
A PDF COMPANION TO THE AUDIOBOOK



© 2012 by Douglas James Wilson

All rights reserved. No portion of this book may be reproduced, stored in 
a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means—electronic, 
mechanical, photocopy, recording, scanning, or other—except for brief quotations 
in critical reviews or articles, without the prior written permission of the publisher.

Published in Nashville, Tennessee, by Thomas Nelson. Thomas Nelson is a 
registered trademark of Thomas Nelson, Inc.

Thomas Nelson, Inc., titles may be purchased in bulk for educational, 
business, fund-raising, or sales promotional use. For information, please e-mail 
SpecialMarkets@ThomasNelson.com.

Unless otherwise noted, Scripture quotations are taken from the english 
standard version®. Copyright ©2001 by Crossway Bibles, a division of Good 
News Publishers.

Scripture quotations marked kjv are from the King James Version.

Italics in Scripture quotations reflect the author’s added emphasis.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Wilson, Douglas, 1953-
  Father hunger : why God calls men to love and lead their families / Douglas 
Wilson.
       p. cm.
  Includes bibliographical references (p.         ) and index.
  ISBN 978-1-59555-476-5
1.  Fatherhood--Religious aspects--Christianity. 2.  Fathers--Religious life.  I. Title.
  BV4529.17.W557 2012
  248.8'421--dc23

Printed in the United States of America

12 13 14 15 QG 6 5 4 3 2 1

00-01 Father Hunger.indd   4 2/29/12   9:19 AM

5

Chapter 2

What Fathers are For

After being introduced to the principles that undergird this book, 
one young father once exclaimed, “Now I know what I am for!” 
Fatherhood is not some optional add-on extra, but rather is some-
thing central, not just to a well-adjusted suburban family with all 
the white picket fence trimmings, but to all things in heaven and on 
earth. Fathers really do matter.

Much of what will be argued throughout the course of this 
book will not seem very enlightened or progressive to today’s aver-
age reader, and so we must begin by addressing the problems created 
by something called egalitarianism. We shouldn’t be put off by this 
elongated word—we all know plenty of other big words that don’t 
bother us, like delicatessen or basketball. Egalitarianism simply means 
“equalism,” and like a number of other similar words, the poison in 
that word is found in the ism.

Now of course we know and agree that there is an important 
sense in which we are all supposed to be treated as equals. In a court 
of law, for example, we know that the rules governing admissible 
evidence should not vary in accordance with the income bracket of 
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But in order for this to happen, we have to remember one of the 
first things we noted in this book—fathers, if they are to be like God 
the Father, have to be present in the lives of their children. Failure at 
this point is one of the saddest features of the modern family.

Questions to Consider:

1. What are the two things that fathers are for?

2. What is the basis for saying this?

3. In what sense should men and women be treated as 
equals? In what sense not?

4. Why does history seem like a series of ponds to us? 
Why is it more like a river?

5. What are some of the passages of Scripture in which 
God promises us faithful descendants?
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Chapter 3

a Culture oF absenteeism

Fatherless Times

Father hunger is one of the central maladies of our time, and 
when there is widespread hunger like this, it is obviously a mani-
festation of a shortage. Fathers are absent, or gone a lot, or they 
have somehow turned themselves away. Fortunately, the mal-
ady we have is treatable, but not as long as we remain in denial 
about it. The malady can be addressed, but we have to take care. 
There are some responses that can seem quite reasonable, but 
they don’t take the larger biblical context into account. David 
Blankenhorn writes,

The United States is becoming an increasingly fatherless society. 

A generation ago, an American child could reasonably expect 

to grow up with his or her father. Today, an American child can 

reasonably expect not to. Fatherlessness is now approaching a 

rough parity with fatherhood as a defining feature of American 

childhood.1
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Questions to Consider:

1. In Malachi 4:5–6, what messianic promise is given 
concerning father/children relationships?

2. Why is it so important to love Christ more than 
your family? Does this mean that your family will be 
shortchanged?

3. Describe the two kinds of authority that fathers 
may have.

4. What is the checkbook analogy for paternal authority?

5. How can men who had no model of fatherhood 
growing up be a model to their children?
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Chapter 4

masCulinity, False and true

Cultural Authority

In the American military, a salute is rendered in a particular 
way—palm down. In the British military, the salute is offered dif-
ferently—palm out. And yet they are both expressions of honor, 
meaning the same thing. What is the “essence” of a salute? Is it 
not the expression of honor? And is it not obvious that the “acci-
dents” of a salute can vary by custom or culture? Sure thing—that 
seems clear enough. But it does not follow from this that honor is 
therefore invisible. Honor that is kept hidden in the heart (down 
where the “essentials” are) is not honor at all, but dishonor.

If a lowly servant in a palace is tipped back in his chair, feet on 
a nearby window sill, when the king comes in, we may grant that 
in different cultures the servant will do different things. He will 
jump to his feet in one kingdom, or take a knee in another. But 
what he will not do is stay right where he is, making sure to honor 
the king “in his heart.”
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Questions to Consider:

1. What happens when the “inside of the cup” is cleansed?

2. In what ways are culturally assigned sex roles constant 
and in what ways are they relative to each culture? 
What is the importance of communication in this?

3. When a man opens a car door for a woman, what else 
is happening?

4. Why do we call God our Father?

5. What definition of masculinity is given in this chapter?
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Chapter 5

atheism starts at home

Vanguard of the Fatherless

Whenever any sociological feature becomes pronounced in a 
society, that feature will of course have its advocates—its proph-
ets and priests. I would argue that the new militant atheism that 
has appeared in our midst over the last decade can actually be 
understood as the intellectual vanguard of our fatherlessness. 
Fatherlessness, it turns out, has its apologists. These men are able 
to defend fatherlessness quite capably, for they were in fact shaped 
by it and want in turn to shape it further. They want to make more 
of what made them. But there is a perverse twist in this—father 
hunger made them, and so this means that what they want to usher 
in is a larger famine for others.

As I once had the privilege of engaging the late Christopher 
Hitchens in a series of debates on atheism, I noticed there were two 
topics that would predictably get quite a robust reaction out of him. 
One was the substitutionary atonement of Christ, and the other 
was any kind of declaration that God was an ever-present Father. 
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Questions to Consider:

1. How is it possible for Christians to identify God with 
love? What does the Trinity have to do with it?

2. Why are fathers constantly speaking about God, 
whether they want to be or not?

3. What are the two fundamental sticking points for 
unbelief?

4. What is the relationship between the collapsed tower 
of Siloam and the blind man who washed in the pool of 
Siloam?

5. Why is the argument against God more than a simple 
problem in logic?
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Chapter 6

the eduCation axle

Nurture and Admonition

Education is not simply a means of data transfer. It is not reduc-
ible to state-certified techniques. Education, when it succeeds, is the 
result of a child wanting to be like someone else. If you take away the 
drive train, can you really be surprised that the car won’t go? Fathers 
are essential to any successful school system, and no system of edu-
cation can successfully compensate for the abdication of fathers.

Fathers, do not provoke your children to anger, but bring them up 

in the discipline and instruction of the Lord. (Eph. 6:4)

There are two critical things to notice about this requirement. 
The first is that it requires a Christian education for Christian chil-
dren, and the second is that this commandment is laid at the feet of 
fathers. Let’s take these two points in order.

In the phrase “discipline and instruction,” it can actually be 
difficult to tell which English word is being used for which Greek 
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grow up into the kind of women who men like their fathers would 
want to be with. A common paideia, related to Christian culture, 
grounded in biblical truth, is an essential part of this.

Questions to Consider:

1. Why is education more than a simple matter of data 
transfer?

2. Why is the word paideia not a common noun?

3. What significance to education does Christ’s statement 
about Caesar’s coin and image have?

4. What are the four spokes of the “worldview wheel”?

5. What is an inescapable concept?
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Chapter 7

small Father, big brother

The Abortion of the Family

Edmund Burke famously wrote about the “little platoons” that 
make up a free society. But the overweening secular state wants 
to dissolve all those platoons and wants instead a host of atomistic 
individuals, the easier for them to manipulate. In contrast to this, 
strong fathers create a molecular society, with numerous bonds that 
are not under the control of any state agency whatsoever. A man 
should honor his wife’s loveliness in her fertility, and he must rejoice 
in the fact that his children will be greeted in this world by breasts 
full of grace, thinly disguised as milk.1 This is why the war on mar-
riage and family is no accidental war. The concerted statist war on 
fathers is not being conducted in spasms of absentmindedness. All 
that is necessary in order to discern what the strategy is to look at it 
straight on. But we rarely do this.

The infamous Roe v . Wade decision legalizing abortion in the 
United States has been justly opposed by faithful Christians in the 
decades since 1973, and it has been rightly opposed on the basis of 
the horrendous bloodshed—forty million lives and counting. But 
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Questions to Consider:

1. In what way was Roe v . Wade involved in the abortion 
of the family?

2. How are men behaving badly a setup for 
totalitarianism?

3. What is the difference between atomistic society and 
molecular society?

4. You get more of what you subsidize and less of what 
you penalize. How is this significant in the growth of 
the state?

5. How does a child’s duty to honor father and mother 
mature and change as he grows up and leaves home?
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Chapter 8

esCaping the pointy- 
haired boss

Free Men, Free Markets

When we seek to address the relationship of a man (and his 
family) to the modern corporate structure of modern business in 
America, one of the first things we must do is define our terms. In 
this instance, we must do it because we tend to think we live in a 
capitalist society. It would be nice if we did, and we have often been 
told that we do, but we actually live in a society that is simply less 
non-capitalist than a lot of others. As a result, Chesterton’s famous 
quip about Christianity becomes applicable to the economics of free 
markets. “It has not been tried and found wanting, it has been found 
difficult and not tried.”

As Christian fathers find themselves isolated in a Dilbert cubicle 
of some description, with a hard hour-long commute on either end, 
driving either toward or away from a very lonely and isolated family, it 
is not surprising that more and more men are increasingly dissatisfied 
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Questions to Consider:

1. What is the difference between crony capitalism and 
genuine free market capitalism?

2. Adam Smith wrote of the “invisible hand.” How are 
Christians to understand this?

3. When the Holy Spirit first fills a man in Scripture, 
what is the result?

4. What is meant by “Christ in the merchant” and “Christ 
in the customer”?

5. If we decide that our desires are selfish, should we seek 
to abandon our desires?
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Chapter 9

poverty and Crime at the  
head oF the table

Fight Crime, Get Married

We saw earlier that men are going to be “dominant” in every culture. 
The only real choice we have is whether or not their dominance is 
going to be constructive or destructive. As Gilder notes, “It is quite 
impossible to sustain a civilized society if the men are constantly 
disrupting it.”1 A culture that is not encouraging its men to build is 
in fact encouraging them to tear down.

The principle that Jesus mentioned concerning Himself applies 
here as well: he who does not gather, scatters (Luke 11:23). If we 
do not prevail upon the men to gather, they will scatter what others 
have gathered. “Wise societies provide ample means for young men 
to affirm themselves without afflicting others.”2 Foolish societies 
do the opposite, and we have to reckon ourselves as champions in 
this regard.

Some might think that a man cannot be dominant, specifically 
in the destructive sense, if he is gone. What if he simply leaves his 
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have done them a lot more good. The thing to remember is that the 
principles don’t change, the Holy Spirit is still at work among His 
people, and, as my father used to say, God picks us up where we are, 
and not where we should have been.

Questions to Consider:

1. Why does it take courage to discipline and teach young 
men?

2. Why is it foolhardy for a young man to postpone 
marriage so he can work on his porn problem?

3. In what way is femininity necessary to masculinity?

4. Why must the passions of boys be addressed when 
they are young?

5. What can be done when a man is already grown?
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Chapter 10

ChurCh Fathers, ha

Fathers for the Church

One of the fundamental qualifications given for church leadership 
in the New Testament is that we must have men who know what 
it means to be a father. If we continue to ignore the obvious, it gets 
pretty complicated. Because we don’t understand how imitation gov-
erns the world, we have neglected one of the fundamental realities 
that we are supposed to imitate. As a result, everything downstream 
from that goes all to pieces also. Consider Paul’s words to Timothy:

He must manage his own household well, with all dignity keep-

ing his children submissive, for if someone does not know how to 

manage his own household, how will he care for God’s church? (1 

Tim. 3:4–5)

Paul has extended grace, mercy, and peace from God our Father 
(1 Tim. 1:2). God is the Father of Jesus Christ, and is therefore, in 
a manner of speaking, the Father-in-law of the Christian church. 
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Questions to Consider:

1. In what way is it biblical to think of a minister as a
father?

2. How should these fathers in the church be “road-
tested” fathers?

have a hard time keeping women out of the ministry?

4. In what way is The Shack indicative of a deep-seated
father hunger?

5. When it comes to women’s ordination, why should we
say that “bodies matter”?

Questions to Consider:

1. In what way is it biblical to think of a minister as a 
father?

2. How should these fathers in the church be “road-
tested” fathers?

3.3. If effeminacy is valued in the ministry, why will we
have a hard time keeping women out of the ministry?

4. In what way is The Shack indicative of a deep-seated Shack indicative of a deep-seated Shack
father hunger?

5. When it comes to women’s ordination, why should we 
say that “bodies matter”?

00-01 Father Hunger.indd   133 2/29/12   9:20 AM



135

Chapter 11

ConFliCted Feminism

The Nature of the World

The doctrine of creation is very important. If we are the end prod-
uct of so many millions of years of evolution, there is no reason to 
take anything as a fixed given. The views of women are in evolu-
tionary flux, just like everything else. The evolutionary faith holds 
that hydrogen can, given enough heat and time, turn into armadil-
los, dwarf stars, cinnamon sticks for your ice cream, and Senator 
Al Franken, Democrat from Minnesota. Put more simply, anything 
whatsoever can morph into anything else.

This makes sense as one of the basic logical options, if you 
think about it. Either somebody put the universe here, or some-
body didn’t. If somebody didn’t, then there has to be a way to 
account for the astounding variations we see around us on every 
hand. If matter is eternal, then matter has to be able to morph. 
Darwin didn’t come up with this as one of the basic options—the 
basic pagan outlook has always gravitated to it. Ovid, at the very 
beginning of The Metamorphoses, says that maybe God made the 
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things ought to be. So when feminists on the surface demand that 
men behave in a particular way, and the men say okay, this upsets 
the women under the surface. “Put out to sea,” they say, which the 
men do with a will. But at the same time, the women yearn earnestly 
for a man who will insist on turning back to shore in order that he 
might take up black-dirt farming.

Questions to Consider:

1. What does Chesterton say about feminists?

2. What kind of food do fathers give their children?

3. What is pomosexuality? What kind of universe is 
necessary to assume in order to support that approach 
to sexuality?

4. What shapes our transformations and becomings?

5. Why are feminists frustrated when they get what they 
demand?
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Chapter 12

the FruitFul Father

The Politics of Fruitfulness

“All politics is on one level sexual politics,” says George Gilder.1 To 
consider the sexual father as a fruitful father, we must consider, in 
turn, the politics of fruitfulness, and the alternative platform of 
calculated barrenness. We can see our culture’s clear bias in three 
ways—the propaganda of the environmentalists, the gay agenda, 
and the ubiquity of porn. When we speak of the “sexual father,” we 
are not focusing on the “tips and techniques” level.

For men, sex is not just about pleasure. It also lies at the root 
of a man’s identity. If a society has banished that identity, or some-
how made it suspect, it is not surprising that a number of men turn 
for reassurance to the one act that is undeniably masculine. They 
are trying to perform their one unquestionable male role. This is 
true of promiscuous men, and even of rapists. How many rapists are 
successful, high-achieving men? The rapist is a self-confessed loser, 
taking what he was not going to be given.2

This identity test is one that cannot be secured except by 
the entire culture. Because a biblical and fruitful fatherhood is 
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thought of all those kids growing up without a dad was really dis-
tressing to me. About the only thing that would have made it worse 
would be for me to be that nameless dad to one of those ditched 
children.

Questions to Consider:

1. Are children an automatic blessing?

2. Why should true fathers love fruitfulness?

3. What is a good definition of overpopulation?

4. What two sins are a good example of judgments in 
themselves?

5. What can fathers do to protect their sons from future 
immorality?
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Chapter 13

some Father meChaniCs

Obedience Therefore

The most important word in the book of Ephesians is therefore. 
It lies right at the hinge between the first three chapters and the 
last three chapters. “I therefore, a prisoner for the Lord, urge you 
to walk in a manner worthy of the calling to which you have been 
called” (Eph. 4:1). The first three chapters were filled with grand 
indicatives, with nothing to do but believe them or not. The last 
three chapters are filled with imperatives, requirements, and com-
mands. If the last three chapters are detached from the first three, 
this has the effect of detaching ethics from gospel, and what a 
death trap that is.

In a similar way, this chapter contains a number of practical 
pointers for fathers. But if they are detached from some of the 
broader issues contained within this book, the effect will be a 
paint-by-numbers approach to fathering, which never really works 
very well. So, “practical” is all very well and good, but it should 
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Chapter 14

our Father

The Forgotten Father

Theology undergirds everything. How we think of God the Father 
will drive how we think of all fathers. God the Father provides the 
ultimate definition of what a father should in fact be like. The good 
news provided in the Christian message is that Jesus is the way, the 
truth, and the life—no man comes to the Father except through 
Him. And this is good news indeed.

In some respects, this chapter really ought to have been the first 
chapter. The truths here are foundational, and the usual order is to 
pour the foundation first. But sometimes circumstances preclude 
this. In this instance, the things that need to be said here are per-
haps a tad too radical to put in an early chapter. But now that you 
are almost done with the book, and there can be no great harm for 
you in finishing it, I can speak with a little more liberty than I could 
when we first got acquainted.

The Father is the forgotten member of the Trinity. Jesus we 
know—He lived among us, and we have read the accounts of His 
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see what the Father has done with His hands—He gives and gives 
again. For the latter, we can look at the hands of Christ and see the 
nail prints still.

Questions to Consider:

1. Why is the Father the forgotten member of the 
Trinity?

2. What person of the Trinity do evangelicals tend to 
emphasize?

3. What illustration may we use to describe Trinitarian 
prayer?

4. In your own words, summarize John’s description of 
the Father in his gospel.

5. What are a father’s hands for?

Questions to Consider:

1. Why is the Father the forgotten member of the 
Trinity?

2. What person of the Trinity do evangelicals tend to 
emphasize?

3. What illustration may we use to describe Trinitarian 
prayer?

4. In your own words, summarize John’s description of 
the Father in his gospel.

5. What are a father’s hands for?

00-01 Father Hunger.indd   198 2/29/12   9:20 AM

SOME FATHER MECHANICS

187

Questions to Consider:

1. How can the book of Ephesians be divided? Why is 
this important?

2. How should a father’s standards be worn by his son?

3. What is the father’s task with regard to the standard he 
requires of his children?

4. Why does Paul caution fathers against provoking their 
children?

5. What does it mean to say America has been 
Oprahfied?
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appendix

Father Hunger: An Economic View of 
Delinquent Fathers

Prepared by Economic Modeling Specialists, Inc.

1: Introduction

The climbing number of unwed mothers, the number of fathers in 
prison, and the ever-expanding divorce rate is continuing to gener-
ate significant amounts of research and analysis in the area of family 
dynamics. According to the National Center for Health Statistics, 
four in every ten babies were born to unwed mothers in 2007, 
with historic data suggesting that the number would continue to 
rise. The purpose of the current analysis is to provide a brief look 
at the possible economic implications delinquent fatherhood is 
having on an already battered economy. Because of data 
constraints, our analysis reflects all children growing up without 
a father net of those whose father is deceased.
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APPENDIX

This analysis will not look at the social burden that delinquent 
fathers place on society due to their increased utilization of social 
services and correctional facilities (see Scafidi [2008]). Rather, we 
will look at the long-term fiscal impacts these fathers are having on 
their children. 

Table 1: HisToric ouT-of-Wedlock birTHs 
and faTHerless cHildren

Year Total births 
(‘000)

Total births to 
unwed  

Mothers (‘000)

out-of- 
Wedlock 

birth rate

number of 
children without 
fathers (‘000)*

2000 4,059 1,347 33% 19,142

2001 4,026 1,349 34% 18,382

2002 4,022 1,366 34% 18,637

2003 4,090 1,416 35% 19,112

2004 4,112 1,470 36% 19,497

2005 4,138 1,527 37% 19,919

2006 4,266 1,642 38% 19,923

2007 4,316 1,715 40% 18,631

2008 4,247 - - 19,064

2009 4,136 - - 19,261

2010 - - - 19,700

* includes cHildren living WiTH neiTHer parenT and cHildren
living WiTH MoTHer onlY (neT of WidoWed MoTHers).
Sources: U.S. Census Bureau, 2011 Statistical Abstract; U.S. Census Bureau, 
Current Population Survey

We will analyze the children of delinquent fathers by first link-
ing the average education level of these children to future income 
streams and seeing how these differ from children growing up in 
traditional two-parent homes. The resulting earnings differential 
will then be run through an input-output model to capture the 
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Father Hunger: An Economic View of 
Delinquent Fathers

Prepared by Economic Modeling Specialists, Inc.

1: Introduction

The climbing number of unwed mothers, the number of fathers in 
prison, and the ever-expanding divorce rate is continuing to gener-
ate significant amounts of research and analysis in the area of family 
dynamics. According to the National Center for Health Statistics, 
four in every ten babies were born to unwed mothers in 2007, 
with historic data suggesting that the number would continue to 
rise. The purpose of the current analysis is to provide a brief look 
at the possible economic implications delinquent fatherhood is 
having on an already battered economy. Because of data 
constraints, our analysis reflects all children growing up without 
a father net of those whose father is deceased.
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This analysis will not look at the social burden that delinquent 
fathers place on society due to their increased utilization of social 
services and correctional facilities (see Scafidi [2008]). Rather, we 
will look at the long-term fiscal impacts these fathers are having on 
their children. 

Table 1: HisToric ouT-of-Wedlock birTHs 
and faTHerless cHildren

Year Total births 
(‘000)

Total births to 
unwed  

Mothers (‘000)

out-of- 
Wedlock 

birth rate

number of 
children without 
fathers (‘000)*
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2003 4,090 1,416 35% 19,112

2004 4,112 1,470 36% 19,497

2005 4,138 1,527 37% 19,919

2006 4,266 1,642 38% 19,923

2007 4,316 1,715 40% 18,631

2008 4,247 - - 19,064

2009 4,136 - - 19,261

2010 - - - 19,700

* includes cHildren living WiTH neiTHer parenT and cHildren
living WiTH MoTHer onlY (neT of WidoWed MoTHers).
Sources: U.S. Census Bureau, 2011 Statistical Abstract; U.S. Census Bureau, 
Current Population Survey

We will analyze the children of delinquent fathers by first link-
ing the average education level of these children to future income 
streams and seeing how these differ from children growing up in 
traditional two-parent homes. The resulting earnings differential 
will then be run through an input-output model to capture the 
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associated ripple effects, and a simple with-and-without analysis 
will be conducted.

Table 2 simply shows the breakdown of the 19.7 million chil-
dren by family type. The row labeled “Married spouse absent” 
would include military mothers whose spouse may be called to 
active duty. Though we recognize that these fathers are not neces-
sarily delinquent, we were unable to disaggregate that figure. The 
second to last row labeled “No parent present” captures children 
growing up with grandparents, those in foster care, et cetera.

Table 2: 2010 breakdoWn of cHildren 
WiTH delinquenT faTHers

family type description children

Living with mother only Married spouse absent 1,073,000

Widowed 624,000

Divorced 5,316,000

Separated 2,727,000

Never married 7,543,000

Living with neither parent No parent present 3,041,000

Total number of children 
with delinquent fathers

(net of children with widowed 
mothers)

19,700,000

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, “Living Arrangements of Children Under 18 Years 
(2010)” 

Through the advent of more advanced database management 
software, longitudinal data sets are becoming more widely available. 
Nonetheless, many of these data sets do not have the requisite vari-
ables for providing a comprehensive analysis. Most published data 
sets have a two-year lag in reporting, which is why much of the 
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current analysis will focus on the problem as it was, not in terms 
of where we are today. Our intention is to use the data and research 
that are available, but wherever data are lacking, conservative 
assumptions will be identified and implemented.

2: Economic Methodology

Total costs of delinquent fatherhood would appropriately capture the 
loss in productivity and the social burden placed on taxpayers. For 
research focusing on the social costs of delinquent fathers, see McCord 
and McCord (1958), Wells and Rankin (1991), and Scafidi (2008). 
The aforementioned studies focus primarily on the increased burden 
to society through the increased need for social programs and the gen-
erational effect family life has on children. Our focus, however, is on 
the fiscal impacts, that is, the lost earnings and reduced productivity of 
the workforce due to delinquent fathers.

We begin with data from the National Longitudinal Survey of 
Youth. As shown by McLanahan (1999), children from one-parent 
homes are 16 percent more likely to drop out of high school. We 
conservatively assume that students from either single parent or 
two-parent families who do finish high school will persist through 
the remainder of the education system at comparable rates. Table 
2.1 below shows the educational attainment levels of children from 
one-parent versus two-parent homes.

Table 2.1: educaTional aTTainMenT for cHildren 
in one- and TWo-parenT HoMes

education level one-parent Two-parent

< HS 29.0% 13.0%

HS 35.5% 43.5%

Some College 14.3% 17.6%

Vocational 12.0% 14.7%
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education level one-parent Two-parent

Associate’s 7.0% 8.5%

Bachelor’s 1.5% 1.8%

Master’s 0.5% 0.6%

Professional 0.1% 0.1%

Ph.D. 0.1% 0.1%

Source: McLanahan (1999); U.S. Census Bureau, “Survey of Income and 
Program Participation”

Based on these data, we calculate that the average years of edu-
cation for a child growing up in a one-parent home is 11.5 years, as 
opposed to a child in a two-parent home, who has an average 12.1 
years of education. Though this difference causes only a minor income 
disparity between children in one- and two-parent homes, the total 
effect is quite large when the number of children is taken into account. 
Obviously, both individuals will be making less upon entrance into 
the job market and more at retirement age, but the earnings difference 
throughout their careers is significant. Using the well-tested Mincer 
earnings profile, we calculate the average annual earnings of a child 
from a single-parent home to be $31,535, while the child from the two-
parent home can expect $34,682. Moreover, the earnings gap between 
the two also grows over time, as is seen in Table 2.2.

Table 2.2: earnings profiles and differences

Year one-parent Two-parent difference

1 $14,386 $15,551 $1,165

2 $15,563 $16,847 $1,284

3 $16,795 $18,207 $1,412

4 $18,081 $19,630 $1,549

5 $19,420 $21,113 $1,694

6 $20,807 $22,654 $1,847

7 $22,240 $24,249 $2,009

8 $23,715 $25,894 $2,180
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Year one-parent Two-parent difference

9 $25,226 $27,585 $2,358

10 $26,770 $29,315 $2,545

11 $28,340 $31,079 $2,739

12 $29,931 $32,871 $2,940

13 $31,535 $34,682 $3,147

14 $33,145 $36,506 $3,361

15 $34,754 $38,333 $3,579

16 $36,353 $40,155 $3,801

17 $37,936 $41,963 $4,027

18 $39,492 $43,747 $4,255

19 $41,013 $45,498 $4,485

20 $42,491 $47,205 $4,714

21 $43,916 $48,859 $4,943

22 $45,281 $50,450 $5,169

23 $46,576 $51,968 $5,392

24 $47,793 $53,403 $5,609

25 $48,925 $54,746 $5,821

26 $49,963 $55,988 $6,025

27 $50,901 $57,122 $6,220

28 $51,733 $58,138 $6,406

29 $52,451 $59,031 $6,580

30 $53,053 $59,794 $6,741

31 $53,532 $60,421 $6,889

32 $53,887 $60,909 $7,022

33 $54,114 $61,254 $7,140

34 $54,211 $61,453 $7,241

35 $54,179 $61,504 $7,325

36 $54,016 $61,408 $7,392

37 $53,726 $61,166 $7,440

38 $53,308 $60,778 $7,470

39 $52,767 $60,248 $7,481

40 $52,106 $59,579 $7,473
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Year one-parent Two-parent difference

41 $51,331 $58,777 $7,446

42 $50,445 $57,846 $7,401

43 $49,456 $56,794 $7,337

44 $48,370 $55,627 $7,256

45 $47,195 $54,353 $7,158

46 $45,938 $52,982 $7,044

47 $44,607 $51,521 $6,914

Nominal $237,428

PV $82,927

Using a derivative of the earnings profile developed by Mincer, 
the above table shows the future income stream of a child, assuming 
he or she enters employment at age 18. The first column in Table 
2.2 shows the given year of workforce engagement. Columns two 
and three show the earnings profile of an individual with 11.5 years 
and 12.1 years of education, i.e., the earnings of someone growing 
up in a single-parent home and two-parent home, respectively. The 
final column shows the difference in earnings by year. Table 2.1 
shows the growing gap graphically.

At the bottom of Table 2.2, we show the nominal earnings 
change and the present value of that earnings change. The nom-
inal earnings figure sums the earnings gap for each year of the 
individual’s working life, and as is shown above, a child raised in a 
two-parent home will make $237,428 more over the course of his 
or her life. However, because a dollar today is more valuable than a 
dollar tomorrow, we discount the future dollars to account for the 
time value of money. We apply a 4 percent discount rate, standard 
for long-term investments such as education. After applying this 
discount rate to the nominal $237,428, we find that the lifetime 
earnings loss for a child growing up without a father has a pres-
ent value of $82,927. Multiplying this value by the 19.7 million 
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children with delinquent fathers3 results in a total present value cost 
of $1.6 trillion, or an average annual cost of $34.8 billion.

Because we link earnings to output, it is worth noting that these 
lost wages may be thought of as a measure of reduced Gross Domestic 
Product (GDP), resulting in a lower average productivity rate for the 
nation’s labor force. So far, we have only discussed the direct loss in earn-
ings and national output. Based on the average propensity to consume 
(APC) in the United States, roughly 95 percent of these lost earnings 
would have been spent to purchase goods and services. Again, this is a 
conservative measure, since the less affluent tend to spend larger per-
centages of their income in consumption rather than investment. Since 
the APC for the nation includes investors, the 95 percent understates 
the APC for the average individual under analysis.

To calculate the effects of lost spending, we multiply the 95 
percent APC by the average annual lost earnings ($34.8 billion), 
which results in lost spending of just under $33 billion. This spend-
ing would have generated income for employees in other sectors of 
the economy, which would have caused additional spending. These 
multiplier effects can be measured through the use of specialized 
input-output models (for more information on input-output analysis 
and EMSI data see www.economicmodeling.com). Table 2.3 below 
shows both the direct and indirect, i.e., multiplier effects, associated 
with the lost earnings from children with delinquent fathers.

Table 2.3: average annual direcT and indirecT losses 
resulTing froM delinquenT faTHerHood

labor income non-labor 
income

Total value 
added

Direct $34,758,855 - $34,758,855

Indirect $20,243,232 $5,051,129 $25,294,361

Total $55,002,087 $5,051,129 $60,053,216

Source: EMSI Analyst: Input-Output Model
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Table 2.3 breaks out the impacts between labor and non-labor 
income. Labor income is that portion of impacts generated through 
earnings, while non-labor income is income generated from divi-
dends, interest, and rent. Though the direct average annual earnings 
loss is $34.8 billion, the total loss once accounting for multiplier 
effects results in an average annual impact of $60 billion, roughly 
0.43 percent of the nation’s total annual GDP.

3: Conclusions

Delinquent fatherhood has a significant and negative impact on the 
U.S. economy. There are 19.7 million children in the United States 
today who are growing up in single-mother homes (net of children 
with widowed mothers). Though this number slightly overstates the 
number of children with delinquent fathers, since it captures some 
children with military fathers on active duty, the overall figure dem-
onstrates the growing generational problem. Children with delinquent 
fathers receive, on average, 11.5 years of education. Readers may 
rightly infer that the majority of these children will not graduate from 
high school, while their peers growing up in a two-parent home are 
more likely to. Individuals with lower education levels tend to receive 
lower incomes. The total average annual loss in productivity represents 
a $34.8 billion loss to the national economy each year. After account-
ing for associated ripple effects, the total economic loss to the United 
States as a whole is $60 billion per year.
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