
There is a fathering crisis in our nation, and American families must 
wake up and face reality. The fatherhood debacle that emerged 

in the 1990s has not disappeared as many have supposed. If anything, 
the problem has continued to gain momentum. In a 2006 survey, 91 
percent of the respondents strongly or somewhat agree that there is a 
crisis of father absence in our country.2 In May of 2011, in a front-
page story featured in the Deseret News entitled “Fatherless America?,” 
Elizabeth Stuart reported that one-third of American children are 
growing up without their biological father in the home. According to 
the US Census Bureau, during the past fifty years, the percentage of 
children who live with two married parents has dropped twenty-two 
points. Meanwhile, the number of babies born to unwed mothers has 
jumped from 5 percent to 40 percent.3

Father absence is such a pressing social issue that every United 
States President since Bill Clinton has addressed the consequences of 
a fatherless society. Former President George W. Bush declared:

A Fathering Crisis

“No other success can compensate for failure in the home.”1 
—J. E. McCullough
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Over the past four decades, fatherlessness has emerged as one of our 
greatest social problems. We know that children who grow up with 
absent fathers can suffer lasting damage. They are more likely to end 
up in poverty or drop out of school, become addicted to drugs, have 
a child out of wedlock or end up in prison. Fatherlessness is not the 
only cause of these things, but our nation must recognize it as an 
important factor.4

According to a Gallup poll, seven in ten adults believe that a child 
needs both a mother and a father in the home to be happy.5 However, 
there is often a significant gap between the ideal and the real. For 
example, in America, 24.35 million children (33.5 percent) live absent 
of their biological father,6 and of students in grades 1–12, 39 percent 
live in fatherless homes.7

Father Irrelevance
Nonetheless, every child in America is not without a father. The good 
news is that most men in America live with their children; therefore, 
father absence is not a problem that the majority of American families 
contend with. Perhaps a more universal problem is father irrelevance. 
Too many fathers in our society are not necessarily absent from their 
homes, but they are certainly uninvolved in the lives of their children. 
These men are often disconnected emotionally, socially, and certainly 
spiritually.8 Perhaps much of this trend is driven by the economic 
conditions of contemporary families. Fathers seem to be working 
longer hours to supply their children with material possessions and 
to pay down their own debts. Harvard psychiatrist Dr. Robert Coles 
further explained:

Parents are too busy spending their most precious capital—their 
time and their energy—struggling to keep up with MasterCard pay-
ments. . . . They work long hours to barely keep up, and when they 
get home at the end of the day they’re tired. And their kids are left 
with a Nintendo or a pair of Nikes or some other piece of [junk]. 
Big deal.9
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In a Gallup opinion poll, 96 percent of the respondents said that 
their families were either extremely important or very important.10 
Once again, most of us seem to understand what matters most in life. 
There is a disconnect between how we live and the way we believe. 
Even though many American fathers value their family and make 
sacrifices for their children, it appears that too many are unwilling to 
spend time with their children on a regular basis. Unfortunately, many 
American fathers are spinning their wheels as they seek to bless their 
children with material possessions. First of all, most children do not 
express gratitude for their father’s hard work or for what he is provid-
ing. Second, deep down, most children would rather have time with 
their dad than a new trinket of some sort.

Moreover, the time famine causes fathers to feel guilty for not 
being home as much as they should. By the time a father answers to 
a boss, work demands, or the bill collector, there is very little time left 
for his children. Too many fathers today feel that purchasing material 
goods for their children is the primary method of showing love.11 For 
them, materialism compensates for involvement.

The Time Famine
Today, 70 percent of fathers and mothers feel that they do not have 
enough time to spend with their children.12 Consider that a child in a 
two-parent family will spend, on average, 1.2 hours each weekday and 
3.3 hours on a weekend day directly interacting with his or her father. 
Overall, the average total time fathers are accessible to their children 
is 2.5 hours on weekdays and 6.3 hours on weekend days.13 Econo-
mist Juliet Schor has argued that over the past two decades the average 
worker had added 164 hours—a month of work—to their work year.14

Despite all of this, most fathers would like to be home more often 
and spend more time with their children. A MasterCard survey found 
that almost 85 percent of fathers claimed that “the most priceless gift 
of all” was time spent with family.15 Furthermore, 62 percent of fathers 
reported that they would be willing to sacrifice job opportunities and 
higher pay for more family time.16 Contrary to popular belief, most 
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men want to be good fathers.17 In fact, the majority of men enter mar-
riage dreaming about positive family relationships with their future 
children. For example, in one study, family researchers discovered that 
74 percent of men would rather have a “daddy-track” job than a “fast-
track” job.18 Happiness does indeed come from family life, and most 
men understand that.19 In one study, men who engaged with their 
families more than their work experienced a higher quality of life com-
pared to those who spent most of their time focused on work.20

Families do matter, and most American fathers are committed to 
their families.21 It is somewhat paradoxical, however, that although 
most fathers consider family life valuable and worthwhile, oftentimes 
their laptops receive more “hands-on” time than their children. Unfor-
tunately, many contemporary fathers have found it too easy to neglect 
their families.

Not only do families matter, but research repeatedly documents 
that fathers also matter. In his landmark book Life without Father, 
author David Popenoe concluded, “I know of few other bodies 
of  evidence whose weight leans so much in one direction as does 
the evidence  about family structure: On the whole, two parents—a 
father and mother—are better for the child than one parent.”22 Other 
experts have documented that a father’s involvement in a child’s life 
influences three key outcomes: economic security, educational attain-
ment, and the avoidance of delinquency.23 From a gospel perspective, 
Latter-day Saints understand that a loving, caring, involved father can 
affect his children physically, emotionally, intellectually, and spiritu-
ally as well. The influence of a strong father in the lives of his children 
is unmeasurable.

Where Have the Heroes Gone?
Unfortunately, there is certainly a dearth of fatherhood role models in 
our country. Not long ago, men did not have to look very far for paternal 
examples. Role models could be found in the home, community, and 
media. It could be argued that since April of 1992, when The Cosby Show 
went off the air, television has not provided a nurturing father role model.
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Since then, father bashing has been in season. Fathers have been 
depicted in media circles, special interest groups, and on prime-time 
television as unfit and inadequate at best. The most predominant way 
of thinking about fathering is that it is a social role which men usually 
perform awkwardly. For example, contemporary prime-time television 
portrays these “doofus dads” as troubled, deranged, pudgy, generally 
incompetent, and not terribly bright.24

Where can men look for fatherhood role models? With such a 
shortage of fatherhood examples, men have fewer and fewer places 
to turn. In the Father Attitudes Survey, 74 percent of the respondents 
looked at other fathers or men as examples and resources to improve 
their fathering. Ironically, only 62 percent looked at their own fathers 
as examples.25 President Spencer W. Kimball helped Latter-day 
Saint fathers know where to look for paternal examples. Besides their 
own fathers  and perhaps other close relations, President Kimball 
explained, “We all need heroes to honor and admire; we need people 
after whom we can pattern our lives. For us Christ is the chiefest of 
these.  .  .  . Christ is our pattern, our guide, our prototype, and our 
friend. We seek to be like him so that we can always be with him. In a 
lesser degree the apostles and prophets who have lived as Christ lived 
also become examples for us.”26

One such hero or role model was the man, father, and prophet—
David Oman McKay. He was married to Emma Ray Riggs, and 
they had seven children. President McKay spoke more on marriage 
and family life than perhaps any other Church leader of his era. He 
believed actively and deeply in the family, and he lived his life in accor-
dance with what he taught. During the 1950s and ’60s, most members 
of the Church looked to President and Sister McKay as role models for 
happiness in family living. Even today, President McKay still stands as 
a healthy example of fatherhood. If men want to be successful fathers, 
they might well study the life of President McKay.

Like contemporary fathers today who work long hours and travel 
extensively with their jobs, David O. McKay was busier than most 
men of his generation. How was David O. McKay able to balance his 
Church life and his professional career with his family? Unlike most 
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men who are called into 
the Quorum of the Twelve 
in the twilight of their lives, 
David O. McKay had young 
children in the home during 
his service in the Quorum 
of the Twelve and the First 
Presidency. As an author 
and researcher, I have had 
the privilege of reading 
David O. McKay’s diaries 
and personal letters housed 
in the Special Collections 
at the University of Utah’s J. 
Willard Marriott Library. I 
have discovered that he was 
a remarkable father, despite 
the fact that he traveled so 
extensively when his chil-

dren were younger, and that so much Church responsibility was placed 
on his shoulders at a relatively young age. This book will attempt to 
demonstrate how David O. McKay connected with his children, nur-
tured them, loved them, and disciplined them.

We will first examine a brief history of fatherhood so that we can 
view David O. McKay in the proper context. It is never fair or appro-
priate to try to place historical figures into contemporary settings. To 
understand how David O. McKay operated as a father, we must look 
at him in the proper early twentieth-century context. For example, it 
was very unusual in the early 1900s for fathers to be in the delivery 
room when their wives gave birth to children. Today, contemporary 
husbands are helping deliver babies and cutting umbilical cords—a 
foreign practice to fathers in the McKay era. After a historical view 
of fatherhood, we will consider the following father strengths that 
David O. McKay possessed: commitment, creativity, ability to nurture 
and build relationships, flexibility, and discipline. Strong and effective 

David O. McKay was in his early thirties when he was 
called to be an Apostle and hence had a young family 
to tend to. (Courtesy of Church History Library.)
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fathers perform well in these areas, and we will demonstrate how suc-
cessful David O. McKay was in each of these realms.
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