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Father Absence & 
Spit’in Anger
Forty-one percent of all children in the United States are born 
to unmarried mothers. Being born to an unmarried mother 
does not necessarily mean that a child’s father will be absent; 
however, we do know from research that it greatly increases 
the risk of his absence or periods of absence, the amount of 
time he spends engaging with his child, and often limits how 
much he sees his child. 

We are finally beginning to recognize that fathers 
do make a difference in the lives of their children.  
Children who don’t have consistently engaged 
fathers are deprived of essential economic and 
socio-emotional resources. 

For boys who have been rejected, abandoned, and/
or abused by their fathers, coupled with societal 
expectations of manliness and aggression and 
experiences with social institutions that stereotype 
or pigeon hole them, feelings of anger can become 
automatic or ingrained negative behavior patterns.  
Another way to say it is, there are times when boys 
and men are just “spit’in anger.”  

This is why we made the documentary, 

Spit’in Anger: Venom of a Fatherless Son. 
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41% of all children in the 
United States are born to 
unmarried mothers. 
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Fathers involvement with children - aged under 
5 years

Sources: CDS/NCHS, National Survey of Family Growth, 2006 – 2010 and Tables 2 – 5 of this report
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Children who don’t have consistently engaged fathers are deprived of 
essential developmental and socio-emotional resources. 
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During my interviews with fatherless sons, 
I realized that these boys and men are not 
just sharing their personal experiences; 
they are telling the stories of a generation 
of sons who have been spit’in anger. 

Fathers involvement with children - 
aged under 5 - 18 years

Sources: CDS/NCHS, National Survey of Family Growth, 2006 – 2010 and Tables 2 – 5 of this report
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The brave sons who have entrusted me with their stories taught me four major 
lessons:

1. Spit’in anger out is what we men often do when we aren’t shown how to 
constructively release our anger. 

2. The effects of unresolved anger are cumulative and increase exponentially, as 
do the negative, destructive consequences.  We are hurting the people we love 
and ourselves by not addressing our anger.

3. Healing and appropriately releasing your anger can be difficult, but it is not 
impossible.   

4. The more anger towards the past you carry in your heart, the less capable you 
are of loving in the present, so it is essential that fatherless sons are supported in 
multiple ways to address their pain and anger.
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We know we are products of our experiences.  

Those experiences include people who have been a part of our lives, or have not.  
We know we are the biological result of two people pairing—either fleetingly or 
more permanently. 

My hope is that this ebook will make you—whether you are a man or a woman--reflect 
on the father influences you might have experienced and internalized. Depending 
on whether he was present, and functional, or absent, or dysfunctional, you may 
struggle with the concept that there could be anything about your father that still 
influences you. This is why it is so important to find ways and time to understand the 
presence (or absence) of a man who helped to shape, in a positive or not so positive 
way, some of the most critical aspects of who you are.

Men and women who face and confront their hurt, pain, and anger toward their 
own fathers by facing their pasts are on a brave and long journey that not enough 
people take.  As men, we have largely been taught to hide our feelings, hurts, and 
pain.  However, we know that this often leads to expressions of anger towards others 
and ourselves. Everyone, including men, has a right to feel angry, and you have a 
right to express exactly what and how you are feeling.  The problem is, we often 
express pain and anger in unhealthy and unconstructive ways. 

The Father Influence in You

I urge you to begin to tell your story of how your father has influenced 
you to people who will listen, understand, and care. If you aren’t sure 
who that is, post your story on my blog or email it to me. It will help 
you heal in ways you cannot imagine and it will open up a dialogue 
that will prompt other people to share their stories and begin to heal.  

Here are a few questions to get you started…



7 Understanding the Anger Within Fathers Absence

Who is/was Your Father?

1. Was your father absent for all, most, or part of your life?  
How much time or how often did you see him growing-up?

2. Did your father ever verbally, physically, or sexually abuse 
you or others? (E.g., scream at you, call you names, put you 
down, beat you, publicly or privately embarrass you, touch you 
inappropriately, expose you to sexual content or experiences 
at a young age, etc.)

3. Was your father overly critical or judgmental?  Did he enforce 
severe and unreasonable rules and expectations or criticize 
you?  

4. Was your father present physically, but emotional absent?

5. What kind of father or mother are you or do you want be?

Repeat this statement to yourself every day for a month: 

“I deserved to be loved and cared for by my father.”  
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Understanding Anger:  
The Difference 
between Feeling and 
Expressing Anger

All people, regardless of age, gender, race or 
economics experience anger at times.  It is a normal 
human emotion that can range from a feeling of 
annoyance when you’re stuck in traffic to the fury 
you might feel when something happens to hurt 
you deeply. Feeling or being angry isn’t “bad.” The 
most important thing to understand about anger is 
that there’s a difference between feeling anger and 
expressing anger. 

People who have problems with anger usually 
don’t know how to express it in appropriate and 
constructive ways, and this can negatively impact our 
families, relationships, communities, and ourselves.
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Harmful Ways of Expressing 
Anger

Outbursts 

2

Being Indirectly Aggressive 

3

Being Out-of-control 

4

Holding it in

1
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Holding anger in means that you “push it down,” avoid thinking about it, talking about it, and/
or addressing it. People who deal with anger by holding it in typically avoid confrontation 
or walk away from a conflict without saying how they are truly feeling, but may be boiling 
inside. 

This approach can be harmful because, over time, anger can escalate, turn into resentment, 
and likely, the issue(s) that made you feel angry in the first place typically do not go away 
or get resolved.  Holding anger in can also lead to:

social isolation

anxiety, depression

physical health problems, as high blood pressure

and sudden outbursts of verbal or physical violence.

1. Holding it in 

Some people are under the misconception that venting anger is always healthy. This is 
not true.  Uncontrolled angry outbursts and tirades typically cause anger to escalate in 
the angry person and those around him or her.  It can lead to violence, verbal abuse, 
arguments, bullying, and intimidation.

Such outbursts can scare, harm, and prompt anger and violence in others as well.  

2. Outbursts 

Remember this: if you express your anger through uncontrolled 
venting and outbursts of rage, you are demonstrating a lack 
of respect for others and will possibly lead others to believe 
you are unstable, impulsive, unreasonable, or dangerous. 



11 Understanding the Anger Within Fathers Absence

People who have not learned how to constructively deal with their anger may develop rigid 
psychological defenses that allow them to express their angry emotions without directly 
acknowledging them.  

Passive-aggressive behavior involves “getting back at people” or finding ways to “punish” 
or hurt them while never actively admitting to themselves or others why they are angry. 
People who express anger indirectly often do so by being cynical, dismissive of others, 
sarcastic, bitter, overly sensitive, or hyper-critical. 

3. Being Indirectly Aggressive 

Anger out of control or controlling you, is unsafe because it is anger that simmers under 
the surface and boils over into explosive rage.  Out-of-control anger is frightening and 
often leads to violent and damaging behaviors toward others, animals, or property. This is 
never healthy or acceptable.

If you express your anger in any of these unhealthy ways, it may be a sign that your 
reactions are related to a deeper unresolved personal issue or incident and that you need 
to seek help for anger management.  

The healthiest way to express anger is always calmly and safely.  You can express your 
feelings in an assertive manner, but never in an aggressive or threatening way.  However, 
this requires you to:

4. Being Out-of-control 

A. Recognize and be in control of your anger and emotions at all times

B. Know how to effectively communicate your feelings to others

C. Be clear about what you need or want to resolve your anger without being threatening, 
hostile, or demanding.
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Remember, it is impossible to eliminate 
feelings of anger, so your goal should 
be to express it in ways that will help 
you earn respect from others, be 
closer to the important people in your 
life, and solve, rather than react, to 
problems.
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03
The Harmful Effects of 
Anger on Children

As we stated in the previous section, anger is a 
normal human emotion. 

Feeling or being angry isn’t “bad;” however, anger 
expressed in unhealthy ways, such as 

A. holding it in
B.  outbursts
C. being passive aggressive
D. or out-of control, 

can negatively impact our families,  relationships, 
communities, and ourselves.  

There have been numerous studies showing 
that children suffer negative and far-reaching 
consequences when they are exposed to unhealthy 
expressions of anger.
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Children of Angry Parents

agressive and noncompliant

engage in delinquent 
behaviors

poor overall adjustment

develop depression and anxiety

less empathetic

According to the research in When 
Anger Hurts Your Kids: A Parent’s Guide, 
the authors found that when parents 
frequently yell or lose their temper, 
children suffer in nearly every major area 
of development:
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1. Children of angry parents are more aggressive 
and noncompliant: 

2. Children of angry parents are less empathetic:  

The more a child is exposed to anger and aggressive behavior, the more aggressive they 
will become themselves, and in turn the more non-compliant they will become. 

Children who are constantly exposed to anger and yelling tend to have lower levels 
of empathy.  While this may not seem like a major problem on the surface, having less 
empathy and not being able to understand or feel other people’s emotions can have 
major and catastrophic outcomes.  It may impact the child’s ability to form solid and strong 
relationships as children and adults. Much worse, it may result in violence and the feeling 
that other people don’t matter. 

3. Children of angry parents are more likely to 
develop depression and anxiety: 

Constant exposure to anger and aggression can lead to depression in children.  In fact, it 
doesn’t just last during childhood. More often than not, the depression is carried into their 
adulthood. 

Anger can also cause depression via low self-esteem, the 
development of social anxiety issues and social isolation.  
Some children feel like they are “not good enough” when 
they have been exposed to verbal or physical outbursts of 
aggression and/or unconstructive criticism or, “put downs.”
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4. Children of angry parents have poor overall 
adjustment:  
Constant exposure to anger has also been shown to create adjustment problems in 
children; for example, they are more likely to be unable to cope with and constructively 
address stressful situations in school, work, and personal relationships.  

5. Children of angry parents are more likely to 
engage in delinquent behaviors: 

Anger and delinquency tend to go hand-in-hand.  Sometimes children will flee the home 
altogether.  Some children will become bullies or violent with others, and some will come 
to resent authority and rules, and engage in unlawful behaviors. 

As parents, we all lose our tempers occasionally—no parent is perfect.  However, if it 
happens frequently, take steps to learn how to appropriately deal with your anger.  It will 
benefit your children’s health and overall wellbeing – as well as your own.
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Remember: Frequent parental 
expressions of anger  can have 
detrimental effects on children that can 
extend in to their adulthood by increasing 
the adult child’s likelihood of depression, 
anxiety, delinquency, social alienation, 
violence, problems with authority figures, 
and career and economic success. .
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How to Recognize 
Anger Problems in 
Children

Children typically begin to express feelings of 
anger when their verbal and social skills begin to 
develop (between one and three years old).  It is 
not uncommon to see young children express their 
anger by kicking, biting, hitting, crying, screaming, 
and tantrums. 

Parents and guardians can teach them that these 
behaviors are inappropriate, and as children 
continue to develop, unhealthy expressions of anger 
should become less frequent.  If, however, you see 
the following behaviors frequently or increasingly, 
you may want to consider talking to your child’s 
pediatrician or another professional to determine if 
your child needs help controlling his or her anger:

It can be very difficult to determine when children 
have “anger management” issues.  
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Anger and Child Behavior

Extreme changes in mood

Sad mood, then angry 
outbursts

Frequent Yelling or 
Screaming

Aggressive behaviors

Violence or abuse of self, 
others, animals, belongings, 

or property

Refuses to comply or follow 
directions

Depressed or anxious

Isolates from others

Intimidation or bullying of 
others

Engages in illegal behaviors, 
substance abuse, or gets in 
trouble with authorities
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Childhood exposure to anger or 
aggression 

Exposure to traumatic events and high 
levels of stress 

Growing up in a family where anger was frequently expressed through 
verbal and physical aggression (yelling, hitting, throwing things) often leads 
to intense feelings of fear and anger in children.  Victims of child abuse, for 
example, sometimes have difficulty controlling anger as children and adults.

Anger is a common reaction after being in a situation that causes feelings of 
fear or loss of control.It can be greatly intensified for children who have been 
exposed to intense stress for long periods of time or who have experienced 
traumatic events, such as, yelling, screaming, or violence in the home, divorce, 
parental absence, death of a family member, verbal, physical, or sexual abuse, 
neglect, or poverty.

Another way to assess if your child has 
anger or other emotional issues is to 
consider if s/he has ever experienced 
the following:
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These are common warning signs and potential causes, but there 
may be others.  In addition, anger in boys and girls can manifest 
differently.  Many girls will keep their anger hidden and it may come 
out through depression, sulking, anxiety, or harming themselves. 
Boys are often more likely to express their anger verbally and 
physically.  

However, this is not true for all girls and boys.  You know your child 
better than anyone. If you have a concern about any of your child’s 
behaviors, it is best to seek the advice of a professional earlier 
rather than later.  Many anger related problems can be successfully 
addressed with early intervention.  

When anger in children goes unnoticed and untreated, it is highly 
likely to escalate as the child grows and enters adulthood and can 
affect his or her ability to hold a job, relate to others, and parent 
their own children.
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05
When Anger Becomes 
a Problem:  The 
Warnings Signs and 
What You Can Do 
About It

It isn’t always easy to figure out if you have a problem 
managing anger. Because anger can have such 
major impacts on ourselves and others (see the first 
two sections for more information), self-awareness 
and learning and practicing healthy ways to express 
anger is critical.  

Warning Signs of Anger

Your anger lasts longer than it should

You feel angry often

Your anger is interfering with your 
relationships

The intensity of your anger is out of 
proportion to its cause
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1. You feel angry often
Do you find yourself always feeling angry about something?  Do you have health issues, 
such as high blood pressure, that could be related to your frequent feelings of anger?  

Do friends, family, or colleagues tell you that they feel like you are always getting mad at 
them?  Frequent feelings of anger can take a toll on your health and relationships and may 
increase the chance that you will express your anger in destructive ways. 

2. The intensity of your anger is out of proportion 
to its cause
Are you overly sensitive or defensive?  Does the slightest little thing “set you off;” for 
example, do you get enraged if someone cuts you off in traffic? If you have a bad day at 
work, do you come home and blow up at your spouse or children over minor irritations? 

When the anger you express is not proportional to the cause of it, this may be a sign that 
anger is a problem for you.  Often when this is the case, there are other underlying issues 
fueling your unhealthy responses that you may not even be aware of. 

3. Your anger lasts longer than it should
People who hold on to anger or hold grudges have a hard time resolving and releasing 
feelings of anger and resentment. Do you tend to withdraw and sulk or brood for a long time 
after something or someone angers you?  Do you have trouble “forgiving and forgetting,” 
and continue to simmer about things long after they happened?

Do you often feel angry with yourself or find that you are overly critical of yourself?  
Internalizing anger can also contribute to poor health, depression, anxiety, and may 
eventually diminish your self-confidence and the ability to enjoy life.

4. Your anger is interfering with your relationships
One of the most obvious signs that you may have a problem with your anger is that it is 
creating problems with how you get along with others.  Has your anger caused you or 
others to stop communicating, fear you, or end their relationships with you?  

Do people frequently ask you to “calm down” or “lower your voice?” Do family members 
fear your outbursts, “walk on eggshells with you,” feel hurt if you lash out at them, or 
neglected when you withdraw or brood in silence?  Knowing how your anger is affecting 
others is a critical key to successful relationships.
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You Can Learn Healthy Ways to 
Express Your Anger . If you think 
you may have a problem with anger, 
you can learn how to express it 
constructively.  When you do, you will 
find that your interactions with others 
are more positive and rewarding and 
you may find that aspects of your 
physical and mental health improve.  

Here are some healthy approaches 
to managing anger:
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Learn and practice anger management 
techniques

It is easy to find books, articles, and websites devoted to tips and techniques for managing 
anger.  Here are a few techniques you can practice: 

1. Act on what you think, not what you feel: YOU are RESPONSIBLE for YOUR 
WORDS and ACTIONS—think before you act out in anger.

2. Count to ten, recognize, and recall the real  origins of angry feelings.

3. Talk about your feelings of anger calmly using I statements and without 
attacking the other person or becoming defensive yourself.

5. Find someone that you can call when you become overwhelmed with 
feelings of anger and who will hold you accountable for how you act on those 
feelings.

4. Engage in Physical Exercise.

6. Use Relaxation Techniques (E.g., deep breathing, shoulder rolls, meditation, 
prayer, time-outs) to stop anger from escalating and becoming out of control.
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Anger management courses and groups help people learn the origins of their feelings and 
triggers, and gain anger management skills with others.  They also provide the opportunity 
to get feedback from an anger management specialist 
and peers. 

If you feel that your anger is a problem, or if it is interfering with your quality of life, consider 
getting help from a professional.  By working one-one with a professional, you can begin 
to explore the causes of your anger, learn healthy ways to communicate, and potentially 
mend damaged relationships.

Take an anger management class

Work with a counselor or clergy member
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