequences for each. Indeed, a
number of studies have shown that young people have a relatively stronger
preference for characteristics connoting genetic quality, while parents have
a relatively stronger preference for characteristics connoting parental invest-
ment and cooperation with the in-group (e.g., Apostolou, 2007b; Buunk, et
al., 2008; Dubbs, Buunk & Taniguchi, 2013; Hynie, Lalonde & Lee, 2006). 
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The current study examined parental influence and parent-offspring
conflict over mate choice in a sample of teenage girls from Curaçao. Parents
tend to be particularly attentive to their daughters’ mate choices because
there is more certainty that their daughters’ children are genetically related
to them (e.g., Dubbs & Buunk, 2010; Perilloux, Fleischman & Buss, 2008).
To assess the level of preferred parental influence over mate choice, we com-
pared the Curaçao sample to samples from the Netherlands (e.g., Buunk et
al., 2008), Japan (e.g., Dubbs et al., 2013), Kurdistan (e.g., Buunk, Park &
Duncan, 2010), Argentina (e.g., Buunk & Castro Solano, 2010) and Mexico
(e.g., Buunk, Pollet & Dubbs, 2012). In addition, we examined whether pa-
rent-offspring conflict is universal, as suggested by Buunk et al. (2010) and
Apostolou (2007). Curaçao has a population of approximately 150,000 
people and an Afro-Caribbean ethnic majority (Curaçao CBS, 2011). To date,
no research on parent-offspring conflict over mate choice has been con-
ducted in this specific population. 

We focused in particular on potential differences between father-ab-
sence girls and father-presence girls with regard to preferred parental in-
fluence on mate choice and parent- offspring conflict. In Curaçao, a substan-
tial percentage (40%) of the population is raised in homes from which the
father is absent.  Extended family households are common and generally
accepted, usually consisting of grandmothers, aunts and other relatives who
help raise the children; the presence of these family members may compen-
sate for father abandonment. Additionally, a significant majority of single
mothers accept that their children’s fathers play a marginal role in their up-
bringing. Nevertheless, approximately 50% of the female-headed house-
holds live in poverty and, because they lack the father’s support, do not have
sufficient funds available to achieve financial stability or to invest in the 
educational development of their children (CBS, 2011). Therefore, single
mothers may prefer their offspring to have a partner who is willing and able
to invest in his children, otherwise the single mother will be at an enormous
disadvantage because her children will rely completely on her for financial
and social support. This reasoning is in line with the theory of parental 
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investment (e.g., Trivers, 1972).  For example, if one’s daughter gets preg-
nant while she is still young and the partner leaves, the pregnant daughter
and her parents will bear the primary responsibility for raising the baby with
no or little help from the biological father.  In addition, the young single
mother will be dependent on the help of her parents and close family mem-
bers, such as the grandmothers, to raise the child.  There is clear evidence
that the maternal grandmother in particular contributes significantly to the
well-being of her grandchildren (e.g., Lahan, Gonselkorale & von Hippel,
2005; Michalski & Shackelford, 2005). Therefore, parents tend to set more
restrictions on the dating behavior of their daughters than their sons and
give their daughters less freedom to choose their own partners (e.g.,
Faulkner & Schaller, 2007; Perilloux, et al., 2008; Wight et al., 2006).  

Father absence or abandonment affects the reproductive strategies
of children, and this effect intensifies the younger the child was when aban-
doned. The first five to seven years of life are crucial in shaping an indivi-
dual’s attitudes towards pair-bonding and child rearing.  For example, Belsky,
Steinberg and Draper (1991) observed that girls exposed to father absence
during the first 7 years of life experienced an early onset of puberty, demon-
strated precocious sexuality and had unstable relationships as adults. Simi-
larly, in studies conducted in the US and New Zealand, Ellis et al. (2003)
found that girls whose father was absent before the age of five showed the
highest rates of early sexual intercourse and teenage pregnancy, followed
by girls whose father left after the age of 5; the lowest rates occurred among
girls who grew up with their father. In fact, in the US sample, the teenage
pregnancy rate was approximately 5 times higher among early father-ab-
sence girls than among father-presence girls. In New Zealand, the teenage
pregnancy rate was 3 times higher. Based on these findings we expect that
parents—typically the mothers in the population under study—may be more
concerned about securing a partner for their daughter who is willing to in-
vest and to cooperate, especially if their daughters experienced abandon-
ment at a young age. 
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Hence, the current study first examined to what extent teenage girls
in Curaçao find parental influence on mate choice desirable in comparison
with other populations. Second, based on parent-offspring conflict theory,
we hypothesized that low genetic quality as less acceptable to teenage girls
than to their parents, while low parental investment and cooperation with
the in-group would be more unacceptable to the parents. Third, we exam-
ined whether father-absence girls would consider low parental investment
and cooperation with the in- group as more unacceptable to their parents
and low genetic quality as more unacceptable to themselves than father
presence girls. As suggested in the literature, we made a distinction be-
tween three groups: early father absence, consisting of girls either born into
a single mother family or born into an intact two-parent family but subse-
quently experienced father abandonment at or before the age of 5; late fa-
ther absence girls, which included girls raised with their biological father
until the age of 13; and father presence, consisting of girls born into their
biological father’s home and who co-resided with him at least until age 13
(e.g., Bereczkei & Csanaky, 1996; Blain & Barkow, 1988; Hetherington, 1972;
Van Brummen- Girigori & Buunk, 2015). 

Materials and Methods

Participants
The final sample consisted of 203 teenage girls between the ages of 12 and
18 who were born and lived in Curaçao during the period of the study. The
average age of the sample was 15.53 years (SD=2.10). All participants were
enrolled in secondary education at the time of the study; 41% of the teenage
girls indicated that they were in a relationship, while 59% were not.  A total
of 27.8% of the mothers of the respondents had a low educational level,
21.3% a medium educational level and 50.9% a high educational level.
Several nationalities are represented on the island of Curaçao, each with its
own specific cultural background and practices. Therefore, we excluded girls
who were born in other countries, such as Surinam, Venezuela, the 
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Dominican Republic, Colombia, China and the Netherlands, to avoid the
confounding effect of cultural differences and to ensure that the results
could be generalized to a homogeneous population. 

Questionnaire 
The participants answered a multi-question pen-and-paper questionnaire
that took approximately 15 minutes to complete. The questionnaire included
a demographics section, which collected data about age, place of birth, 
educational level, the presence of a biological father, the occupational level
of the parents and whether the participant was in a relationship. Next, the
participants were provided with a scale consisting of 12 items designed to
examine the relevance of specific mate characteristics and parental involve-
ment in mate choice (Buunk, et al., 2008). The participants were asked to
respond to each question using a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (much
more unacceptable to me ) to 7 (much more unacceptable to my parents).
Six of the items assessed the “genetic quality” of the mate (e.g., physically
attractive, physically fit, not fat, creative, smells nice and has a sense of
humor).  The remaining six items were indicative of the mate’s “parental 
investment and cooperation with the in-group” (e.g., same or higher social
class, good family background, same religion, not previously married or 
divorced).

To assess the parental influence on mate choice (PIM), we used the
scale developed by Buunk, et al. (2010). This scale consists of 10 items and
assesses a range of possible degrees of parental influence on mate choice,
from complete autonomy of the children to complete control by the parents.
The participants were asked to respond to each question using a 5-point
Likert scale ranging from 1 (completely disagree) to 5 (completely agree).
Sample questions included “It is the duty of the parents to find the right
partner for their children”, “parents have the right to demand that their chil-
dren accept the partner they have chosen for them”, “Children have the
right to reject a partner their parents have chosen for them”, “Children
should always consult their parents about their choice of a partner” and
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“Children have the right to select their partner without interference from
their parents”. The reliability analysis of the PIM yielded to a Cronbach’s
alpha of .65, M=2.18, SD=.62.

Procedure 
This study was approved by the Ethical Committee for Social Sciences at the
University of Curaçao, Dr. Moises da Costa Gomez. The participants were
recruited from several high schools in Curaçao. Participation in the study
was voluntary and the participants received no credit for their participation.
The questionnaires were offered in both Dutch and Papiamentu; the Papia-
mentu version was translated by a professional translator from the University.
Papiamentu is the native language of Aruba, Bonaire and Curaçao. It is a
Creole derived from African languages, with considerable influence from
Portuguese and Spanish and additional influence from Amerindian lan-
guages, English, French and Dutch. Papiamentu is the most frequently spo-
ken language on Curaçao, followed by Dutch, Spanish and English.  

To examine the differences between girls who grew up without their
father (father absence) and girls who grew up with their father (father pres-
ence) based on the age of the child when the father left, the sample was di-
vided into three groups: “early father absence” (n=35), “late father absence”
(n=32) and “father presence” (n=132) (see Introduction). Girls raised by a
stepfather were also classified as early father absence or late father absence
according to the age at which they were abandoned by the biological father.
It is noteworthy to mention that four participants did not indicate whether
they grew up with or without their father and were therefore excluded from
further analysis regarding father absence versus father presence. There were
no significant differences in the mother’s educational level among the three
groups, X² (4, N=168) = 3.86, p=.42), but there were significant difference
in the educational level of the father, X² (4, N=130) = 10.51, p=.03).
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Results

Level of parental influence on mate choice 
We conducted a series of independent t-tests to compare the preferred level
of parental influence on mate choice in the present sample with that of eight
other samples, as reported by Buunk et al. (2010), Buunk and Castro Solano
(2010), Buunk et al. (2012) and Dubbs et al. (2013). The results of these com-
parisons are presented in Table 1. Participants in the present sample favored
greater parental influence on mate choice significantly more than partici-
pants from Japan, the Netherlands, and Argentina, international students
living in the Netherlands and Caucasian Canadians. However, participants
from Mexico and Iraq and East Asians living in Canada favored parental in-
fluence on their mate choice more than participants in the present sample.  

Table 1

Parental Influence on Mate Choice (PIM) scale
Sample M SD
Curaçao 2.18 .62
Mexico 2.32* .61
Japan 2.09* .55
The Netherlands 1.45*** .49
International students in the Netherlands 1.98*** .68
Kurdistan, Iraq 2.77*** .67
Caucasian Canadians 1.86*** .49
East Asian Canadians 2.76*** .75
Argentina 1.49*** .58

Note. A higher score on the PIM scale indicates that children more highly endorse parental
influence on mate choice. The mean of the PIM scale from the Curaçao sample was compared
to the means of the other samples: *p<.05; **p<.01; ***p<.001 (two-tailed).
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Parental influence on mate choice and the effect of father absence
Next, we examined whether the preferred level of parental influence on
mate choice differed significantly between father-absence and father-pre-
sence girls. The ANOVA showed no overall significant difference among the
three groups, F (2, 182) = .31, p=.74 (early father absence, M=2.23, SD=.69;
late father absence, M=2.11, SD=.63; father presence, M=2.20, SD=.60).
Therefore, the results showed that there were no differences between fa-
ther-absence girls and father-presence girls with regard to the preferred level
of parental influence on mate choice.

Parent-offspring conflict about mate choice
First, we calculated the mean score (3.93; SD=1.03) of the 12 items (traits)
and used it as baseline for comparison. For each of the 12 items, values less
than 3.93 indicated a relatively higher degree of unacceptability to the
daughters and values greater than 3.93 indicated a relatively higher degree
of unacceptability to the parents.  A non-directional t- test was conducted
on all 12 items to assess whether each trait differed significantly from 3.93
in the predicted direction. As Table 2 shows, the differences were significant
for 8 of the 12 traits. Four of the six traits connoting a lack of genetic quality
differed significantly from the mean score in the direction of the daughters.
The four traits that were perceived as more unacceptable to the daughters
than to the parents were being overweight, being physically unfit, having a
bad smell and lacking a sense of humor. Among the traits connoting lack of
parental investment and cooperation with the in-group, four of the six traits
also differed significantly from the mean score in the direction of the parents.
The four traits that were perceived as more unacceptable to the parents
than to the daughters were the lack of a good family background, being di-
vorced, being from a lower social class and having different religious beliefs. 
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Table 2

Mean levels of unacceptability of characteristics to daughter and parent

Characteristics hypothesized          Mean (SD) Characteristics hypothesized       Mean (SD)
to be more unacceptable to to be more unacceptable to           
the daughter the parent
Physically unattractive 3.79   (2.73)  Lacks a good family                      4.45*** (1.94)

background
Overweight 3.46*** (1.88)  Different ethnic background    4.10      (1.66)
Physically unfit 3.53** (1.88)  Divorced 4.26** (1.77)
Lacks creativity 3.95    (1.95)   Lower social class than self        4.25*  (1.96)
Bad smell 3.39*** (1.80)   Different religious beliefs 4.21*  (1.93)
Lacks a sense of humor 3.34*** (1.95)   Poor 4.11    (1.82)
Total 3.62     (1.21)   Total 4.23      (1.21)

Note. Lower values indicate greater unacceptability to the parents and higher values indicate
greater unacceptability to the daughter; asterisks indicate significant differences from the
mean score for 8 traits (3.93) in the predicted direction: *p<.05; **p<.01; ***; p<.001 (two-
tailed). 

Next, we calculated the two total mean scores for genetic quality (M=3.62,
SD=1.21, Cronbach’s alpha=.62) and parental investment and cooperation
with the in- group (M=4.23, SD=1.15, Cronbach’s alpha=.68), respectively.
These two mean scores differed significantly from the sample mean of 3.93.
Specifically, the mean of the traits connoting low genetic quality varied sig-
nificantly from the sample mean, t(183)= -3.46, p<.01 in the direction of the
daughters. The mean of the traits connoting parental investment and coo-
peration with the in-group also varied from the sample mean, t(186) = 3.56,
p<.01 in the direction of the parents (see Figure 1). 
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Figure 1. Mean scores for genetic quality and parental investment prefe-
rences.

Parent-offspring conflict about mate choice and the effect of father ab-
sence
An ANOVA showed an overall significant difference among the three groups
with regard to traits connoting genetic quality, F (2, 180) = 3.86, p=.02 (early
father absence, M=3.81, SD=1.23; late father absence, M=3.07, SD=1.26;
father presence, M=3.72, SD=1.16).  The post hoc least significant difference
(LSD) test showed that girls who experienced late father absence considered
low genetic quality as less unacceptable to themselves than did girls who
experienced early father absence, p=.02, and father presence, p=.01 (see
Figure 2).

. 

Figure 2. Genetic quality means for father absence and father presence.

Note. EFA=early father absence; LFA=Late father absence; FP=Father presence.
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An ANOVA also showed an overall significant difference among the three
groups with regard to traits connoting parental investment and cooperation
with the in- group, F (2,183) = 3.69, p=.03 (early father absence, M=4.75,
SD=1.16; late father absence, M=4.20, SD=1.13; father presence, M=4.14,
SD=1.14).  The post hoc LSD test showed that only the difference between
early-father-absence girls and father-presence girls was significant, p= .01.
Girls who experienced early father absence indicated that low parental in-
vestment and cooperation with the in-group was more unacceptable to their
parents than did father-presence girls (see Figure 3).  

Figure 3. Means of parental investment and cooperation with the in-group
for father absence and father presence. 

Note. EFA=early father absence; LFA=Late father absence; FP=Father presence.
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Discussion

This study demonstrated that teenage girls from Curaçao preferred more
parental influence on mate choice than Caucasian Canadians and young
people in the Netherlands, Japan and Argentina (Buunk et al., 2008; Buunk
& Castro Solano, 2010; Dubbs et al, 2013). There are several possible ex-
planations for this finding. First, it may suggest that Curaçao is economically
less well developed than the other countries. Second, Curaçao is well known
for the practice of raising children in extended families, and most children
have a close relationship with their families and live with their parent(s) until
they marry. The results also show that teenage girls in Curaçao find parental
influence on their mate choice less desirable than respondents from Mexico,
Iraq and East Asians living in Canada. This may reflect the fact that the latter
three populations have more collectivistic cultures than Curaçaoans, whose
culture has a strong Dutch colonial influence. In fact, studies have found a
positive association between the degree of preferred parental influence and
a culture’s degree of collectivism (e.g., Bejanyan, Marshall, & Ferenczi, 2015).
Though approximately 40% of Curaçaoan households are female-headed
(CBS, 2011), we did not find significant differences between father-absence
teenage girls and father-presence teenage girls with regard to preferred le-
vels of parental influence.

Second, the results supported the parent-offspring conflict hypo-
thesis because teenage girls in Curaçao indicated that a partner who lacked
desirable genetic qualities was more unacceptable to themselves, while a
partner with low parental investment and cooperation with the in-group was
more unacceptable to their parents. Thus, these findings confirm the find-
ings on parent-offspring conflict about mate choice in other populations
(e.g., Apostolou, 2007a; Apostolou, 2008; Buunk et al., 2010; Dubbs et al.,
2013; Hynie, Lalonde & Lee, 2006) and underscore that, cross-culturally, pa-
rents and their offspring tend to disagree about the traits that are most im-
portant in a mate. More specifically, teenage girls in Curaçao indicated that
finding a mate who is overweight, physically unfit, has a bad smell and lacks
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a sense of humor was more unacceptable to themselves, while parents ob-
jected to traits such as the lack of a good family background, being divorced,
being from a lower social class and having different religious beliefs.  

Third, the results supported our assumption that the earlier the fa-
ther’s abandonment occurred, the more the single mother would regard low
cooperation with the in- group as unacceptable. Specifically, early-father-
absence girls considered low cooperation with the in-group to be more un-
acceptable to their mothers than father-presence girls. This finding suggests
that, as expected, single parents are more likely to prefer that their offspring
have a partner who is willing to invest in his children (e.g., Buss & Schmitt,
1993; Gangestad & Thornhill, 1997) to minimize the risk that their offspring
will continue to rely on the parent’s financial and social support.  However,
the results also indicated that late-father-absence girls considered low ge-
netic quality as less unacceptable to themselves than early-father-absence
and father-presence girls. This finding suggests that being abandoned by
one’s father between the ages of 6 and 13 may have a different effect on
mating strategies than being abandoned by one’s father in the early or later
years of life. Indeed, there is evidence that girls who are abandoned by their
father between the ages of 6 and 13 constitute a specific group. For exam-
ple, a recent study conducted in Curaçao showed that girls who were aban-
doned by their father between the ages of 6 and 13 increased the number
of their sexual partners as they approached 18 years of age, which did not
occur among girls who grew up with their father or who were abandoned
by their father before the age of five (e.g., Van Brummen- Girigori & Buunk,
2015). 

The current study makes several contributions to the literature. First,
to our knowledge, this is the first study to examine adolescents’ preferred
level of parental influence and parent-offspring conflict about mate choice.
Most studies on this issue focused on adults or young adults. Second, this
research was not conducted in developed western countries but was exe-
cuted in a previously unstudied setting (i.e., the island of Curaçao) whose
population is predominantly Afro-Caribbean. Third, this setting allowed us
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to explore the extent to which family circumstances, such as growing up without a
father, affects preferred parental influence and parent-offspring conflict about mate
choice.  

Despite these contributions, our research also has several limitations. First,
we did not directly ask the mothers and fathers of our respondents which traits
would be most unacceptable to them in their daughters’ potential mates. Therefore,
it is uncertain whether they would have given the same answers. However, we be-
lieve that children’s perceptions regarding which traits their parents find unaccept-
able are accurate because there is evidence that the perceptions of young adults
about the opinions of their parents regarding mate choice generally converge (e.g.,
Buunk et al, 2008; Dubbs & Buunk, 2010). Second, we did not take into account
family closeness. Therefore, we must acknowledge that our findings may be mo-
derated by how close the daughters felt to their parents. Third, we likewise did not
assess the religion of the participants or their parents. Previous studies have shown
that parents belonging to Protestant, Catholic or Muslim religious groups find the
six traits indicating a lack of parental investment and cooperation with the in-group
to be more unacceptable to themselves than parents not belonging to a religious
group (e.g., Dubbs & Buunk, 2010). Therefore, it is important for future research to
examine the degree to which the religion of the offspring and their parents may in-
fluence mate preferences and how sensitive the offspring are to the opinion of their
parents.

Despite these limitations, our findings are important for several reasons. 
To our knowledge, ours is the first study to examine the level of preferred parental
influence on mate choice and parent-offspring conflict over mate choice in an
African-Caribbean population.  Second, our results support the findings on parent-
offspring conflict about mate choice obtained in other samples. Third, we have
demonstrated that it is important to consider family situations, such as growing up
without a father, because father absence may explain mothers’ mate choice pre-
ferences for their daughters. Our findings contribute theorizing about parent’s “
influence on their offspring’s mate choices” but also highlight the influence of the
father’s presence on the mating preferences of their daughters. 
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General Discussion

The studies that are presented in this thesis are unique because they were
conducted among an Afro-Caribbean population in Curaçao and comple-
ment the existing literature regarding father absence. This thesis has several
strengths, not only because of the population studied but also because of
the various novel data that are presented. Like all research, this thesis also
has a number of limitations and lead to a series of new research questions.
In the following paragraphs, I will first present a summary of each chapter.
Second, I will discuss the theoretical implications and strengths of my stu-
dies. Next, I will discuss the limitations and suggestions for future research.
Finally, I will present a number of general conclusions.

Summary and Main findings

Chapter 2
In Chapter 2, I presented a study that examined whether growing up without
a father had consequences for the reproductive strategies of girls in Cu-
raçao. Following previous studies, we categorized our sample into three
groups: early father absence girls, late father absence girls and father pres-
ence girls (e.g., Bereczkei & Csanaky, 1996; Blain & Barkow, 1988; Ellis et
al., 2003; Hetherington, 1972). The participants were given a questionnaire
in which questions were asked regarding their demographic background,
reproductive behavior and desire for intimate relationships. As predicted,
the results showed that girls who were abandoned by their father before
the age of 5 initiated sexual intercourse at a significantly younger age than
girls who were abandoned by their father between the ages of 6 and 13 and
girls who grew up with their father. Moreover, girls who were abandoned by
their father before the age of 5 were also less interested in getting married
and in having grandchildren than girls who were abandoned by their father
between the ages of 6 and 13. This latter finding was in line with previous
studies that have shown that girls who were abandoned by their father are
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less optimistic about the possibility of a stable marriage and about men
being reliable investors (e.g., Ellis & Essex, 2007). It is worth mentioning that
all of these differences could not be explained by differences in the educa-
tional level of the participants or the occupational levels of the father and
the mother. 

In sum, these findings suggest that girls who grew up with their fa-
ther compared to girls who were abandoned by their father seem to follow
a fast life strategy and are therefore more inclined to accelerate their repro-
ductive strategies by starting with sexual intercourse at an earlier age with-
out having the desire for a long-term commitment such as marriage. An
alternative explanation for this finding is that girls who were abandoned by
their father have not experienced a marriage as a model and therefore have
a lower desire to get married than father presence girls. In contrast to the
expectations, there were no significant differences between the three
groups in the age of menarche, the total number of sexual partners and the
desire to have children.  However, there was evidence that girls who were
abandoned by their father between the ages of 6 and 13 had changed their
reproductive behavior in the past year by engaging in significantly more sex-
ual activities than girls who grew up with their father.  This finding suggests
that girls who were abandoned by their father between the ages of 6 and
13 can be considered as a special group characterized by sexual behavior
that is notably different from the other two groups. To conclude, this study
confirmed the notion based on life history theory that father abandonment
may have numerous consequences for the reproductive strategies of girls. 

Chapter 3 
In this chapter, I hypothesized based on life history theory (e.g., Chisholm,
1993; Figueredo et al., 2006) that teenage girls who were abandoned by
their father will be more intrasexually competitive than teenage girls who
grew up with their father 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
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mates and that father absence will therefore affect the use of non-verbal 
seduction strategies through intrasexual competitiveness. In a preliminary
study, I made an inventory of non-verbal seductive behaviors. Next, in Study
1, I examined in an observational paradigm whether these non-verbal se-
duction behaviors could be reduced to a number of broader non-verbal se-
duction strategies that teenage girls use to attract males. This observational
study produced eight reliable scales reflecting various non-verbal seduction
strategies used by girls in Curaçao to attract males. In Study 2, I investigated
whether girls who were abandoned by their father reported more intrasexual
competitiveness and used more non-verbal seduction strategies to attract
males than teenage girls who grew up with their father. As predicted, the
results showed that girls who were abandoned by their father reported over-
all more intrasexual competitiveness and used more non-verbal seduction
strategies, including direct flirtation, peacock behavior, the use of hairstyles
with waves, the use of facial make-up, the use of conspicuous nail-care, and
active and restless behavior, in the presence of males than girls who grew
up with their father.   Moreover, the results demonstrated that intrasexual
competitiveness was associated with most strategies and was a significant
mediator between father absence and the expression of most non-verbal
seduction strategies. In sum, these findings contribute to the life history 
theory and emphasize the role of fathers with respect to the mating strate-
gies of their daughters.

Chapter 4
In Chapter 4, I presented a study that examined if females who were aban-
doned by their father at different ages experienced more anxious, preven-
tive and reactive jealousy than females who grew up with their father. As
noted above, various studies have found that females who were abandoned
by their father tend to consider marriage as unstable and men as unreliable
investors compared to females who grew up with their father (e.g., Draper
& Harpending, 1982; Ellis & Essex, 2007; Ellis et al., 2003. Given the fore-
going, I reasoned that females who were abandoned by their father would
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be more inclined to experience jealousy because they may have less trust in
men. I therefore hypothesized that females who were abandoned by their
father would especially express more anxious jealousy because they would
be more afraid of being abandoned by their partner.  Furthermore, I as-
sumed that these females would also show more preventive jealousy, taking
measures to reduce the chances of being abandoned by their partner.  Con-
trary to the study in Chapter 2, in the study in Chapter 4 among female un-
dergraduate students, participants were categorized into four groups: early
father abandonment, late father abandonment, very late father abandon-
ment and father presence girls. I found it important not to categorize the
group of females who were abandoned by their father between the ages of
14 and 18 in the same category as females who were raised with a father to
obtain more precise information about the feelings of jealousy based on the
timing of father abandonment. The results showed that anxious jealousy was
positively associated with preventive jealousy. In other words, high levels of
anxious jealousy were accompanied by high levels of reactive jealousy. Fur-
thermore, females who were abandoned by their father before the age of 5
reported significantly more anxious jealousy than females who grew up with
their father.  However, females who were abandoned by their father between
the ages of 6 and 13 reported more preventive jealousy than females who
grew up with their father. The results showed no significant differences be-
tween the four groups in reactive jealousy. In sum, father abandonment es-
pecially during the early years may trigger more anxious jealousy, whereas
late father abandonment may trigger more preventive jealousy. In other
words, females whose father left before they were 5 years old reported more
anxious jealousy and experienced more worries about their partner finding
someone else more attractive, their partner having sexual interest in or sex-
ual contact with another female and their partner abandoning them. In con-
trast, females who were abandoned by their father when they were between
the ages of 6 and 13 reported more preventive jealousy and were more in-
clined to prevent contact between their partner and other women, even if
this contact was merely platonic. 
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Chapter 5
In this chapter, I assessed preferred parental influence on mate choice, par-
ent-offspring conflict about mate choice and differences in these respects
between girls who were abandoned by their father before the age of 5, be-
tween the ages of 6 and 13 and girls who grew up with their father. The re-
sults showed that preferred parental influence on mate choice was
significantly higher among teenage girls from Curaçao than among people
in the Netherlands, Japan and Argentina. A possible explanation for this
finding may be that Curaçao is characterized by extended families in which
most children have a close relationship with their families and live with their
parent(s) until they are married, in contrast to the Netherlands, Japan and
Argentina. In other words, it is not surprising that teenage girls in Curaçao
find the opinion of their parents on their mate choice more important than
respondents who live on their own or respondents in more individualistic so-
cieties. However, the results showed that teenage girls in Curaçao find
parental influence on their mate choice less desirable than people from 
Mexico and Iraq, and East Asians living in Canada. This finding may reflect
that the latter three populations are more collectivistic than Curaçao.  In
fact, there is evidence for a positive association between the degree of pre-
ferred parental influence and the extent of collectivism (see also, Bejanyan
et al, 2015; Buunk et al, 2010). Second, I found support for the parent off-
spring conflict hypothesis; that is, teenage girls in Curaçao also indicated
that a partner with a lack of genetic quality was more unacceptable to them-
selves, whereas a partner with low parental investment and cooperation with
the in-group was more unacceptable to their parents. These findings are in
line with previous findings on parent offspring conflict regarding mate choice
in other populations (e.g., Apostolou, 2007a; Apostolou, 2008; Buunk, et
al., 2010; Dubbs et al.,  2013; Hynie et al., 2006) and underline that across
many different cultures, parents and their offspring tend to disagree about
traits that are most important in a mate. Finally, females who were aban-
doned by their father between the ages of 6 and 13 considered a partner
with a lack of genetic quality as more unacceptable to themselves than to
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their parents, whereas females who were abandoned by their father before
the age of 5 considered a partner with low parental investment and coope-
ration with the in-group as most unacceptable to their parents. These find-
ings suggest that being abandoned by one’s father induces one’s mother to
emphasize the importance of an investing partner for their daughters. 

In sum, I found evidence in my studies that father abandonment may
have important consequences for the reproductive behavior and mating
strategies of girls living in Curaçao. More specifically, it seems that compared
to growing up with a father, growing up without a father in the earlier years
may especially result in an earlier age of sexual intercourse, a lower desire
to marry, more intrasexual competitiveness with the aim of defeating other
girls in the mating game, more use of non-verbal seduction strategies to at-
tract males, greater levels of anxious jealousy and the perception that their
parents may prefer them to find a partner high in parental investment and
high in cooperation with the in-group. 

Strengths and theoretical implications
In this paragraph, I will first elaborate on the strengths of this thesis and next
on the theoretical implications. First, it is noteworthy to mention that my
studies were not limited to poor inner-city women, such as many studies in
the United States on the effects of father absence, but were rather executed
in a unique setting (i.e., the island of Curaçao) with a predominantly Afro-
Caribbean population where early reproduction and single parenthood
occur frequently.  A second strong point is that unlike many similar studies,
the groups did not differ in the educational level and occupational level of
the parents, and the effects that I found can therefore quite unequivocally
be attributed to the role of the father.

In addition, I have shown the importance of differentiating between
the different ages at which women are abandoned by their father. I showed
that in general, the earlier the father left, the more girls were inclined to fol-
low a fast life history strategy and to perceive the importance of an investing
partner as more important to their parents. However, girls who were 
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abandoned by their father between the ages of 6 and 13 seemed in some
ways to diverge from this general pattern. First, more than any other group,
they changed their reproductive behavior in the past year by engaging in
significantly more sexual activities than the other girls. Second, they re-
ported more preventive jealousy than any other group. Third, they consi-
dered more than any other group a partner with low genetic quality as more
unacceptable to themselves than to their parents. Taken together, this pat-
tern suggests that girls whose father abandoned them between the ages of
6 and 13 were following a pattern of short-term mating, looking for casual
sexual relationships with men with ‘good genes’ to whom they behaved
somewhat possessively. A possible explanation for this particular pattern is
that these girls, because of their age, experienced the father abandonment
more consciously than girls whose father left when they were 0-5 years old.
Girls whose father left when they were between 6 and 13 years witnessed
their mother being abandoned by their father and staying alone behind.
Therefore, these girls may have suffered in some way more than girls whose
father left during the sensitive period because they consciously missed their
father with whom they grew up during the early years. These feelings may
have been less pronounced among girls who grew up without a father du-
ring the sensitive period. Consequently, after getting involved in a relation-
ship, they feel the urge to prevent their partner from becoming involved
with someone else because they may consider men as unreliable investors
compared to girls who grew up with a father (e.g., Draper & Harpending,
1982; Ellis & Essex, 2007; Ellis et al, 2003). In other words, to reduce the
chances of being abandoned by their partners, just as they had observed
happening to their mother, these girls are more oriented towards safeguard-
ing their partner. Moreover, they will be sexually more active to keep po-
tential partners and reduce the chances of the partner becoming involved
with other women, and these girls may consider dating men with ‘good
genes’ as a trophy that enriches the quality of their offspring because it com-
pensates for being abandoned by their father in the past. In contrast, girls
who were abandoned by their father when they were older than 13 may
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have already been sexually mature and involved in dating men, and there-
fore, the abandonment by their father may, in general, have affected them
less than girls who are abandoned before that age.

To summarize, the present research contributes to the literature by
highlighting the importance of studying the role of the father and the timing
of father abandonment in the relationship experiences of young women.
Unfortunately, it was not possible to make a distinction in all studies between
girls who were abandoned by their father before the age of 5 (sensitive 
period) and girls who were abandoned by their father between the ages of
6 and 13 (see also Ellis et al., 2013) because some samples did not consist
of enough girls whose father left before the age of 5 to make reliable com-
parisons between the three groups (early father absence, late father and fa-
ther presence).

The results from this dissertation are in part in line with earlier find-
ings, by demonstrating indeed that girls who were abandoned by the father
followed a fast life strategy (e.g., Figueredo et al., 2006, Kaplan & Gange-
stad, 2005) and had an earlier age of sexual intercourse. An alternative ex-
planation for the finding that girls who were abandoned by their father
initiated sexual intercourse at a significantly younger age may be provided
by the daughter guarding hypothesis. According to this hypothesis, fathers
or stepfathers are intensively involved in monitoring the sexual behavior of
their daughters (e.g., Perriloux et al., 2008; Flinn, 1988).  Indeed, I found no
differences in the age of first sexual intercourse between girls who grew up
with their biological father and father absence girls exposed to a stepfather.
In contrast, girls who were abandoned by their father and were not exposed
to a stepfather initiated sexual intercourse at a significantly younger age
than father absence girls exposed to a stepfather. In a similar vein, I did not
find support for the pheromone exposure theory (Ellis & Garber, 2008) be-
cause father absence girls exposed to a stepfather did not show an earlier
age of menarche than father absence girls who were not exposed to a step-
father.
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Despite the fact that I found evidence that girls who were abandoned
by their father initiated sexual intercourse at a significantly younger age, I
cannot confirm the child development theory (Ellis, 2004) based on my cur-
rent findings. Contrary to what this theory predicts and to what was found
in other samples (e.g., Ellis, 2004), girls in the present sample who were
abandoned by their father did not differ from girls who grew up with their
father in the age of first menarche, in the occupational level of their mothers,
or in the level of education that they were enrolled in. Thus, unlike what child
development theory would predict, the present findings do not suggest that
girls who were abandoned by their father adapted their reproductive be-
havior (accelerated age of first sexual intercourse) because they believed
that they cannot reap the benefits of an extended childhood.

Finally, I did not examine whether specific father behaviors such as
family abandonment may be genetically (AR gene) passed to their daughters
causing early puberty, precocious sexual activity and behavior problems
(e.g., Comings et al., 2002), but this issue may be interesting to examine in
future research. Nevertheless, the studies presented in this thesis make a
substantial contribution to the literature regarding the reproductive and ma-
ting strategies of father absence girls.

Limitations and future research
Despite the above-mentioned strengths and theoretical implications, the
present thesis also has a number of limitations. 

First, it needs to be acknowledged that the categories of father ab-
sence are not consistent across all chapters due to the composition of the
samples. To be more specific, in Chapter 2 and Chapter 5, I used the same
division as several studies conducted in the past (e.g., Bereczkei & Csanaky,
1996; Blain & Barkow, 1988; Ellis et al., 2003; Hetherington, 1972). In Chap-
ter 4, I added an extra age category of father absence (between 14 and 18
years).  On the other hand, in Chapter 3, I was limited to the division of father
absence girls and father presence girls, and therefore, the latter findings
cannot be compared with all studies conducted in the past. 
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Second, in the present thesis, I did not examine the quality of the 
relationship between father and daughter, whereas several studies have
demonstrated that the quality of the relationship between father and daugh-
ter may have consequences for the reproductive behavior and mating strate-
gies of their daughters (e.g., Belsky et al., 1991; Ellis, 2004). Therefore, future
studies should also take this aspect into account. Third, the attachment
styles of the participants were not assessed in any of the studies even though
there is evidence that early father absence may cause attachment problems
because one of the caregivers is not available in times of need (e.g.,
Bartholomew & Horowitz, 1991). As a consequence, it was not possible to
examine the mediating role of this variable, and therefore, future research
is needed to examine this issue. 

Fourth, it is important for future research to assess to what extent
the religion of the parents may influence the mate choice of their daughters
but also their reproductive behavior and mating strategies. For example, in
Chapter 5, the religion of the participants and their parents was not as-
sessed, whereas previous studies have shown that parents belonging to a
religious group report the six traits indicating a lack of parental investment
and cooperation with the in-group as less acceptable than parents not be-
longing to a religious group (e.g., Dubbs & Buunk, 2010).  

Fifth, it is recommended to use direct data in the future instead of
partially indirect data to assess what characteristics parents may find not ac-
ceptable in a potential partner. For example, because indirect data were
used in Chapter 5, I do not know for sure if the parents gave the same ans-
wers as their daughters. Nevertheless, it can be assumed that children know
quite well which characteristics parents find unacceptable in a potential part-
ner for their children because there is evidence that the perceptions of chil-
dren and parents about what parents find to be important in a spouse for
their offspring do in general converge (e.g., Buunk et al., 2008; Dubbs &
Buunk, 2010).  

Sixth, it may be important to examine the possible compensating
roles of stepfathers because I found evidence that father absence girls not
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exposed to a stepfather initiated sexual intercourse at a significantly younger
age compared to father absence girls exposed to a stepfather. Thus, it
seems that stepfathers may compensate in this respect for the absence of
the biological father by monitoring the sexual behavior of the stepdaughter. 

Seven, to get a better idea of the effects of father absence on the
reproductive strategies and mating behavior in the Afro-Caribbean popula-
tion, it is recommended to study the same issues as in the present research
in samples from other islands in the Caribbean with similar historical back-
grounds (e.g., slavery and many male migrations in the past).
Finally, as the focus in this thesis was only on females, we do not yet know
the consequences of father absence for males living in Curaçao, which de-
serves attention in future studies. 

Conclusion

Throughout history, many factors such as slavery, migration, the influence of
the Catholic Church and of 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,
whereas the Catholic Church and multinationals such as the Shell Company
stimulated marriages and encouraged the father to take responsibility for
his children. Currently, both parents are able to live closer to their maternal
kin than they were able to during slavery or when many males moved to
other Caribbean islands due to a lack of financial opportunities in Curaçao.
However, today, approximately 40% of the families still consist of female-
headed households (CBS, 2011), which suggests that in many families, the
father still has a marginal role in the upbringing of his children. In this thesis,
I have demonstrated that most of the effects of father absence documented
in several western societies can also be observed in Curaçao, including, for
example, an earlier age of sexual intercourse and less desire to get married.
However, I expanded previous research by demonstrating the effects of fa-
ther absence on intrasexual competitiveness, on the use of non-verbal 
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seduction strategies to attract males, on jealousy and on the perception of
what one’s parents find important in a mate. Moreover, I have shown that it
is important to make a distinction between girls who were abandoned by
their father before the age of 5 (sensitive period) and girls who were aban-
doned between the ages of 6 and 13. I found some evidence that girls who
were abandoned by their father between the ages of 6 and 13 were espe-
cially characterized by a tendency to engage in short-term mating with males
with ‘good genes’.  I did not find evidence for an earlier age of menarche,
significantly more sexual partners or a lower educational level among father
absence girls compared to father presence girls.  Therefore, although I have
provided evidence that father absence may have major consequences for
the reproductive behavior and mating strategies of girls growing up without
a father, not all effects associated with father absence demonstrated in 
western societies were observed in Curaçao. Thus, these findings may sug-
gest that today, under specific conditions, the benefits of growing up with-
out a father may still outweigh the costs. This issue should be investigated
in the future. Nevertheless, the findings in this thesis not only contribute to
the theory of father absence from an evolutionary perspective but also high-
light the importance of the role of fathers regarding the reproductive be-
havior and mating strategies of their daughters. 
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Gedurende de geschiedenis hebben verschillende factoren zoals slavernij,
migratie, de katholieke kerk en multinationals zoals de Shell raffinaderij de
gezinsstructuren in het Caribisch Nederland en in het bijzonder Curaçao,
beïnvloed. Slavernij en migratie hebben er gedeeltelijk voor gezorgd dat er
meer vaderloze gezinnen ontstonden, terwijl de katholieke kerk en multina-
tionals zoals de Shell huwelijksverbintenissen stimuleerden om vaders hun
verantwoordelijkheid te laten nemen voor hun kinderen. Beide ouders kun-
nen tegenwoordig dichter bij hun kinderen wonen dan gedurende de sla-
vernij of tijdens de periode toen mannen massaal verhuisden wegens een
gebrek aan werkgelegenheid op Curaçao. Echter, tot heden bestaat om-
streeks 40% van de huishoudens nog steeds uit “alleenstaande moeders”
(CBS, 2011), wat suggereert dat sommige vaders nog steeds een marginale
rol spelen in de opvoeding van hun kinderen. 

In mijn proefschrift ben ik nagegaan in hoeverre de gedocu-
menteerde gevolgen van het opgroeien zonder vader met betrekking tot
reproductief gedrag en koppel- strategieën ook observeerbaar zijn in 
Curaçao.

In hoofdstuk 2 heb ik gekeken naar het reproductief gedrag van
meisjes die zonder vader zijn opgegroeid in Curaçao. Ik heb mijn steekproef
onderverdeeld in drie groepen namelijk: vroege vader afwezigheid (tussen
0-5 jaar), late vader afwezigheid (tussen 6-13 jaar) en vader aanwezigheid
(opgegroeid met een vader). Gebaseerd op de ‘life history theory’ heb ik
voorspeld dat opgroeien zonder een vader, in het bijzonder in de vroege
ontwikkeling (sensitieve fase), grote gevolgen zou kunnen hebben voor het
reproductief gedrag van meisjes. Verder heb ik voorspeld dat het opgroeien
zonder vader geassocieerd is met verschillende ‘life history traits’ zoals op
een jonge leeftijd menstruatie krijgen, op jonge leeftijd seksuele gemeen-
schap hebben, het hebben van veel seksuele partners, een sterker verlangen
om kinderen te krijgen, maar een geringe wens om te trouwen en
kleinkinderen te krijgen. De resultaten lieten zien dat meisjes die tijdens de
zogenaamde sensitieve fase zonder vader zijn opgegroeid (dat wil zeggen,
een vroege vader afwezigheid) inderdaad eerder geneigd zijn om een ‘fast
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life strategy’ te volgen, wat gekenmerkt werd door op jongere leeftijd hun
eerste seksuele gemeenschap te hebben, alsmede een zwakkere wens om
te trouwen en kleinkinderen te krijgen. Verder lieten de resultaten zien dat
meisjes die zonder vader zijn opgegroeid tussen de leeftijd van 6 en 13 jaar
hun reproductief gedrag hebben aangepast door het aantal seksuele part-
ners te verhogen gedurende het afgelopen jaar. In tegenstelling tot de
verwachtingen heb ik geen significante verschillen gevonden tussen meisjes
die opgroeien met of zonder een vader met betrekking tot hun eerste
leeftijd van menstruatie en aantal seksuele partners tot nu toe. De resultaten
lijken niettemin te suggereren dat het opgroeien zonder vader een
duidelijke invloed heeft op het reproductief gedrag van meisjes. 

In hoofdstuk 3 ben ik nagegaan in hoeverre het opgroeien zonder
vader gerelateerd was aan intrasexuele competitie en het gebruik van non-
verbale verleidingsstrategieën om mannen te lokken. In tegenstelling tot
het tweede hoofdstuk, werd de steekproef in het derde hoofdstuk on-
derverdeeld in twee groepen, namelijk meisjes die opgegroeid zijn zonder
vader en met vader. Wederom gebaseerd op de ‘life history theory’ heb ik
voorspeld dat meisjes die zonder vader opgroeien meer competitief zijn
naar andere meisjes dan meisjes die met hun vader opgroeien, en om die
reden meer non-verbale verleidingsstrategieën zullen gebruiken om mannen
te lokken. Allereerst heb ik in mijn eerste studie een inventarisatie gemaakt
van de verschillende non- verbale verleidingsstrategieën die meisjes ge-
bruiken. De resultaten in mijn tweede studie lieten  zien dat meisjes die zon-
der vader zijn opgegroeid meer intraseksuele competitie rapporteren dan
meisjes die met vader zijn opgegroeid. Ten tweede is gebleken dat meisjes
die zonder vader opgegroeid zijn meer non-verbale verleidingsstrategieën
gebruiken om mannen te lokken dan meisjes die met vader zijn opgegroeid.
Tot slot heb ik evidentie gevonden dat intraseksuele competitie een
mediërende rol heeft tussen opgroeien zonder vader en het gebruik van
verschillende non- verbale verleidingsstrategieën om mannen te lokken. Met
andere woorden, opgroeien zonder vader heeft gevolgen voor de strate-
gieën die meisjes hanteren om mannen te verleiden, mede omdat ze
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daarmee concurreren met andere meisjes. 
In hoofdstuk 4 heb ik uitgezocht in hoeverre meisjes die gedurende

verschillende leeftijdscategorieën zonder vader zijn opgegroeid meer
angstige jaloezie, preventieve jaloezie en reactieve jaloezie ervaren. In
tegenstelling tot hoofdstuk 2 heb ik hier een extra groep toegevoegd van
meisjes die zonder vader zijn opgegroeid tussen 12 en 18 jaar om zo
nauwkeurig mogelijk het effect van opgroeien zonder vader op jaloezie te
kwantificeren. Ik heb vervolgens onderscheid gemaakt in vier groepen
namelijk; vroege vader afwezigheid (0-5 jaar), late vader afwezigheid (6-13),
zeer late vader afwezigheid (14-18 jaar) en vader aanwezigheid. De resul-
taten lieten zien dat meisjes die in de vroege jaren zonder vader zijn opge-
groeid meer angstige jaloezie ervaren. Ze waren meer bezorgd dat hun
partner andere vrouwen aantrekkelijker zou vinden dan meisjes die met
vader waren opgegroeid. Meisjes daarentegen die zonder vader zijn opge-
groeid tussen hun 6 en 13 jaar, werden gekenmerkt door meer preventieve
jaloezie dan meisjes die met een vader zijn opgegroeid. Tot slot heb ik geen
verschillen gevonden tussen de vier groepen met betrekking tot reactieve
jaloezie. Naar aanleiding van mijn resultaten kan geconcludeerd worden dat
de timing van opgroeien zonder vader gevolgen heeft voor de ervaren
jaloezie en in het bijzonder voor het type jaloezie.

In hoofdstuk 5, heb ik uitgezocht in hoeverre ouderlijke invloed over
de partnerkeuze gewenst wordt door meisjes woonachtig in Curaçao in
vergelijking met respondenten uit andere landen. Verder heb ik uitgezocht
of de ouder- kind conflict hypothese ook van toepassing is op Curaçao. Tot
slot ben ik nagegaan of er verschillen zijn tussen meisjes die met en zonder
vader zijn opgegroeid met betrekking tot de mate van gewenste ouderlijke
invloed over partnerkeuze en ouder- kind conflict hypothese. De resultaten
lieten zien dat meisjes op Curaçao ouderlijke invloed op partnerkeuze
gewenster vinden dan personen in Nederland, Japan en Argentina, maar
minder dan personen in Mexico en Irak. Bovendien heb ik bevestiging
gekregen voor de ouder-kind conflict hypothese: meisjes op Curaçao vinden
een partner met een laag genetische kwaliteit  meer onacceptabel voor 
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henzelf dan voor hun ouders, terwijl men denkt dat een partner met een
lage investeringsbereidheid meer onacceptabel is voor hun ouders dan voor
henzelf. Verder beschouwen meisjes die voor hun vijfde levensjaar zonder
vader zijn opgegroeid een partner met een lage investeringsbereidheid als
meer onacceptabel voor hun ouders dan voor henzelf. Echter, meisjes die
zonder een vader zijn opgegroeid tussen hun 6 en 13 jaar beschouwen een
partner met een lage genetische kwaliteit als meer onacceptabel voor hen-
zelf dan voor hun ouders. Wellicht hebben de ouders van meisjes die opge-
groeid zijn zonder een vader voor hun vijfde levensjaar, benadrukt hoe
belangrijk het is om een partner te hebben die wel investeert in het gezin.
Deze bevindingen suggereren dat een verscheidenheid aan sociale variabe-
len inclusief familiestructuren gerelateerd zijn aan ouder- kind conflict en de
mate waarin ouderlijke invloed over partnerkeuze als gewenst wordt er-
varen.

Concluderend biedt dit proefschrift inzicht in de gevolgen die het
opgroeien zonder vader heeft voor zowel het reproductief gedrag als kop-
pel-strategieën van meisjes. Ik laat zien dat de meeste gevolgen van het op-
groeien zonder vader zoals gedocumenteerd in de westerse samenleving
ook observeerbaar zijn in Curaçao. Bovendien komt duidelijk naar voren dat
het van essentieel belang is om onderscheid te maken in het moment van
vader afwezigheid. Ik heb evidentie gevonden dat de effecten van vader
afwezigheid in de vroege jaren – algemeen beschouwd als de sensitieve pe-
riode - aanzienlijk groter zijn dan de effecten van vader afwezigheid op la-
tere leeftijd. Hedendaags is er geen officiële wetgeving meer die mannen
verbieden om hun kinderen te erkennen en/of op te voeden zoals tijdens
de slavernij. Echter, omstreeks 40% van de kinderen in Curaçao groeien
tegenwoordig op zonder een vader in huis. Men zou zich daarom kunnen
afvragen welke factoren dit fenomeen in stand houden. Bovendien lijkt het
erop dat vrouwen op Curaçao dit gedrag nog steeds op de één of andere
manier gedogen ondanks alle mogelijke nadelen, zoals financiële tekorten
die ontstaan wegens een huishouding met slechts één verdiener. Aan de 
andere kant lijkt het erop dat er een afweging wordt gemaakt en dat 
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sommige vrouwen bewust kiezen om alleenstaande moeders te worden en
om hun kinderen alleen op te voeden. Kortom, onder bepaalde om-
standigheden loont het kennelijk nog steeds om kinderen te krijgen we-
tende dat ze zonder een vader zullen opgroeien met alle gevolgen van dien.
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Odette van Brummen- Girigori is geboren in 1975 in Willemstad, Curaçao.
Na het afronden van de middelbare school is ze naar Nederland verhuisd
en heeft na een jaar haar bachelor propedeuse behaald in Verzorging/
Gezondheidskunde aan de Noordelijke Hogeschool Leeuwarden. Odette
heeft daarna de overstap gemaakt naar de Universiteit en is in 2000 afges-
tudeerd als psycholoog met de hoofdrichtingen Ontwikkelingspsychologie,
Sociale Psychologie en met de nevenrichting Arbeids- Organisatie en Per-
soneelspsychologie. Na het afronden van haar studie heeft Odette enkele
jaren bij Loyalis (ABP) gewerkt en heeft daarna haar eigen psychologenprak-
tijk opgezet in Nederland. Ze hield zich onder andere bezig met loopbaan-
begeleiding, dyslexietesten, intelligentietesten, coaching gesprekken,
studiekeuzetesten, woonbegeleidingsadviezen, verschillende trainingen en
beleidsadviezen voor gemeente Rotterdam. In 2007 heeft ze haar certificer-
ing ontvangen als ZKM- consultant bij de Stichting Waarderingstheorie &
Zelfkonfrontatiemethode. Na een opleidingstraject werd Odette in 2010
opgenomen in het register als Kinder- en Jeugdpsycholoog bij het Neder-
landse Instituut voor psychologen. Sinds 2009 is ze als wetenschapper ver-
bonden aan de University of Curacao dr. Moises da Costa Gomez en heeft
verschillende taken bekleed zoals program director en decaan bij de Facul-
teit der Maatschappij en Gedragswetenschappen. Odette houdt zich tevens
al jaren bezig met verschillende sociale projecten en zat in 2011 in de or-
ganizing comitee van de Caribbean Studies Association. Zij is ook bestu-
urslid van de organizing comittee van Wendel Girigori Award. In 2010 is
Odette begonnen met haar promotietraject en heeft een aantal publicaties
op haar naam staan. Tegenwoordig ligt haar primaire belangstelling bij het
verrichten van lokaal en internationaal onderzoek vanuit haar functie als Re-
search Scientist bij de Research Centre. Ze richt zich op de volgende onder-
werpen: armoede, baby- onderzoek, leerproblemen, green social work,
voorbereiding op natuurrampen, mondgezondheid, obesitas, opgroeien
zonder vader, jaloezie en intraseksuele competitie, partnerkeuze onder jon-
geren en self-esteem en body- image.
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This thesis is dedicated to my beloved father Wendel Alfonso Girigori, who
was born in Curacao on June 1, 1948. Wendel was married to Glenda Girigori
and was father of three daughters and one son. He graduated as a Certified
Public Accountant (CPA), Certified Fraud Examiner (CFE), and Certified Man-
agement Accountant (CMA). Wendel spoke several languages, namely Dutch,
German, English, Spanish, French, Portuguese and our native language 
Papiamentu. His working career started in 1965 in Willemstad, Curaçao as a
staff accountant at the auditors firm Moret & Limperg, actually Ernst and Young.
He switched in 1974 to Peat, Marwick Mitchell & Co., which merged in 1987
with KPMG. In 1988 he started his own auditors firm Wendel Girigori & Co. In
1991 Wendel Girigori & Co merged with Arthur Anderson & Co and he was 
appointed at the same time as Partner in the merging, which continued under
the name of Arthur Anderson. Further to his daily function as Partner, he was
lecturer at the Accountancy Program of the University of the Netherlands 
Antilles, actually the University of Curaçao, dr. Moises da Costa Gomez. He
was member of New York State Society of Certified Public Accountants, Asso-
ciation of Certified Fraud Examiners, American Association of Management
Accountants and Accountancy Certification Program of the University of the
Netherlands Antilles. Wendel was also member of the Supervisory Board of
the Curaçao Ports Authority and member of the Board of the St. Elisabeth 
Hospital (SEHOS). On social level he was member of the Soccer Association of 
Curaçao, Treasurer of the Association of Credit Union of the Netherlands 
Antilles, Advisor and coordinator of the Catholic church of Buena Vista “La 
Birgen Milagrosa", Technical assistance at “Don Bosco Sport and Recreational
Center. For his achievements Wendel was included in the publication of the
book: “Who’s Who in the World in 1995”. Unfortunately on January 15, 1997
he passed away at the age of 48, much to the regret of a great deal of the per-
sons locally as well as internationally, who had a great esteem and appreciation
for Wendel.  

Biography    |    137

Proefschrift Girigori.qxp_Layout 1  10/21/15  9:11 PM  Page 137



Acknow-
ledgement

138 |   Acknowledgement

Proefschrift Girigori.qxp_Layout 1  10/21/15  9:11 PM  Page 138



“Men hoeft de wereld niet te begrijpen, 
men moet alleen zijn plaats erin weten te vinden”.

Albert Einstein, 1879.

De afgelopen jaren werden afgewisseld door pieken en dalen. Al deze er-
varingen hebben ertoe bijgedragen dat het vandaag zover is, dat ik de gele-
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