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Abstract
This paper reviews and compares folk theories amgirecal evidence about the influence of
parenthood on happiness and life satisfaction.rétew of attitudes toward parenthood and
childlessness reveals that people tend to belleteparenthood is central to a meaningful and
fulfilling life, and that the lives of childless pple are emptier, less rewarding, and lonelier,
than the lives of parents. Most cross-sectionallangditudinal evidence suggest, however,
that people are better off without having childrigris mainly children living at home that
interfere with well-being, particularly among womemgles, lower socioeconomic strata,
and people residing in less pronatalist societiespeeially when these characteristics are
combined. The discrepancy between beliefs andrfgslis discussed in relation to the various
costs of parenting; the advantages of childlessmgsgptation and compensation among
involuntarily childless persons; cognitive biasasg the possibility that parenthood confers

rewards in terms of meaning rather than happiness.
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1 Introduction
This paper reviews and compares folk theories amgirecal evidence about the role of
children as a source of global or subjective welhly'. By folk theoryis meant common lay
beliefs about something, based upon known facts;$&y, or personal experiences. The
review focuses on the two most commonly measurpéedds or indicators of global well-
being in the literature, namely happiness andshifissfaction. The paper thus contrasts lay
beliefs about how the presence of offspring affpetsple’s well-being against empirical
evidence on the effect of parental status on hasgiand life satisfaction.

There is a broad scholarly consensus lifeasatisfactionrefers to a cognitive evaluation
of well-being that is based upon comparisons afaachievements to aspired conditions
(e.g., Campell et al. 1976; Diener 1984; Michal685).Happinesss an elusive concept that
can have different meanings. Some argue thatestéke form of an emotional state, more
like positive affect than life satisfaction (e.gaybron 2007; Michalos 1980; Schnittker
2008). Others assert that happiness and life aatish are conceptually similar and can be
treated as synonymous (e.g., Blanchflower & Os\28ld4; Easterlin 2005; Veenhoven
1996). For the present purposes, the two constwilitee treated as such, although it is an
open question whether they indeed show similara@asons to parental status. The fact that
happiness and life satisfaction share only 25-56Ptnson variance (Diener & Fujita 1995;
Lucas et al. 1996) and can load differently onaasiindependent variables (e.g., age; Haller
& Hadler 2006) suggests that the two construct& haque meanings and can be expected to
relate somewhat differentially to parental stak. example, because of the highly cognitive
nature of life satisfaction, the mere presencedabgical children may foster life satisfaction
quite uniformly across the various contexts in wahparenthood occurs (e.g., children in the

home or not), and life satisfaction effects maytsenger in the categories of people (e.g., by

! In people’s minds (i.e., folk theory), global wélking is more likely referred to as happinesschehe title.
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gender or culture) who place the highest valueanny children. Happiness, however, may
be more sensitive than life satisfaction to positwd negative experiences (e.g., Campell et
al. 1976) and thus be more negatively affectechkystress and burdens of raising children,
especially under difficult social or financial ammstances.

To my knowledge, this is the first extensive revigfthe literature on parental status and
subjective well-being. Although some analytic pagaclude shorter literature reviews, they
tend to have several shortcomings. Typically, thresews (i) only include negative
outcomes (usually depression or loneliness), ii® mostly older, U.S. studies (e.g.,
McLanahan & Adams 1987), (iii) over-generalize UiBdings and treat them as global, (iv)
ignore diversity among parents and nonparents(\@nzlaim the existence of various cultural
beliefs without presenting supportive evidence. Gingent review includes studies from a
large number of countries, and address outcomerdititial effects and individual- and
macro-level moderators of the effects. Unfortunatelis review excludes negative outcomes
due to space limitations, and, because of lackiole®@ce, contains little non-Western
evidence.

This paper proceeds as follows. The second segtesents folk theories about
parenthood and childlessness: What beliefs do pegept to hold, and how common are
they? These lay beliefs predict great emotionabathges of having children. The same
prediction also follows from the content of therthsection, which reviews scholarly theories
on the benefits of having children. The fourth sectlescribes research questions and
methods. The fifth section reviews cross-sectiamal longitudinal evidence, showing that
children generally do not make people happier. Jikin section discusses the discrepancy
between folk theories and empirical evidence, &ithew to explain the unpredictable
research findings and to understand where the popeliefs come from. The paper ends by

addressing limitations and suggestions for futeszarch.
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2 Folk theories about parenthood and childlessness

Scholars typically claim the existence of two—sames three—common beliefs about
parental status and happiness: that children ma&ple happier; that childless persons lead
empty and lonely lives. However, some scholars tieeexistence of a third and different
stereotype, namely that people tend to view volyntaildless persons as oriented primarily
toward freedom and pleasure, which seems to suggesttively happy group. Importantly,
however, authors tend to simply state that theltaralibeliefs exist, without any explanation
or proof. What are these notions based upon? Howedknow such beliefs exist? How

entrenched are they?

2.1 The belief that children make people happier
Several observations support the claim that chiléme widely considered a vital mode of
fulfillment and happiness. For instance, this noi®implicit in people’s strong inclination to
have children, as nearly everyone (90-95%) of yoaohgts across the world plan to have
children (Stanley et al. 2003; Toulemon 1996) armgé population-based British data, 85%
rate the importance of having children as 5 or éigin a scale from 0 to 10 (42% rate it at
10) (ISER 2010). Although intentional childlessnessy be increasing in some Western
countries, it is still very rare (2-6%)—most arriaechildlessness through a series of
postponements (e.g., of marriage and childbea(Bgsten 2009b; Chancey & Dumais 2010).
Beliefs about parenthood and childlessness have éxamined more directly in several
large cross-national surveys. Overall, a rathesisbt@nt pattern exists whereby pronatalist
attitudes are strongest in Eastern Europe, As@Adinca, more moderate in South America
and South-Central Europe, and weakest in richer @E@lintries (e.g., the U.S., Canada,

Australia, the Netherlands, and the Nordic cousjriEor example, agreement with the



Children and happiness

statement “you cannot really be happy without hgwhildren” has been assessed in 11
countries as part of the Population Policy AcceptaBiurvey (2000-2003). These data reveal
great inter-country variation, with far less agreatin countries like the Netherlands (5%),
Belgium (12%), and Finland (22%), than in Cypru8%® and Eastern European countries
such as Hungary (59%) and Lithuania, Estonia, Gzdoliakia, and (East) Germany (44-
48%) (Fokkema & Esveldt 2008). The data shows fendgr differences, but distinctly less
agreement—across most countries—in younger coanodsamong the highly educated.
There is more cross-cultural agreement to a sirstiEtement, included in the National Survey
of Families and Households (NSFH) and the Inteonati Social Survey Programme (ISSP),
that "watching children grow up is life’s great@sy”. About 80-90%, and slightly more
women than men, agree with this statement in \igtadl parts of the world and across two
decades (Halle 2002; ISSP 2002; Koropeckyj-Cox &dedl 2007; NSD 2002). This belief
may be somewhat less pervasive among people wiémipag responsibility, as a British
study of 1500 parents aged 20-40 shows this belibé held by 66% of mothers and 41% of
fathers (Stanley et al. 2003).

Another widely used indicator of pronatalist atliés is whether people think a woman
needs to have children in order to feel fulfilléecent World Values Survey (WVS) and
European Values Survey (EVS) data show that whdesafold this belief in richer OECD
countries like the Netherlands (~5%), the Nordiarddes (10-20%), the U.S. and Canada
(~15%), and Australia and Great Britain (~20%), enbelieve this in South-Central Europe
(e.g., France, Germany, and Spain), South Amefi6@-70%), and especially Eastern
Europe, Asia, and Africa (~80-100%; except ChingoBfde Vaus 2002; Inglehart et al.
2004; Van de Kaa 2001). In almost all countriess, #iyreement decreases markedly with
higher education, younger age, and in more reegneygs (e.g., from 87% to 44% between

1990 and 2000 in the Czech Republic). No gendéreifices are found, except there is
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somewhat higher agreement among men in richer O&dLidtries (e.g., Inglehart et al.
2004).

Symptomatic of the traditional view that parenthamdore salient for women, it has
been rare until recently to include a question béther ananneeds children to feel fulfilled.
Responses to this question reveal the same raaknogg countries and lack of gender
differences, but, in most countries, the agreenseabout 5-20 percentage points lower than
for the same question posed regarding women (lagiet al. 2004).

It seems to be a widely held assumption also thiédren enhance well-being by fostering
greater marital happiness. The belief that childmeng couples closer together is held by
70% in older U.S. data (Veroff et al. 1981) andasnmonly reported in qualitative interviews
(Hoffman & Manis 1979; Stanley et al. 2003). Simifarecent EVS data shows that about
75-85% think children are very important for a ssful marriage in Eastern European
countries—somewhat more than in e.g., Sweden algiude (55-60%) (Bernhardt &
Fratczak 2005; Kerkhofs 1999). Also, about 50%athtmen and women in the U.S. (Halle
2002) and Australia (de Vaus 2002) think a marrigkout children is not fully complete.

The value-of-children literature reinforces thestians by showing that parents associate
having children with great rewards, in terms of pamonship and support, meaning, love,
excitement and happiness, and that a strong rdasbaving children is fear of loneliness
and depression in old age (e.g., Friedman et 84;19offman et al. 1987; Schoen et al.

1997).

2.2 The image of childless persons as “a sad burich
There seems to be less support for the cross-auMistence of an image of childless
persons as “a sad bunch”, lacking in meaning atidihient. People have gradually become

more accepting of childlessness, especially amoogger and highly educated people
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(Basten 2009b). Data from the General Social Su(@S5) shows that, over two decades,
the percentage of Americans who think childless@as lead empty and unhappy lives, has
dropped from 50% to less than 25% (Blake 1979;dH20102; Thornton & Young-DeMarco
2001). Recent ISSP data shows great cultural vamstn this belief. Whereas only 10-20%
believe childless persons lead empty lives in aoemtike the Netherlands, the Nordic
countries, the U.S., Great Britain, and Austraia, 70% hold this belief in Eastern European
and other non-Western countries (ISSP 2002). Tdliefds generally more common among
men than women and more prevalent in older colfbidakim 2003; Halle 2002). In the US,
men are more supportive than women of the statefiastoetter to have a child than to
remain childless; 45% of men compared to 37% of wom@greed with the statement
(Koropeckyj-Cox & Pendell 2007).

It has been claimed that a widely held belief &t tthildlessness leads to loneliness and
regrets in old age. Little evidence is availablshed light on this notion, except one older
U.S. study showing that 71% think the childlessadrgreater risk of loneliness in old age
(Blake 1979). Interestingly, few childless perstmmselves (12%) believe old age may be
empty or lonely (Baum & Cope 1980). Similarly, seglon small, nonrepresentative samples
show that expressions of regrets about not hawagchildren are either rare or only
moderately common among childless persons in meidiifd beyond (Alexander et al. 1992;
Connidis & McMullin 1999; Jeffries & Konnert 200Rewis & Borders 1995; Wenger et al.

2007).

2.3 The childless as selfish hedonists
A different image of childless persons exists 8&sds them not as unfulfilled and lonely, but
rather as pleasure-seeking individualists (e kg, the characters in the 1990s TV show

Seinfeld. Qualitative studies show that parents often wviegvvoluntary childless as immature



Children and happiness

and self-centered persons, who want to live fre@btifations and responsibilities to enjoy

life and focus on career, leisure activities andaatic relationships (Callan 1983, 1985;
Chancey & Dumais 2010; Somers 1993; Stanley @08l3). These stereotypes are more
common among men, and have been fairly consisitece the 1970s (Chancey & Dumais
2010). The image of childless persons as self-gehilindividualists seems to translate into a
stereotype of a relatively active, joyful, and hggpoup. This expectation is substantiated by
that both parents and childless persons in quaktatterviews cite many advantages to being
childless, such as more freedom, less stress,eavel fresponsibilities, worries, and financial
concerns (Alexander et al. 1992; Connidis 2001;r@tia & McMullin 1999; Stanley et al.
2003), and these are major reasons why some peppte not have children (Park 2005).
Indeed, people are increasingly referring to ckddlindividuals as “childfree,” a term that
captures and recognizes the more positive sidbsin§y without children (Connidis 2001).
Presumable also, because aversion to lifestylegehsone of the main types of justifications
the voluntary childless cite for their remainingldless (Parr 2010), voluntary childless
persons do not wish to change their lives becatisdatively high existing levels of life

satisfaction.

2.4 Summary of folk theories

The belief that parenthood makes people happiensée be rather pervasive across the
world, as indicated by the strong affirmation @ftetments like “watching children grow up is
life’s greatest joy” and “children are important @ successful marriage”. “Stronger” claims,
such as that childless persons lead empty, uniiadfiland lonely lives, still receive relatively
strong support among men and women in non-Westaietges, but little support in Western
countries, particularly among women and in yourggrerations. In sum, attitudes towards

parenthood and childlessness vary considerablydsgtwocial and cultural groups, with
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pronatalist attitudes being more common among lither @and less educated, and in non-

Western societies.

3 Scholarly perspectives on the emotional effect parental status

Although the main focus here is on folk theorieéss worth noting that there are several
scholarlytheories that also predict great emotional adggs@f having children. First, a
needs theory of well-being links children with haygss via the notion that children may
gratify basic human needs. Drawing on this thetiry,combination of (i) offspring
purportedly representing important means to satisfg psychological needs, such as for
companionship, affiliation, respect, security, pigsiself-image, meaning, and self-
realization (e.g., Schoen et al. 1997), and (&) ghatification of such needs being key to well-
being (e.g., Baumeister & Leary 1995; Lyubomirsky8&ehm 2010; Ryan & Deci 2001,
Veenhoven 1996), suggests that parenthood confesianal rewards. Second, goal theories
and comparison theories of well-being (e.g., Miokal985) link children with happiness via
the notion that parenthood, because it is a witlelg life goal and may be a strong marker of
personal success, may lead to social recognitidrfeelings of pride, esteem, and
satisfaction. Of course, this pathway plays outedently to people that hawhildlessnessas
part of their life plan. Third, the benefits of may offspring also derive from classical
sociological and psychological theories. Durkhemtiaeory predicts great parenthood
advantages based on the notion that parenthocrtigtes people’s lives and integrates people
into social networks, thereby providing them witkaning and purpose in life. Further, adult
development theory stresses the centrality of phosa for generativity and adult
psychosocial development (Erikson 1963). Genetgtisia key developmental task of

midlife, which involves supporting and guiding thext generation, and is supposedly linked
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with mental health. The opposing tendency is olises®lf-indulgence, which is thought to

be damaging for healthy development.

4 Methods

The fifth section of this paper addresses two mamstions. First, what is the relationship
between having offspring and happiness and lifisfsation? Second, how do these
relationships vary by demographic factors suchgas gender, marital (or partnership) status,
socioeconomic status, and by combinations of thegers? A cross-cutting issue is how the
main and moderated (by demographic factors) relakigps between having offspring and
well-being vary across countries characterizediffgrént welfare systems and gender role

orientations.

4.1 The literature reviewed

The relatively sparse literature that focuses prilgnar peripherally on links between
parental status and well-being is spread acrossliggeature and peer-reviewed articles
published in journals from different disciplinesge family sociology, happiness research,
and gerontology). This review identified such kteere from PsychLit and Google Scholar
searches. Criteria for inclusion were as followswfitten in English, (ii) dependent variable
is happiness and/or life satisfaction, (iii) atdeeontrolling for (or separating by) partnership
status (to tease out the effect of parental stabus the impact of partnership status), and (iv)
comparing parents and nonparents (i.e., “numbehitdren” effects are excluded). Still,
some “number of children” effects and effects otcomes other than happiness and life
satisfaction have been included when they arequéatiy interesting, relevant, or the only

evidence available.
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The review focuses on two aspects or indicatokgedFbeing; happiness, which is
consistently assessed with single items, and difsfaction, which is measured with single
items or sometimes multi items scales. It is wotking that differences in measurement and
response format may lead to subtle differenceberrésults. A full list of results on the effect
of parental status on happiness and life satisfia@nd description of the studies providing
these results can be found in the Appendix. Diffees in the operationalization of parental
status may also affect the comparability of resiltsst studies define “parents” as the status
of having living biological and/or adopted childrand “childless” as the status of never
having had such children. Yet, there is some vianand ambiguity as to how studies have
categorized step-children, adopted children, amdmis who have outlived all of their
children. Further, this review defines full-nestgyats or resident parents/children as having at
least one child at home, whereas empty nest parefieisto parents having none of the
children residing at home.

The review gives an overview of effects in differparts of the world, and as far as
possible separated by gender, age, and residst#tak of the children. However, most
findings do not distinguish between children livimighome or not, due to two different data
limitations. First, some datasets (e.g., the WM8Yy ask whether the respondent has children
(nolyes), and some authors therefore use the rdsptsi age as a proxy for whether the
children live at home or not (e.g., Margolis & Mkyta 2010). Second, some datasets (e.qg.,
the European Social Survey; ESS) only record resicaldren, and authors may therefore
use only respondents in the normative childbeaais to minimize the likelihood of
lumping together childless persons and empty rexgns (Aassve et al. 2009).

Cross-sectional “effects” refer to unstandardizeelfiicients from multivariate OLS or, in
rare cases, ordered logit or probit regressiongseiRahat use both OLS and ordered logit

regressions find substantively identical resultsT&lla et al. 2003; Stanca 2009; Stutzer &
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Frey 2006). When results from both methods arelawai, this review refers to OLS results
for reasons of familiarity and ease of interpretatiMost longitudinal analyses are based on
multivariate fixed effects regressions, which magmate the problem of reversed causality
and endogeneity with regard to time invariant cbierastics suspected to affect both parental
status and well-being. Fixed effects regressiors cme, however, eliminate the problem of
time varying omitted factors. Unless otherwiseestateported effects and group differences

are significant at p< .01.

5 Results

Below follows first a review of cross-sectionaldings on average differences in well-being
between parents and nonparents. Then follows aweef longitudinal evidence on changes
in well-being in the years before and after théhbaf the first child. These studies usually
ignore childless persons, and only include thoaeliecome parents. An overview of studies

and findings can be found in the Appendix.

5.1 Cross-sectional findings

The following is organized into four parts, modty efficiency purposes. The first
synthesizes aggregate evidence from large intematsurveys. The second reviews U.S.
and—highly similar—Australian results. The thirdiiewvs the diverse European literature.
The fourth reviews the few available non-Westeudits. The findings are reviewed as far as
possible by gender and age. Thereafter followséhegis of the sparser literature on

variations in findings by marital status, socioemmic status, and other factors.

Global findings

13
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The WVS is the largest survey available that inekicheasures of subjective well-being. It
contains representative samples from 97 countepsesenting almost 90% of the world's
population, which implicates that findings can beerpreted as worldwide aggregate effects.
Pooled WVS data consistently show that childlessqes, contrary to what people tend to
expect, generally reponigher happiness and life satisfaction than parents e@(is paribus;
1980-2008 data) (Ball & Chernova 2008; Bjgrnskoale008; Haller & Hadler 2006;
Margolis & Myrskyla 2010; Stanca 2009). These d@8exre small, however, as indicated by a
net difference in life satisfaction between paremd childless persons of 0.10 on a scale
from 1 to 10—which is about a fifth of the diffe@nbetween employed and unemployed
persons or between married and unmarried perseasq®2009).

Gender and age/life stagbnportantly, the psychological implications ofrpatal status
can vary considerably by gender and age. Figure®s that the life satisfaction effect of
parenthood is more negative for women than for raad,gradually changing from negative
to positive with higher age in pooled WVS 1980-2@@8a from 94 countries (Stanca 2009).
This age pattern suggests that having childrerbeaamn investment in future well-being,
because as children grow older and move out, tegiy® aspects of parenthood may
dominate and children may become important sosggta. Similarly, a WVS study that
examines the effect dmppinesshows that parenthood has a negative impact w@aged0
and a near-zero effect in the ages 40-49, patteatsre similar for men and women, whereas
the positive effect above age 50 is more pronouf@medomen (Margolis & Myrskyla 2010).
Analyses by welfare regime show that the negagvelity-happiness association at young
adult ages is strongest in southern Europe anddiosarcialist countries, and weakest in social
democratic states, which may reflect the compaggtigenerous government support for
families (Margolis & Myrskyla 2010).

[FIGURE 1 ABOUT HERE]
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Other studies show that parenthood in young age (aising children) is more
detrimental for women’s than men’s well-being. Egample, in a study of 19 countries from
different parts of the world, parenthood has naegate impact on happiness and life
satisfaction for men and women above about agbl@9)as, in younger ages, a negative
impact on women'’s happiness and (nonsignificafe)datisfaction, and a positive effect on

men’s happiness and life satisfaction (Masteka884)1

North America and Australia

North American and Australian results are rathenilar to the international pooled estimates,
except for less pronounced parenthood rewardsder @lges. In the U.S., parenthood has a
negative impact on happiness and life satisfadairages; GSS 1981-1996 and U.S. WVS
1981-2005 data) (Alesina et al. 2004; Di Tellale2@03; Margolis & Myrskyla 2010; Peiro
2006; Smith 2003). Parenthood is also linked wothdr life satisfaction in the Australian
HILDA 2001 data (all ages; nonsignificant for womébDockery 2010) and in pooled HILDA
2001-2006 data, where the cross-sectional effqmbs#ive until the first born is two years
old, after which the effect is negative (Frijtetsab 2010).

Gender and age/life stag€onsistent with some of the international resuépendent
children are more negative for women’s than for ime&rell-being in the U.S. (see
McLanahan & Adams 1987, for a review) and Austrédhields & Wooden 2003).

Moreover, the effect of having children on happsasd life satisfaction changes from
negative to nonsignificant above about age 55yfen and women (Chang 2008; Connidis &
McMullin 1993; Koropeckyj-Cox et al. 2007; McLanah& Adams 1987; Rempel 1985;
Shields & Wooden 2003; Umberson & Gove 1989). THeskngs are corroborated by up to
17 years of U.S. panel data, showing that emptthegiest improves marital satisfaction, also

in the longer term, but either has no impact am diitisfaction (Gorchoff et al. 2008) or a
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positive impact among those maintaining frequentact with their adult children (White &

Edwards 1990).

European estimates

Aggregate and country-specific European findingsnfinationally representative samples (all
ages) show mostly negative emotional effects ofrftaghildren. In older, Euro-Barometer
1975-1992 data, for example, parenthood is nedgtreéated to happiness and life
satisfaction in the aggregate (Alesina et al. 2@M4fella et al. 2003), and on the country-
level the effect on life satisfaction is eitherrsfgcantly negative (UK, France, the
Netherlands, Denmark, Ireland, and Portugal) osigmficantly negative (Germany,
Belgium, Italy, Luxembourg, Spain, and Greece) TBlla et al. 2003). A negative effect of
parenthood on life satisfaction is also found inlpd British BHPS 1996-2006 data (Angeles
2009; Clark 2007). Because the rest of the Europtaties are age/life-stage specific, they
will the reviewed according to the residential ssadf the children.

Gender and resident childrefhere is great diversity in the direction anchdigance of
the emotional impact of having resident childremeyative effect of resident children on life
satisfaction and (nonsignificant) happiness is tbumrecent ESS data (Plagnol & Huppert
2010). Similarly, the presence of resident childseassociated negatively with life
satisfaction among 1,451 Dutch men aged 40-59 @fazal. 2009) and 1,249 Poles aged 20-
36 (significant only for women) (Bernhardt & Fraagz2005). In other European evidence,
however, resident children relateshigherwell-being. For example, parents report higher
life satisfaction than do nonparents among Germadsr age 45 in pooled GSOEP 1984-
2000 data (Stutzer & Frey 2006). Similarly, recéBIS data shows a positive average effect

of resident children in the ages 20-50 on happiaessss 26 European countries, an effect
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that is stronger for men (0.075, p< .01) than fomen (0.029, p< .05) (Aassve et al. 2609)
This study demonstrates great variability, withogipve effect for both men and women in
countries such as Austria and the Nordic countdand,a negative effect in countries such as
Bulgaria, Italy, Luxembourg, Poland, and Sloveiiiae authors conclude that resident
parents are happier in high-fertility, Nordic weHastates than they are in low-fertility,
weaker welfare states in other parts of Europes Tbnclusion concurs with that of Margolis
and Myrskala (2010), who find that resident childhave less negative emotional impacts in
the Nordic countries than anywhere else in theavorl

These conclusions—especially regarding women—aspated by a handful of available
nationally representative Nordic studies of youmgniddle-aged samples. For example, a
Danish study of 1,862 twins aged 25-45 finds, aftertrolling for unobserved endowments,
that parental status has no effect on men butinahg only one child raises women'’s life
satisfaction (Kohler et al. 2005). Similarly, pattevod is linked with higher happiness and
life satisfaction for women but not for men amorng® Swedes aged 22-34 (Bernhardt &
Fratczak 2005), 318 employed Swedish women agd®d3kantaite & Zukauskiene 2006),
3,421 Danes aged 20-50 (Aassve et al., 2009), 489 Norwegians aged 40-80 (regardless
of whether the children live at home or not) (Haneeal. 2009). The magnitude of these
effects seems non-negligible—about 40-70% of thakeing a partner. Yet, in two studies
that use data from 1998 and 1986, respectiveligeasparenthood has no effect on life
satisfaction among 369 Swedish women aged 43 (BanginDaukantaite 2006) or 7,594
Finnish men and women aged 20-64 (Savolainen 208al).

Gender and empty nest parentho®tle few European studies that focus on middletage
and older samples are mostly Nordic and find eitieerexistent (Kohler et al. 2005) or weak,

positive effects (only for women) of having nonidesnt adult children (Hansen et al. 2009).

2 This study only records children in the home, whiteans that childless persons also include pedpbeare
parents but do not live with their children. Thi®gp of parents, usually men, may report relatively well-
being (e.g., Shields & Wooden 2003). Hence, thétipesffect of parenthood is likely inflated forem.
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The very sparse literature available on the vedyané all Western European and show that
parental status does not make a decisive differékroeng 661 Dutch aged 70-89 and 516
Germans aged 70-100, for example, no parenthodifetsatisfaction association is evinced,
except for a small positive effect among the Duten (Dykstra & Wagner 2007). Parental
status also has no effect on life satisfaction agriddb Swedes with ages in the 90s (mostly

women) (Hilleras et al. 2001).

Non-Western findings

One study uses 1995-1996 WVS data and reports rgesipecific findings from some

African and Asian countries (Peiro 2006). Althougis unclear if the effects are statistically
significant, it seems that parenthood has poséiftects on life satisfaction and (especially)
happiness in a range of non-Western countries, asi¢tigeria, China, Taiwan, Japan, and
Chile. These effects are negative most notablyeiiRnd Venezuela, and near-zero in
Argentina and the Dominican Republic. In other mrglence from China, parenthood has a
very weak (p< .10) positive effect on life satisfan among 13,447 elderly aged 65 and
above (Zhang & Liu 2007). Non-Western findings widit be discussed in the following,

however, as these findings are sparse and basdtymo®lder data.

5.2 Longitudinal results

A range of studies examines changes in well-beirthe weeks before and after becoming
parents for the first time. However, these findimgk only be mentioned briefly, since the
immediate effect of becoming a parent is not ofrmaierest here. In the U.S., becoming a
parent is reviewed to usually lead to a sudden draparital satisfaction and a high degree of
stress, anxiety, irritable mood, and depressivepdgms (Hoffenaar et al. 2010; Twenge et al.

2003). Interestingly, several Nordic studies oétiekly large samples fail to detect any
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change in depressive symptoms (Eberhard-Gran 20@4; Josefsson et al. 2001; Salmela-
Aro et al. 2006).

The handful of studies that examine the transitioer several years tend to show positive
anticipation effects but marked drops in maritaisaction and life satisfaction in the years
following the first birth. First, two-wave analyssgggest that those who become parents
between waves show greater declines in well-bestagive to those who remain childless.
For example, recent U.S. data shows that mariteifaetion tends to decline in the first 2
years (Crohan 1996), 5 years (Lawrence et al. 2@08) 8 years (Doss et al. 2009) of
marriage for all couples, but more so for pareftsthermore, in large panel data of
Australians mostly in their 20s, becoming a packntng the past year is negatively
associated with (especially men’s) life satisfagticontrolling for life satisfaction one year
prior (Marks & Fleming 1999). In contrast, contiog for life satisfaction in 1988, becoming
a father (since 1988) has no effect on life satigda in 1995 among 3,088 U.S. men aged 19-
65 (Knoester & Eggebeen 2006).

There is corroborating and rather consistent ewidersing yearly multivariate fixed
effects regressions on life satisfaction in vergéaGerman, British, and Australian panel
data. For example, as presented in figure 1, tweatyes of the West-German sub-sample of
the German Socio-Economic Panel survey (GSOEP,-2088) show a positive anticipation
effect one year before birth for men, but not famen (Clark et al. 2008). These data also
show a positive effect after birth lasting one yearmmen and two years for women. However,
by the time the first child is 4-5 years old, tistimated coefficients are negative for both men
and women. The long-run effecty years) is negative, but significant (p< .01) oahyong
women. Similar results are obtained in 11 waveBrdish Household Panel Survey (BHPS)
data (1996-2006), applying the same methodologylak et al. (2008). In these data, as

figure 2 shows, the first birth has a positive effen women’s but not on men’s life
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satisfaction (Clark & Georgellis 2010). However,thg time the child is two or more years
old, the estimated coefficients turn negative fothbgenders and remain so thereafter. The
long-run effect¥5 years) is negative for both men (p< .01) and wo(p& .10). The study
finds a positive anticipation effect for women (opthree years before birth), but none for
men. Data from the Household, Income and Labouralyos in Australia (HILDA, 2001-
2006, both genders) survey shows a positive aaticip effect on life satisfaction in the year
leading up to the first birth and a positive efflesting one year after birth, after which the
effect is nonsignificant and near zero (Frijterale2010).

[FIGURE 2 AND 3 ABOUT HERE]

The endogeneity bias

It seems unlikely that reverse causation or unoesethird factors (e.g., personality traits)
are accounting for cross-sectional associationsd®t parental status and well-being. First,
the effects of parental status on well-being arg gamilar before and after controlling for
prior levels of well-being (Knoester & Eggebeen @0Blarks & Fleming 1999) or for fixed
effects (Frijters et al. 2010). Second, Kohlerlef2005) use twin data to control for
unobserved social and genetic differences andtfiatithe effect of parental status in most
cases is the same in standard OLS and in twinrdrfifees models. This suggests that the
unobserved heterogeneity bias in analyses is mge.Id hird, because most associations are
negative, it seems unlikely that well-being caysaifluences parenthood (i.e., that unhappy
individuals are more likely to reproduce than happines). Indeed, happy couples are more
likely to have one or more children than less hapmyples (Myers 1997), which suggests
that OLS results, if anything, underestimate thesehnegative effect of parenthood on well-

being.
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Cohort effects

There is little evidence of period or cohort diffeces in the studied effects, globally, as WVS
data shows a strong and similar age gradient ihappiness-fertility link in 1981-1996 and

in 1997-2007 (Margolis & Myrskyla 2010). There ntag/some cohort differences in certain
regions, however. For example, the emotional efiéplarenthood appears to change from
positive to negative from older (-1995) to morear®c(1995-) data in former socialist states
(cf. Margolis & Myrskyla 2010; Peiro 2006; Smith@®), whereas an opposite pattern is
evident in Nordic data (e.g., Hansen et al. 20@¥d”2006; Savolainen et al. 2009).
Interestingly, these differences mirror concurmegfional changes in work-family policies
over the same period (e.g., Smith 2003). Europggregate effects also seem to have
changed from negative to neutral or positive olilerdgame time period (Alesina et al. 2004,
Di Tella et al. 2003; Aassve et al. 2009). In th& UMcLanahan and Adams (1989) have
documented gradual negative changes in the effgrenthood from the 1950s to the 1970s,
which they attribute to increasing divorce rated female employment. From the 1970s, the

current review suggests stable negative effedtsar.S.

5.3 Individual-level moderators of the effects

5.3.1 Variations by marital status

The scant available evidence on interactions betweaeental status and marital status
demonstrates that raising children has differengteamal consequences depending on marital
status, especially in younger age, for women, antldaker welfare states. More specifically,
most studies show that partnered parents are happie single parents and that parenthood
does not affect well-being among marrieds but asblgraffects well-being among single
individuals. In other words, low well-being is migsteported by single parents; to couples,

parental status makes little difference.
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[FIGURE 4 ABOUT HERE]

As figure 4 shows, and as corroborated by WVS aealphappinesgMargolis &
Myrskyla 2010), parenthood adversely affects thi#-lagng of single individuals in global
WVS data (Stanca 2009). This pattern is also fdondhen and women (all ages) in the U.S.
(Koropeckyj-Cox et al. 2007; Umberson & Gove 1989)stralia (Shields & Wooden 2003),
and in aggregate estimates for happiness acro&si@®ean countries (age 20-50) (Aassve et
al. 2009). The studies that differentiate singhgsrarital history indicate that never-married
resident parents report higher well-being thanrtfegmerly married counterparts
(Koropeckyj-Cox et al. 2007; Shields & Wooden 2008ll-being can be low for both
single mothers and fathers, but for different reas&ingle fathers may suffer due to poor
relations to their children, whereas single mottmeay experience high financial and social
costs associated with parenting (assuming thaten®tave custody of the children). The
adverse impact of dependent children seems eslydaiae for single mothers, who, in the
U.S., report as low happiness as the chronicdllgilthe unemployed (cf. Baumeister 1991).

Parenthood usually has a neutral or positive pdgdnal impact among partnered
respondents. An exception is a negative effecaoémhood on life satisfaction found among
partnered individuals in the WVS (figure 4; Sta2€89). Yet, in the same dataset, the effect
on happinessn this group is weakly positive (Margolis & Mynglia 2010). Small positive
effects on happiness and life satisfaction amommeeed individuals are also found in pooled
European ESS data from up to 30 countries, covéh@gges 18-50 (Soons & Kalmijn 2009;
Aassve et al. 2009). In a range of countries, h@neahese associations among partnered
individuals (all ages) are nonsignificant, e.g.tha U.S. (Koropeckyj-Cox et al. 2007,
Umberson & Gove 1989), Australia (Shields & Woo@@&03), Switzerland (Frey & Stutzer
2000), Croatia (Obradovic & Cudina-Obradovic 20@k)d across 22 European countries in

the ESS (Pichler 2006).
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Interestingly, Nordic findings are conspicuouslifetient, showing—across gender, age,
and the children’s residential status—no interachetween parental status and marital status
on happiness or life satisfaction (Daukantaite &a&uskiene 2006; Hansen et al. 2009;
Kohler et al. 2005; Savolainen et al. 2001).

There is some support for the notion that marrieipts fare better than cohabiting
parents, at least as measured by life satisfaotidmstralian data (Shields & Wooden 2003).
However, pooled WVS data suggests similar detriaddifi¢ satisfaction effects of
parenthood for marrieds and cohabitors (figuretdn& 2009). This similarity may be
because in some societies, childrearing in colmapunions is widely accepted and legally
protected. In the Scandinavian societies, for exapgarenthood has similar effects on life
satisfaction and marital satisfaction for cohalgitamd married men and women (Hansen et al.
2007; Hansen et al. 2009; Wiik et al. 2009).

Because childlessness has been shown to incremsskliof facing support deficits and
using formal services when it coincides with wid@ed and poor health (e.g., Dykstra &
Hagestad 2007a), single elderly persons that acedhlildless may be at particular risk of low
well-being. Indeed, a strong positive effect ofladhildren on life satisfaction among the
widowed has been shown globally (figure 4; Star@292; in the U.S. (Koropeckyj-Cox et al.
2007; Umberson & Gove 1989), and in Australia (8ls& Wooden 2003), but, as
mentioned, not in the Nordic countries (Hansen.e2@09; Kohler et al. 2005). Also, Western
European studies of parental status effects in @kehyage tend to find nonsignificant results

regardless of marital status (Dykstra & Wagner 2007

5.3.2 Variations by socioeconomic status

Not surprisingly, as raising children can imposkstantial financial costs, resident children

have more negative effects on well-being in lom@@conomic groups. For example, in
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global WVS data, parenthood has a positive effadtfe satisfaction in the sub-sample with
higher education>some university with or without degree) (figureStanca 2009) and a
strong negative effect on happiness at lower inaofparticularly in the ages 20-39 and if 3
or more children) (Margolis & Myrskyla 2010). U.@ata also shows that parenthood
depresses happiness more strongly among the pmoathong the rich, especially with
increasing number of children (Alesina et al. 200ddleed, the presence of resident children
has a marked negative impact on financial satisfiach a range of countries, and especially
in the U.S. (Peiro 2006)—also longitudinally aftentrolling for fixed effects (Angeles
2009). Socioeconomic status seems to matter lesarimpean and generous welfare states,
however. Across 12 European countries, no diffezend¢he effect on happiness is found
between the poor and the rich (Alesina et al. 20849 recent Norwegian data (age 40-80)
shows no relationship between having children amahtial satisfaction (Hansen et al. 2008)
and no difference in the effect of parenthood @andatisfaction by education (Hansen et al.
2009).

An opposing and much less documented trend isra pronounced negative effect of
resident children dtigh socio-economic status. According to a review obtiyoJ.S.
findings, parenthood has a more negative effechantal satisfaction at high socioeconomic
status, suggesting that lack of income and resswaeenot major factors (Twenge et al.
2003). There is some corroborating GSOEP evidaxegsident children in the fixed effect
specification are negative (p< .05) for life satttfon among the rich, but positive (p< .10)
for the poor (only partnered individuals in the \W&grmany sub-sample) (Becchetti et al.
2010). In summary, whereas most findings suggestaarenthood adversely affects the poor
due to overwhelminfjnancial costs, some findings indicate that parenthoochecae
detrimental consequences among the rich and heghlgated for reasons of gregportunity

costs (in terms of career, income, and education).
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5.3.3 Variations by other factors
Several other factors can modify the emotional iopaf parenthood and childlessness. First,
the findings are mixed regarding whether tioenber of resident childrematters, with some
national and cross-national data suggesting thgtihass and life satisfaction decrease with
increasing number of children (see Appendix) (Alaset al. 2004; Angeles 2009; Ball &
Chernova 2008; Di Tella et al. 2003; Margolis & Mkyla 2010; Shields & Wooden 2003;
Stutzer & Frey 2006), and other data showing necttbeyond that of the first child (Alesina
et al. 2004; Bergman & Daukantaite 2006; Bjgrns&bal. 2008; Di Tella et al. 2003;
Savolainen et al. 2001; Stanca 2009; Aassve 208B). Across 26 European countries, the
number of children only makes a difference (negatte single mothers (Aassve et al. 2009).
In global WVS data, the number of children has i@aarly negative effect on women
(Stanca 2009). Among Germans under age 45 in GSIOB&-2000 data, in the fixed effects
estimation, one child has a nonsignificant negagifect, whereas two or three children have
increasingly significant and negative impacts &m $atisfaction (Stutzer & Frey 2006).
Second, thehild’s genderandagecan also matter. Whereas some studies indicate mor
pronounced negative impact on life satisfactiontoldren in the ages 12-15, especially for
women (Oswald & Powdthavee 2008a; Savolainen &04l1), others find no such effect of
the age of the youngest child (Shields & Wooden32Qnberson & Gove 1989).
Conversely, U.S. data suggests that the age ofdilnegest child is positively associated with
fathers’ life satisfaction (Knoester & Eggebeen @00 he evidence on the impact of the
child’s gender on marital satisfaction and lifeéisfattion is also mixed, with some studies
finding no such effects (Bernhardt & Fratczak 20Q6rdek 1993; Aassve et al. 2009) and
others finding positive impacts of having a boy x@b al. 1989; Kohler et al. 2005; Raley &

Bianchi 2006). The latter authors speculate thgsoay lead to more father involvement in
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child care. Third and importantlguality of relationanatters, as well-being can be very low
for mothers and fathers with a distant or conftidden relation to an adult child (Chang
2008; Connidis & McMullin 1993; Koropeckyj-Cox 2002r if a child has serious illness or
personal problems (Greenfield & Marks 2006; Pille&esuitor 1991).

A key distinguishing factor among the childlessvtgether they arehildless for voluntary
or involuntary reasonsT he transition to biological childlessness usuella major crisis for
couples, associated with stress, depression, antifeosatisfaction, especially for women
(Abbey et al. 1994, Callan 1987). It is unclear thiee this vulnerability persists, as one study
finds no difference in life satisfaction betweenwary and involuntary women aged 25-50
(McQuillan et al. 2007), whereas a study of oldenmnd women also finds no difference for
happiness, but that the involuntary childless (esflg women) report lower life satisfaction

than the voluntary childless do (Connidis & McMall1993).

5.4 Summary of findings

This paper gives an overview over findings fromioas regions and countries on the effect
of having offspring on happiness and life satistactGlobal aggregate effects and findings
from a range of countries show small but signiftaaggative effects, indicating that people
generally are happier without having biologicalldren. The cross-sectional findings are
corroborated by longitudinal studies, showing thHatsatisfaction drops markedly after the
birth of the first child for both women and ment becover to almost their pre-parenthood
levels after about 4-5 years. These effects aerm@ted by a complex interplay of factors,
however. The most important ones include the ol residential status and the parents’
gender, age, and marital and socioeconomic statusomplicate matters further, these

interactions play out differently in different cdues, often in predictable ways according to
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levels of state-based supports to young familiesdgr equality in work and domestic roles,
and the extent to which people have to rely orf&irsupport in old age.

Closer examinations reveal that it is mainly whbiddren live at home that they may
interfere with individual and marital well-beingoNsurprisingly, the emotional impact of
dependent children is more negative for the s@atdgories that generally experience the
most burdens and challenges of having children: @rgraingles, lower socioeconomic strata,
and people residing in societies with less promitpblicies—especially when these
characteristics are combined. The effect of hawithgit, non-resident children on happiness
and life satisfaction is in most countries nealez@r—in large international samples—
significantly positive. There are exceptions, hoarewas parenthood is associated with higher
well-being in older age in former socialist couas;i where old-age support is largely the
responsibility of the family. Overall, the age-geatt in the effect of parenthood on well-
being (negative effect in younger age, positivelter age) appears strong in weak welfare
states and weak or non-existent in strong welfeates. This pattern exists independently of
survey period (Margolis & Myrskyla 2010). In veridage, there is no indication of a
parenthood-to-happiness relationship emerging—weh among those living alone—, which
is surprising in light of the documented suppoffiailis associated with childlessness among
the widowed elderly.

When comparing the findings across or within stsdeg., Koropeckyj-Cox et al. 2007;
Rempel 1985; Stanca 2009; Umberson & Gove 1988)gémeral pattern of results is similar
for happiness and for life satisfaction. Theressmme exceptions, as resident children have
been shown to more adversely affect happinesslifieasatisfaction (Haller & Hadler 2006;
Umberson & Gove 1989), at least among women (Masisk 1994), which is consistent with
theorizing that children put demands on day-to-olasitive emotions (happiness), but

nonetheless may enhance well-being at a more cogtatvel. Yet, parenthood can also relate
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somewhat more significantly (negative) to life sttction than to happiness (Connidis &
McMullin 1993; Peiro 2006; Plagnol & Huppert 2010ne explanation may be that two of
these studies use single-item happiness measatdsatbe fewer response categories (only 4)
than life satisfaction scales (see Appendix). Fategories may lower the precision and
reliability of the instrument and violate the noifrdastribution assumption, and thus reduce
the likelihood of significant results. A puzzlingpding that needs further research is that,
among married persons in the WVS, parenthood mefadsitively to happiness (Margolis &

Myrskyla 2010), but negatively to life satisfacti(itanca 2009).

6 Discussion

6.1 Myths and realities

The following focuses on the discrepancy betwegfolk theories predicting great emotional
benefits of having children and (ii) empirical esitte typically finding that people are better
off without having children. | will put forward fer hypotheses to explain this discrepancy. |
will first propose that parenthood confers less #omal advantages than people may expect,
because: (i) parenting entails substantial psyahtteconomic costs (the costs of children
hypothesis), (ii) childlessness has significantaadages (the pros and cons hypothesis), and
(ii) the childless over time adapt to their lifdusition and find rewarding roles and activities
other than parenting (the adaptation and compeamshtipothesis). Furthermore, the beliefs
may not map onto the findings due to (iv) cognitovases (the illusion hypothesis) or (v)
people mistaking the rewards of parenting for haggs, when they have more to do with

meaning (the confounding hypothesis).

The costs of children hypothesis
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Although there is little direct (mediation) evidenavailable, the main explanation for why
parenthood has little psychological benefits oveldéessness seems to be that dependent
children have a number of interrelated costs thtatfere with well-being. First, parenting has
psychological costsn terms of worries, fatigue, sleep deprivatiangd sacrifice and loss of
personal freedom (e.g., Twenge et al. 2003). Seaaiging children can havertarital costs
(i.e., cause marital discord and dissatisfactit@t are either direct (by reducing sex,
affection, and time spent together) or indireca(psychological distress) (Stanca 2009).
Third, children can have substanfialancial costsIndeed, mediation analysis shows that
parenthood has a neutral or positive impact orshfiesfaction after controlling for financial
satisfaction (Stanca 2009) or income adjusted doisbhold composition (using equivalence
scales) (Becchetti et al. 2010; Obradovic & Cuddtaradovic 2001). Fourth, parenthood can
have markeapportunity costsin terms of career, income, and education, eaffgto

women in gender-egalitarian Western societies.

Country differences in the emotional impact of péneod suggest that culture and policy
may shape the balance of rewards and costs assbaidgh parenting. Non-Western countries
provide much less public support to young famitleen OECD countries, of which the
Nordic countries (Sweden, Norway, and Finland) h&aeemost extensive and the U.S. and
Australia the least extensive supports (such asada and affordable daycare, flexible work
schedules, job leave security, cash benefits, amtigarental leave) (Gornick & Meyers
2008; Ray et al. 2009; Save the children 2010; OBG2. Because family-friendly policies
are designed to facilitate dual-earner families fatider involvement in child care (Crompton
& Lyonette 2006), men assume a larger share ofl daite and domestic work in the Nordic
countries than in other Western countries (Geif626look 2006; Smith & Williams 2007).

These contrasts in cultural and institutional frameks mirror contrasts in findings (most

of them reviewed earlier). First, the effect ofgrahood on well-being is generally negative
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in the U.S. and Australia, but neutral or (amongne&a) positive in the Nordic countries.
Second, in contrast to much of the literature, Mostlidies find no vulnerability associated
with raising children in unpartnered or low socieeemic groupd Third, resident children
are, globally, associated with substantial detritm@mfinancial satisfaction and marital
satisfaction, also longitudinally (in the U.S.) (@eles 2009), but not in the Nordic countries
(Hansen et al. 2009; Savolainen et al. 2001). Rouvesident parents report more mental
health problems (e.g., depression) than nonpanemsS. but not in Nordic samples (cf.
Hansen et al. 2009). Fifth, tiwansitionto parenthood is associated with large increases i
psychological distress in U.S. but not in Nordimgées. The latter contrast is unsurprising in
light of (U.S.) data showing that this transiticashparticularly detrimental mental health
consequences to those taking relatively short\(re€ks) paternity leave (Hyde et al. 1995,
1996), and the fact that the Nordic countries adfieout one year of fully paid parental leave,
whereas the U.S. (and Australia) offer no suchdezhall (Ray et al. 2009). The finding that
parents in countries at the forefront of both fgrfillendly policies and gender-equality
derive the greatest emotional benefits from haeimigdren, suggests that cultural and policy
differences may shape the balance of rewards astd associated with parenting (e.g., by
alleviating work-family conflict). Policy differeres may also explain why resident
parenthood is more emotionally rewarding to wonrethe Nordic countries than, seemingly,
anywhere else in the world. Because fertility & la the countries where the costs are high
(at least in Europe) (Hilgeman & Butts 2009), thewe also suggests ways in which

governments may increase fertility by removing sahthe disincentives to rearing children.

® Whereas U.S. reviews conclude that parents arerfmstter off than non-parents on any of the cotiveal
measures of subjective well-being (McLanahan & Add®87; Mirowsky & Ross 2003), an opposite
conclusion seems apparent in the Nordic literature.
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The following will attempt to explain why therens systematior substantialpositive
emotional impact of parenthood, not even in thedd@ns when parenthood can have

beneficial effects (e.g., to marrieds, elderlyEuropean welfare states).

The pros and cons hypothesis
This section explores the hypothesis that bothrigho®d and childlessness have important
advantages and that the near-zero emotional impagpirental status observe the net result
of these advantages balancing each other out. Tdidts some of the most important
advantages of parenthood and childlessness, akad\ay theorists and as listed by parents
and childless persons themselves in qualitativerwigws (see earlier). The table also
indicates whether the literature has confirmeddlrab/antages and their conduciveness to
well-being—preconditions for these to t@al advantages in terms of well-being.

[TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE]

The literature generally supports the purportechathges of parenthood and their
conduciveness to well-being (happiness, life satigbn, or similar outcomes). There is
substantial evidence, for example, that people stitbng social ties and access to social
support tend to report higher well-being than atl{see e.g., Baumeister & Leary 1995;
Lyubomirsky & Boehm 2010; Powdthavee 2009) and paaénts, at least in Western
countries, have more contact with relatives andhimrs (Cowan & Cowan 2000;
Furstenberg 2005; Gallagher & Gerstel 2001; Isimiku& Seccombe 1989; Nomaguchi &
Milkie 2003) and have greater access to companiprastd support in older age (Connidis
2001; Dykstra & Hagestad 2007a). Similarly, givary receiving affection and feeling love
and a sense of mattering to others are all knowrelades of well-being (e.g., Eysenck 1994;
Taylor & Turner 2001), and some research showsphints more often feel loving,

appreciated, and needed compared to nonparentarf@&B86; Connidis & McMullin 1994).
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Furthermore, experiencing informal sanctioning arfdilure in living up to normative
expectations may reduce well-being (Markowitz 1988, although the social stigma of
childlessness has softened, it still persists (@h®2001; Park 2002). Also, failing to reach
salientpersonallife goals can lead to dissatisfaction and a negdife review in old age
(e.g., Lecci et al. 1994), and low rates of voluptzhildlessness suggest that most childless
persons have failed to meet personal expectatibbsamming a parent. Generativity also is
conducive to well-being (Azarow 2003), and linkedparenthood (especially among men)
both cross-sectionally (McAdams & De St. Aubin 1P88ad longitudinally (Knoester &
Eggebeen 2006).

Finally, parents are the targets of more formaliafermal role obligations and social
control than are nonparents (Keizer et al. 200Be @motional implications of such social
regulation are less documented, however. Many istsargue that parents gain
psychologically from a clear delineation of rulegla narrowing of behavioral choices.
Durkheim, for example, argued that we need norndsregulations to buffer against anomie
and excessive individualism, which make us unhapmydepressed. More recently, Schwartz
(2000) posits that the “tyranny” of too much choge freedom only make us frustrated and
dissatisfied. Similarly, Friedman et al. (1994)ass$hat, because children fill people’s
presumed needs and desires for predictabilityjmest long-term obligations, and order to a
life-course, parenting may reduce anxiety and pterfeelings of security and well-being.

By contrast, less structure and more freedom qiedily viewed by lay persons as
positive for well-being and cited as the most intaot advantages to childlessness. Some of
the purported advantages of childlessness are lgroadfirmed in the empirical literature,
such as that childlessness, in most Western cegntralso longitudinally (Angeles 2009)—
relates to higher financial and leisure satisfactohildless persons also, relative to parents,

report fewer worries, less stress, and greateibiléy with time and money (Keizer et al.
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2009; McLanahan & Adams 1989; McMullin & Marsha96; Nomaguchi & Milkie 2003).
Childless persons also do less housework (Nomaguthikie 2003), exercise more
(Nomaguchi & Bianchi 2004), go on outings more (Gidis & Mcmullin 1992), and spend

far more money on restaurants and entertainmeaniSt et al. 2003). Some of these
advantages have a straight-forward positive effacwvell-being, such as greater financial and
leisure satisfaction (Hansen 2010). However, alghaihere is an inverse relationship
between stress and happiness (e.g., Schiffrin &deR010) and a positive correlation of .33
between “the amount of free time you have” andddésfaction (Dockery 2010), too much
freedom from obligations and worries may to soméheevery definition of an “empty life”.
Some theorists argue that a moderate amount dealgal, struggle, burden, and negative
affect can be positive and necessary for humanlolgvent and to achieve a deeper and more
permanent sense of well-being (Karlsen et al. 20WGersg 2004).

In summary, although there arguably are emotiodehatages to childlessness, these
apply mostly to young adulthood and, relative t® blenefits of parenthood, seem less
documented and less closely related to psycholbgesds, e.g., for affiliation, meaning, and
security and control in old age. In this sense pttos and cons hypothesis may not fully

explain the mismatch between beliefs and findings.

The adaptation and compensation hypothesis

Although infertile persons tend to go through agghaf finding life empty, meaningless, and
unfulfilling (Callan & Hennessey 1988; Callan & Nexl 1987; Matthews & Matthews 1986;
Nock 1987), these symptoms seem to wane with terehédless persons gradually adapt to
their child-free situation. One aspect of adaptatsodirecting one’s attention elsewhere, and

finding satisfying alternative roles and relatioipsh
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It is long established, for example, that childlpessons show great creativity in
negotiating alternative social ties over the likeise. Firstly, the childless report higher
marital support and closeness than married pa(€attan & Noller 1987; Ishiikuntz &
Seccombe 1989; Somers 1993; Twenge et al. 2008hdfmore, the childless report more
active ties with friends and extended family (esthlings, cousins, nieces, nephews), and
these often serve as sources of companionshipugmbe for childless people (Chang 2008;
Dykstra 2006; Kendig et al. 2007; Knoester & Eggeb2006; Seccombe 1991; Wenger
2001; Wenger et al. 2007). However, because tletatanships are not as reliable in
providing long-term support, childless elderly moften than parents suffer support deficits
in older age (Chang 2008; Dykstra & Hagestad 2QG&a&n in an advanced welfare state like
Sweden (Larsson & Silverstein 2004). Thereforegaesh shows that childlessness can be
detrimental when it coincides with widowhood, andrenso for men than for women. Never-
married childless adults tend to be quite succésshwilding alternative networks over the
life course, whereas the married, and especially, mere often rely exclusively on their
partner for support and companionship. Consequahiyformerly married (men) that cannot
turn to their children for help and support aréigher risk of loneliness and depression
(Dykstra & Hagestad 2007b; Koropeckyj-Cox 1998; Waget al. 1999; Wu & Pollard 1998;
Zhang & Hayward 2001).

There is mostly speculation, however, that chilsllesrsons often keep pets or are
involved with others’ children (Albert & BulcroftaB8; Basten 2009a; Schvaneveldt et al.
2001), and thus maintain quasiparental roles. Alsre are gendered findings as to whether
childless persons are more committed to their cardéere is consistent evidence across
many Western countries that men start to work rmagewomen less when they become

parents (Bielenksi et al. 2002; Cowan & Cowan 20CG€izer et al. 2009) and that childless
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females are more likely to be employed and morensitied to their careers than mothers are
(cf. DeOllos & Kapinus 2002).

Apparently, childless adults generally adapt welihteir situation and find
companionship, support, and a sense of meaninther ways than through parenting (e.qg.,
via marital, friendship, and work roles). Howeveecause of networks of peers dying out,
compensatory actions may be increasingly diffioulblder age and the risks associated with

childlessness may surface when it coincides withr pealth and widowhood.

The origin of myths and the illusion hypothesis

Why do people hold beliefs about parenthood anldlielsisness that are largely false? Why
are people seemingly not aware of the considei@dts of parenting, the advantages of
childlessness, and the level of adaptation and eosgiion among involuntary childless
individuals? | will argue that myths about paremti@nd childlessness may be (i) innate and
caused by evolved preferences, (ii) perpetuatedifir socialization, and (iii) sustained by
cognitive biases.

First, people may be genetically predisposed taktthat children bring happiness. This
perspective is based upon the notion that peoplé@m with certain needs or drives that, in
turn, lead to certain beliefs. On the one handmag be genetically wired to want to have
biological children. The need for children maytumnn, spill over to a strong motivation for
parenthood and beliefs consistent with this drseeh as that we will receive rewards in
terms of satisfaction when we have children. Howgteere may not be an innate need for
children per se, but for meaning, commitment, mimgibehaviors, status and esteem, and
security and self-realization (e.g., Veenhoven 19a@8d people may think of children as
powerful means to gratify these needs. In the atesefhother equally powerful candidates to

satisfy most or all of these needs, parenthood mo&y great promise of fulfillment in
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people’s minds. These views hold that social arti@al pressures may only reinforce or
trigger an underlying propensity in people to heleth beliefs.

Second, societies, communities, and families majofag—because of their need for
children—have attached value to parenthood andepgaiped the idea that getting married and
having children is the morally right and happiestwo live. According to the critical
feminist view, it is especially women that have meecialized to value family and children,
and this valuation is meant to console women ferdélck of genuine power in other areas and
to bolster culture’s rationalization for the opmies of women (Baumeister 1991). Gilbert
(2006) proposes a less intentional transmissidrebéfs, offering an “evolutionary”
explanation that posits that people’s delusionsiibbildren persist simply because those
who believe children make us happier are moreylikekreproduce and pass on this
mentality—whether genetically or socially.

Third, misperceptions of parenthood may arise osipein adults, despite contradictory
experiences, due to selective attention and menhaiged, even parents themselves seems to
exaggerate the joys of parenting, as suggesteldebgantrast between parents’ generally
reporting that interactions with one’s childremisat brings them the most enjoyment (Flood
1997; Juster 1985) and careful studies of how pefgal as they go about their daily
activities (Kahneman et al. 2004; Schwartz et @6}—showing that taking care of one’s
children is close to being the least enjoyablevagtover the course of a day. Gilbert (2006)
calls it the “focusing illusion” that people, detgpbeing aware of the challenges that children
impose, mostly focus on the positive experiencesnndsked about parenting. It is a form of
self-delusion in which individuals exaggerate olyaecall the good moments and forget the
unpleasant aspects that typical everyday parestitgyl. This illusion may be supported
because people more easily remember aspects éhedrsistent with general beliefs about a

phenomenon (e.g., that children bring happinesapout one self ("I enjoy my kids”). A

36



Children and happiness

different factor is that people may feel cognitdissonance if they were to admit that
something they invest so much time, effort and ngangis not enjoyable. Parents may thus
value the parenting role more highly not despitébat because of the stress and pain that go
with it. Of course, an alternative explanation taywpeople hold such rosy views of parenting
is that they feel it is expected and that theysamgly conforming to social norms when

thinking about children.

The confounding hypothesis

Baumeister (1991) proposed to explain the paraldaixgeople keep having children even
when doing so reduces happiness, by the idea ¢ogigtend to confudeappinessith
meaning. People thus may interpret or mistakedhards of parenthood—which they know
exist—as happiness, when they may have more taitthaweaning. Meaning can be defined
as having a sense of purpose and direction indiid,that one’s activities and efforts make
sense and is part of something larger than ongself Steger et al. 2008). Longitudinal data
shows that the transition to a caregiver role aalatbr meaning despite a loss in mental
health and happiness (e.g., Marks 2002). It makegive sense that the same mechanism is
involved also with parenthood—that meaning mayrdeaaced in spite of, or perhaps exactly
because of, the challenges and sacrifices thah{hered entails. Hence, as Baumeister (1991)
notes, parenthood may be a poor strategy for fqtdappiness, but an excellent one for
achieving a meaningful life. Despite the intuitagpeal of these ideas, there have been few
attempts at gauging the effect of parenthood orsarea of meaning. Some older studies of
the effect on meaning either find no effect, usaargingle item (Veenhoven 1975), or a
positive effect on a 7-item scale (Umberson & Gb989). In a recent, large Norwegian

survey, resident mothers report higher purposegands assessed with Ryff's 3-items purpose
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in life scale (Ryff & Keyes 1995), than their cHéds counterparts (no effect among men or
of empty nest parenthood) (Hansen 2010).

There have also been other attempts at definingregaburing the elusive, deep, and
profound rewards that parenthood may entail. Assdaret al. (2009) propose, parenthood,
because it involves substantial effort and a cantarothers, may have benefits that become
apparent in the eudaimonic conception of well-beingortant indicators of eudaimonic
well-being are existential dimensions such as gnaawvid development (in addition, of course,
to meaning). In a rare attempt to test the efféplaoenthood on such eudaimonic outcomes,
Plagnol & Hubert (2010) find that the presenceesident children is unrelated to single-
items tapping a sense of accomplishment and that @rte does is valuable and worthwhile.
However, because the authors include measuressiaiveoself-image and feelings of failure
in the models, it is unclear whether these itemdiate the effect of children on the
eudaimonic outcomes. Other rewarding aspects einplaood that are difficult to quantify,
may be deep love or affection (Hansen et al. 209@bomirsky & Boehm 2010), emotions

that are conspicuously absent in available measinessitive affect.

7 Limitations and future research

One potential caveat concerns the stronger setecfisocially isolated older childless
persons than parents into institutionalized camg (8/agner et al. 1999). The elderly
childless respondents living at home (and thusle#égo taking part in the surveys) may
constitute the most socially integrated and moppkiaamong childless persons, thus masking
the psychological benefits for the oldest cohomi@fing children. Concomitantly, more
research is necessary for investigating the coresemps of parental status in the frail and the

oldest old, who typically are not represented rgdasurveys.
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A different limitation of this paper is that it gnlooks at well-being and not ill-being, and
the literature would benefit from a similar revielvnegative aspects of life quality associated
with parental status. More research is also needegffects (i) in non-Western samples, (ii)
in subgroups by, e.g., age, socioeconomic stahaspaarital status, (iii) on love, meaning, or
other aspects of eudaimonic well-being, and (ivinatcro-level family policies and

commitment to gender equality.

8 Conclusion

Negative attitudes toward childlessness still rernand most people hold strong beliefs about
parenthood as a vital mode of fulfillment. Resednatings, however, tend to show that
people are better off not having children, paraciyl women, singles, lower socioeconomic
strata, and people residing in less pronataliseses—especially when these characteristics
act in combination. The reasons empirical findidgsnot map onto beliefs may be because
parents are exposed to different stressors thaetant or exceed the emotional rewards;
because childlessness has a number of advantajgsamote well-being; and because of
effective adaptation and compensation by involynthildless persons. The reason why the
beliefs do not map onto the findings may be attable to cognitive biases and that people
mistake the rewards of parenting for happinessjwthey have more to do with meaning.
The current review reveals an interesting paratt@appears that a familistic culture and
strong pronatalist values and attitudes go togetitbrlow fertility rates and marked negative
emotional effects of having children, whereas ligytrates are higher and parents derive
greater happiness in more individualistic cultusé®re people hold less pronatalist beliefs
(see also Bernhardt & Fratczak 2005). The rosy sieinmyths about parenthood thus are the

strongest in countries where they are the mosiylilcebe false, and vice versa.
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This paper clarifies and debunks some of the mgtlmuit parental status and well-being,
an illumination is important as commentators anlicgmakers are trying the curb and
understand the consequences of the rapid growthilidiessness across Western nations.
Indeed, final childlessness among women born &8&0 is likely to range between 15 and

25% in industrialized countries (Sobotka 2004).

Acknowledgments: | thank Britt Slagsvold, Gunhildg¢stad, and Annemette Sgrensen for

valuable comments and suggestions.

40



Appendix. Overview of studies and results (unstasidad regression coefficients)

Children and happiness

Author Data Results (reference = childless)
Country Survey N/obs. Age Outcome Parent (1 1 child 2(+) 3(+) 4+ children
child)? children children
Aassve et al. (2009) 26 EuropeanESS 2002, 2004, 23,662 20-50 Happiness 0.075** (m)
countries 2006 0.029* (f)
Alesina et al. (2004) u.s. GSS 1981-1996 19,895 All Happiness -0.184* -0.140* -0.164*
Alesina et al. (2004) 12 European Euro-Barometer 103,773 All Happiness -0.031 -0.059 -0.210*
countries 1975-1992
Angeles (2009) UK BHPS 1996-2005 88,928 All Life satisfaction .200** -0.183** -0.231** -0.390**
Ball & Chernova (2008) 18 countries WVS 1995-1998 0,721 15+ Life satisfaction (1-10) -0.011 -0.064**
Becchetti et al. (2010) Germany GSOEP 1984-2007  ,5H4 18+ Life satisfaction (0-10)
Bergman & Daukantaite (2006 Sweden IDA 1998 369 43 Life satisfaction (4
items; 2-8)
Bernhardt & Fratczak (2005) Sweden and Family and Working 3,718 20-36 Life satisfaction (1-4) 1.429 (S)
Poland Life 2003 (S) & 0.955 (P)
Polish Retrospective
Study 2001
Bjarnskov et al. (2008) 70 countries WVS 1997-2000 96,092 25+ Life satisfaction -0.067* -0.052* -QD
Chang (2008) u.s. HRS & AHEAD 1,342 49-64 Happiness (0/1) 0.639
2004 (childless)
Clark (2007) Britain BHPS 1998-2006 82,096 16-64 felsatisfaction (1-7) -0.051** -0.043* -0.049
Clark et al. (2008) West GSOEP 1984-2003 130,000 16-59 Life satisfaction
Germany
Clark & Georgellis (2010) UK BHPS 1996-2006 100,000 16-40 Life satisfaction
Connidis & McMullin (1993) London, Own sample 1991 678 55+ Life satisfaction -0.20**
Canada (SWLS)
Connidis & McMullin (1993) London, Own sample 1991 678 55+ Happiness (1-3) -0.07
Canada
Daukantaite & Zukauskiene Sweden IDA 1998 318 43 Life satisfaction (3 0.47*
(2006) (employe items)
d women)
Di Tella et al. (2003) u.s. GSS 1972-1994 26,668 I Al Happiness -0.112* -0.074** -0.119**
Di Tella et al. (2003) 12 European Euro-Barometer 271,224 All Life satisfaction -0.032** -0.042** -0.094**
countries 1975-1992
Di Tella et al. (2003) 12 European Euro-Barometer 103,990 All Happiness -0.033** -0.041** -0.1¥1*
countries 1975-1992
Dockery (2010) Australia HILDA 2001 12,192 15+ L#atisfaction (0-10) -0.09 ** (m)
-0.06 (f)
Dykstra & Wagner (2007) Amsterdam Nestor-LSN & BASE 1,177 70+ Life satisfaction (1-5) A:0.18*
& Berlin 1992 (m), -0,04
B: 0.02 (m),
0.29 (f)
Frey & Stutzer (2000) Switzerland Poverty Surve929 6,000 18+ Life satisfaction (1-10)
Frijters et al. (2010) Australia HILDA 2001-2006 ,994 15+ Life satisfaction (0-10)
Frijters et al. (2010) Australia HILDA 2001-2006 65,000 Life satisfacti@0-10)
Haller & Hadler (2006) 34 countries WVS 1995-1997 55;000 18+ Happiness (1-4)
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Haller & Hadler (2006) 34 countries WVS 1995-1997 55;000 18+ Life satisfaction (1-10)
Hansen et al. (2009) Norway NorLAG 2003 4,169 40-80 Life satisfaction 0.12 (m)
(SWLS, z-score) 0.25** (f)
Hillerds et al. (2001) Sweden Kungsholmen project05 90-99 Life satisfaction (LSI-Z| -0,03 (both
1996 0-26, LSI-B 0-23) measures)
Keizer et al. (2009) The NKPS 2002-2004 1,451 40-59 Life satisfaction 0.17
Netherlands (SWLS)
Kohler et al. (2005) Denmark Danish twin omnibus34,944 25-45, 50-70 Life satisfaction (0-2) -0.@80
study 2002 25-45)
0.1647 (f,
25-45)
Koropeckyj-Cox et al. (2007) u.sS. HRS 1992 4,975 meo 51-61 Life satisfaction (0/1) 0.01
Koropeckyj-Cox et al. (2007) u.S. NSFH 1992 719 veond1-61 Happiness (1-7) -0.16
Margolis & Myrskyla (2010) 87 countries WVS 1981630 201,988 15+ Happiness (1-4) -0.032** -0.034** 0.026** -0.055**
Marks & Fleming (1999) Australia Youth in Transitio 20,000 16-33 Life satisfaction (9
1980-1995 items)
Mastekaasa (1994) 19 countries International value 20,800 18-79 Life satisfaction (1-10,| 0.041 (m)
survey 1983 z-score) -0.045 (f)
At age 40
Mastekaasa (1994) 19 countries International value 20,800 18-79 Happiness (1-4, z-scoffe)  0.105* (m)
survey 1983 -0.122* (f)
At age 40
Obradovic & Cudina- Croatia Own sample 1,010 18-65 Life satisfaction
Obradovic (2001) (marrieds) (SWLS)
Oswald & Powdthavee (2008b Britain BHPS 1992-2005 28,418 all ages Life satisfaction (1-7)
Peiro (2006) 14 countries WVS 1995-1996 all ages Life satisfaction and
financial satisfaction (1-
10), happiness (1-4)
Pichler (2006) 22 countries ESS 2002 28,161 15+ e &iftisfaction +
happiness (0/1)
Plagnol & Hubbert (2010) 23 countries ESS 2006 28,7 18+ Happiness (0-10) -0.055
Plagnol & Hubbert (2010) 23 countries ESS 2006 28,7 18+ Life satisfaction (0-10) -0.110**
Rempel (1985) Canada Social chancein 338 65+ Life satisfaction (1-11) 0.17
Canada 1979
Rempel (1985) Canada Social chancein 338 65+ Happiness (1-3) -0.01
Canada 1979
Savolainen et al. (2001) Finland Survey of living 7,594 20-64 Life satisfaction (0/1) -0.101 (m)
conditions 1986 -0.029 (f)
Shields & Wooden (2003) Australia HILDA 2001 13,969 15+ Life satisfaction (0-10)
Smith (2003) Soviet WVS 1990-1993 ~8,000 all ages Happiness (1-4)
Union, U.S.,
West
Germany
Soons & Kalmijn (2009) 30 countries ESS 2002-2006 1,580 18-44 Life satisfaction + 0.08**
(partnered happiness (0-20)
)
Stack & Eshleman (1998) 17 countries WVS 1981-1983 18,000 all ages Happiness (1-4) 0.005
Stanca (2009) 94 countries WVS 1980-2008 215,541 -1Q15 Life satisfaction (1-10) -0.144* -0.172** AB5** -0.130**
Stanca (2009) 94 countries  WVS 1980-2008 215,282 -1015 Happiness (1-4) -0.04** -0.04** -0.04** -0.685
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Stutzer & Frey (2006) Germany GSOEP 1984-2000 en,74 <45 Life satisfaction (0-10) 0.062* 0.034 0.0073* 0.0048 -0.105
-0.375** (5+)

Stutzer & Frey (2006) Germany GSOEP 1984-2000 60,000 <45 Life satisfad)-10) 0.062** -0.030 -0.106 -0.084 -0.232**
-0.395** (5)
-0.712** (6+)

Umberson & Gove (1989) u.s. Own sample 1975 2,246 Il agees Life satisfaction (1-3) 0.02

Umberson & Gove (1989) u.S. Own sample 1975 2,246 Il ages Happiness (1-4) 0.02

Zhang & Liu (2007) China CLHLS 2002 13,447 65-105 ifelsatisfaction (1-4) 0.118t

t p< .10, * p< .05, ** p< .01
Notes: All results are unstandardized coefficiéram OLS or fixed effect regressions, except soesellts using logistic regression (Koropeckyj-Coxrlet2007; Savolainen et al., 2001) or orderedip(®i Tella et
al., 2003; Dockery, 2010) or logit (Bernhardt & fezak, 2005; Billari, 2009; Peiro, 2006; Smith, 30Zhang & Liu, 2007). Empty “results” cells areedio that results are not reported in the formatiuere?

m=male, f=female.
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Fig. 1 The effect of parenthood on life satisfactiongeynder and age (ceteris paribus) across

94 countries (WVS)
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Fig. 2 Shifts in life satisfaction in the years beforelafter the first birth (fixed effects

regression) in German GSOEP data
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Fig. 3 Shifts in life satisfaction in the years beforelafter the first birth (fixed effects

regression) in British BHPS data
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Fig. 4 The effect of parenthood on life satisfaction du@ation and marital status (ceteris

paribus) across 94 countries (WVS)
2,2

0,38

, ]

ow gr Middle Upper rrigd Cong Di}jorc}ad Separafed Widow ed vel-
B -0,1 rrigd
-1

-1,03 -0,98

24 -1,63
-2,01

Life satisfaction (10-100)
P

-4,16

Education and marital status

The effect of having offspring (marital status) arfdnumber of children” (education). All p< .01 @pt middle education,

cohabiting, and divorced (p> .05)

Source: Stanca (2009, some ancillary analysesgedwia personal communication)

56



Children and happiness

Table 1 Overview of theoretical and empirical advantaggsasenthood and childlessness

for well-being

Empirical findings
Linked with well-being?  Linked with parental status?

Purported advantages of parenthood

Companionship and support in old age \ \/
Feeling useful and needed \ <
Feeling loving and loved \ \
Meeting social expectations \ \
Meeting personal expectations \ \
Generativity \ \
Structure in life ? \
Purported advantages of childlessness

Less time and energy demands ? \
Fewer financial concerns \ \
Fewer worries \ \
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