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National Fatherhood Initiative (NFI), founded in 1994, works in every sector and at every level of  
society to engage fathers in the lives of their children. NFI is one of the leading producers of research  
on the causes and consequences of father absence, public opinion on family issues, and trends in  
family structure and marriage. NFI’s flagship research publication, Father Facts, is the leading source  
of fatherhood information and statistics for the press, public policy experts, and government officials. 
NFI’s Pop’s Culture: A National Survey of Dads’ Attitudes on Fathering and With This Ring: A National Survey 
on Marriage in America are two of the most comprehensive national surveys that have been published  
in recent years on American attitudes towards fatherhood and marriage.

NFI’s national public service advertising campaign promoting father involvement has generated 
television, radio, print, Internet, and outdoor advertising valued at over $500 million. Through its 
resource center, FatherSOURCE™, NFI offers a wide range of innovative resources to assist fathers  
and organizations interested in reaching and supporting fathers. Through its “three-e” strategy of 
educating, equipping, and engaging, NFI works with businesses, prisons, churches, schools,  
community-based organizations, hospitals, and military installations to connect organizations  
and fathers with the resources they need to ensure that all children receive the love, nurture,  
and guidance of involved, responsible, and committed fathers.

For more information on the contents of this report, or for general information about NFI,  
call 301-948-0599 or visit www.fatherhood.org.
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a member of the Research Advisory Groups for both the Oklahoma Marriage Initiative and the 
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on all but one of the evaluation questions. 
However, all of these differences can be 
totally or largely explained by the fact that a 
substantially smaller percentage of the black 
than of the white mothers were married to  
or lived with the fathers. 

 	 The survey yielded evidence that strong 
religious beliefs, values, and commitments 
are conducive to good fathering whether or 
not the father lives with the mother.

	 The mothers reported less satisfaction with 
the fathers of teenage children than with the 
fathers of younger children. Only 28 percent of 
the mothers of teenage offspring reported that 
the father-child relationship was “very close and 
warm,” compared with 38 percent for children 
ages 6-12, and 57 percent for those ages 0-5.

	 Aside from whether or not the mothers were 
married to or lived with the fathers, the two 
strongest predictors of the mothers’ overall 
satisfaction with the fathers were (a) how 
close the mothers perceived the fathers to be 
to the child and (b) how well they thought 
the fathers balanced work and family. 

 	 In the case of parents who lived with the 
child’s other parent, there was little  
difference between the respondents to the 
mothers and the fathers surveys in regard  
to reports of the adequacy of time fathers 
spent with the child and of the quality 
of fathers’ parenting skills. However, 
the fathering of nonresident fathers was 
evaluated much more positively, in the 
aggregate, by those fathers than by the 
mothers who co-parented with such men.

 	 The mothers married to the fathers were 
substantially more likely to agree with the 

	 The mothers’ appraisals of the 
performance of fathers differed greatly 
according to whether or not the mother 
was married to or lived with the father. 
The mothers who lived with the fathers, 
including those cohabiting but not 
married, gave overwhelmingly high marks 
to the fathers, while those mothers not 
living with the fathers reported, on 
average, extremely negative views. 

 	 Despite an overall favorable evaluation 
of fathers by the married and cohabiting 
mothers, a majority of them agreed that 
they could achieve a better work-family 
balance if the fathers provided more 
support.

 	 The mothers not living with the fathers 
reported very low satisfaction with the 
fathers who had taken on new romantic, 
marital, or stepfather relationships. 
With each additional relationship or 
responsibility, the survey shows, these 
mothers were progressively less satisfied 
with the fathers’ parenting.

 	 African-American mothers reported lower 
satisfaction with fathers than did the white 
mothers and gave the fathers lower marks 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

“93% of the 
respondents 
to the mothers 
survey agreed  
(67% strongly) 
that there 
is a father-
absence crisis 
in the United 
States today.”

Anational survey of 1,533 American mothers, age 18 and 
older, completed late in 2008, asked a series of questions 
concerning attitudes about fatherhood and the parenting 

performance of fathers. This survey is a follow-up to Pop’s Culture: 
A National Survey of Dad’s Attitudes on Fathering, released by NFI in 
2006. Many of the same questions that were asked of the fathers 
in Pop’s Culture were asked in this survey, and comparisons of the 
findings are discussed in this executive summary and throughout 
the report. This survey yielded the following key findings:
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These findings, considered along with other research & information, lead to the following major conclusions:
•	�Mothers believe that stable, well-

functioning marriages are extremely 
important for good fathering and 
responsible fatherhood. Public policies 
and private efforts, that successfully 
promote healthy marriages, will also 
contribute to good fathering. 

•	�The large proportion of mothers,  
who think that mothers or other  
males can adequately substitute for 
absent or uninvolved fathers is cause  
for concern, because those beliefs are 
likely to contribute to father absence 
and lack of father involvement.

•	�In view of the evidence that work-family 
conflicts are ubiquitous obstacles to good 
fathering, affecting even many fathers 
in subpopulations in which obstacles to 
good fathering are generally rather weak, 
promoters of responsible fatherhood 
should give major attention to work-family 
conflicts.

statement that “men perform best as fathers if they are 
married to the mothers of their children” than either 
mothers cohabiting with the fathers or those not living 
with them. Overall, 68 percent of the mothers agreed 
with this statement.

 	 A majority of the mothers agreed that a mother or 
another man could be an adequate substitute for 
an absent or uninvolved father, with twice as large a 
percentage of the mothers not living with the fathers 
agreeing that fathers are replaceable. It is not clear, 
however, whether these respondents thought that 
adequate substitution for fathers is likely or common.

 	 Ninety-three percent of the respondents to the mothers 
survey agreed (67 percent strongly) that there is a father 
absence crisis in the United States today. This is very 
similar to the 91 percent of the respondents to the 
fathers survey who agreed (62 percent strongly) that 
there is such a crisis.

 	 Asked to rate the importance of 12 likely obstacles  
to good fathering, the mothers as a whole considered 
“work responsibilities” the most important, “father’s 
relationship with his own father” second, and “father’s 
lack of knowledge about how to be a good father”  
third in importance. The mothers living with the fathers 
assigned more importance to work responsibilities 
than did the others, but this obstacle was emphasized 
by mothers at all educational levels, of all degrees of 
religiosity, and of all races—an indication that work-family 
conflict is a ubiquitous problem for American fathers.

 	� The mothers not living with the fathers were more  
likely than those living with the fathers to assign 
importance to 10 of the 12 obstacles to good fathering. 
Especially large were the differences in assigning 
importance to “lack of knowledge about how to be 
a good father” (59 versus 29 percent) and to “lack of 
parenting resources designed specifically for fathers”  
(46 versus 25 percent).

 		�  Asked to rate the  importance of six possible places 
that might help fathers be better dads, the respondents 
as a whole placed the most importance on “churches 
and other communities of faith,” followed closely by 
schools, then by “community-based organizations.”  
The highest rating (“very important”) was given frequently 
to “churches…” even by those respondents who said that 
they were “not at all religious” (58 percent) and “not very 
religious” (72 percent).


