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Abstract

Parenthood is the normative path for adult human beings—reproduction is the
survival of the species—and, historically, to be a woman has meant to be a mother
(Gillespie, 2003). Childlessness, on the rise in the developed world, has not been
adequately served in the social sciences (Chancey & Dumais, 2009) nor is it entirely
accepted by society (Avison & Furnham, 2015). Whether childless by chance
(involuntarily) or by choice (voluntarily or childfree), non-mothers are often
stigmatized and misunderstood (Shaw, 2011). Childfree women, in particular, may
be perceived as less deserving of acceptance than those who are unable to have
children due to infertility or other medical conditions (Peterson & Engwall, 2013),
though public opinion is shifting toward greater inclusion (Kanazawa, 2014).
Research on the subject delineates a variety of reasons for a woman’s choice to
remain childless: freedom and autonomy encompass the overarching themes
(Peterson, 2015). Motherhood is demanding and, in raising a family, a woman may
sacrifice personal identity to parenting (Gillespie, 2003). Motherhood is
meaningful, yet childfree women seek liberation from such predetermined life
meaning and purpose (Peterson, 2015)—they are not so much anti-parenting as they
may be pro-self (Kelly, 2009). Meaning in life is a central topic in positive
psychology and in its second wave, PP 2.0 (Wong, 2011): meaning is an indicator
of psychological well-being (Steger & Kashdan, 2007) and a function of
eudaimonic living (Ryff, 1989). Childfree women, having not complied with the
expectation of motherhood (Glenn, 1994), cultivate other sources of life meaning,
which results in fulfillment, personal growth, and the flourishing that positive
psychology endeavors to promote (Avison & Furnham, 2015; Tucker, 2006).

Introduction

“I’m completely happy not having children. I mean, everybody does not have to live in
the same way. And as it’s been said, ‘Everybody with a womb doesn’t have to have a
child any more than everybody with vocal cords has to be an opera singer.””

— Gloria Steinem

The purpose of this paper is to explore voluntary childlessness as a meaningful life choice and, in
so doing, to highlight non-motherhood as a valuable construct worthy of increased attention in
the social sciences, as well as in society and culture in general. Childlessness is a complicated
construct (Roy, Schumm, & Britt, 2014; Sundby, 1999). Despite shifts in societal and cultural
norms, women worldwide are still held to a central, and traditional, gendered expectation of
marriage and motherhood (McQuillan, Greil, Shreffler, & Tichenor, 2008). So inextricably
linked are motherhood and womanhood, it has been argued that being a woman means being a
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mother (Gillespie, 2003; Ireland, 1993). However, not every woman is able, nor feels the need,
to reproduce. Increasingly, women are choosing not to have children (Chancey & Dumais, 2009;
Hoffman & Levant, 1985). This state of being childless-by-choice is deemed “voluntary
childlessness” or “childfree”, in contrast to “involuntary childlessness”, also referred to as
“childless by chance”, or childless by circumstance, that which results from an inability to
reproduce (Basten, 2009; Peterson, 2015).

Childlessness—by choice or by circumstance—on the rise in the United States, Canada,
and Europe (Abma & Martinez, 2006; Avison & Furnham, 2015; Kelly, 2009), continues to be
stigmatized in developed countries (Chancey & Dumais, 2009; Miall, 1986; Park, 2002), and
punished in developing ones (Unisa, 1999). Misunderstood, misrepresented, and potentially
mistreated (Koropeckyj-Cox, Copur, Romano, & Cody-Rydzewski, 2018; Park, 2002), childless
women are challenged to find positive life meaning, to understand their purpose in a society and
culture that is accustomed to rewarding them, primarily, for procreating and parenting
(Baumeister, 1991, Peterson, 2015). Meaning and purpose, amongst the most researched topics
in psychology, are highly correlational (Baumeister & Vohs, 2002), and are associated in the
context of positive psychology (PP) with eudaimonic living (Ryff & Keyes, 1995) and
psychological well-being (PWB). Though childfree women may be perceived as maladjusted
(Koropeckyj-Cox et al., 2018; Pohlman, 1970), they tend to have high levels of PWB, on par
with mothers (Jeffries & Konnert, 2002). Further, according to theory and research on the
subject, childfree women experience life as being replete with opportunities for personal growth
(Houseknecht, 1987; Gillespie, 2003; Peterson, 2015). With its focus on human flourishing
(Biswas-Diener, Linley, Govindji, & Woolston, 2011), PP may be particularly equipped to
address the possibilities inherent in living childfree.

Other Than Mother
A Brief Survey of Childlessness

For as long as there has been history, motherhood has been considered a woman’s primary
purpose (Erikson, 1964, Glenn, 1994; Medina & Magnuson, 2009), of crucial importance for her
feminine identity, self-esteem, and well-being: to be a woman has meant to be a mother, and vice
versa (Hird & Abshoff, 2000; Peterson & Engwall, 2013), the link between motherhood and
womanhood remaining a pervasive and deeply ingrained social and cultural assumption
(Gillespie, 1999; Glenn, 1994; Shaw, 2011). Further, parenthood is relatively unchallenged as
the normative lifestyle (Rothrauff & Cooney, 2008), while childless or childfree tends to be
considered an alternative one (Dykstra & Hagestad, 2007; Hoffman & Levant, 1985; Sundby,
1999).

Historically, childlessness has been stigmatized as a state of less-than, an inadequacy
(Letherby, 1999; Miall, 1986); while involuntary childlessness has been widely experienced as
“a cataclysmic role failure” (Greil, Leitko, & Porter, 1988, p. 172). As far back as the ancient
world, having no children, being barren, constituted a tragedy (Wretmark, 1999). In certain
religious traditions, an inability to have children is considered a curse (Miall, 1986; Tabong &
Adongo, 2013). The pro-life movement has its roots in an inflexible ideology: that a woman’s
only mission or source of fulfillment is mothering (Glenn, 1994). Currently, in the United States,
a woman’s right to choose is under siege: an increasingly conservative political climate and
justice system pose a threat to the abortion rights protection determined in 1973 by Roe v. Wade
(Hull, Hoffer, & Hoffer, 2018), a landmark Supreme Court decision establishing the legal right

journal.existentialpsychology.org 2




International Journal of Special Issue
Existential Psychology & Psychotherapy Proceedings of the 2016 Meaning Conference

to abortion (Ginsburg, 1984). In contemporary Western culture, childlessness often has psycho-
social consequences (Greil, 1997; Koropeckyj-Cox, 2002): infertility is associated with being
empty, lonely, and sad (Basten, 2009); and those who are childless by choice have been
perceived as emotionally unstable, disturbed (Pohlman, 1970), deviant (Avison & Furnham,
2015; Kelly, 2009; Veevers, 1973a), and even “sinister” (Bartlett, 1995, p. 4). The idea of
consciously choosing not to procreate, in many non-Western societies is, itself, inconceivable
(Inhorn & van Balen, 2002). In India, a woman’s infertility is considered a legal reason for
divorce (Unisa, 1999). For the childless woman—whether she chose non-motherhood or is
unable to reproduce—regardless of her ethnicity or socioeconomic milieu, such pervasive
negative perceptions and attitudes (Chancey & Dumais, 2009; Shaw, 2011) are likely to cause
personal distress, and can undermine her sense of self (Hirsch & Hirsch, 1989; Ireland, 1993;
Pelton & Hertlein, 2011; Sundby, 1999).

In the 45 years since Veevers (1973a) recognized that the voluntarily childless population
had been the subject of what Dexter (1958) termed “selective inattention” (Basten, 2009), the
perception of childlessness has evolved (Avison & Furnham, 2015; Koropeckyj-Cox, 2002;
Thornton & DeMarco, 2001). Still, there exists a paucity of research and literature on the subject
of voluntary childlessness, and on childlessness in general. The early, 1970s and 1980s, literature
on voluntary childlessness was focused on the causality of feminism and a woman’s bid for
freedom (Shaw, 2011; Simons, 1984). Chancey and Dumais (2009), in reviewing the academic
literature on the subject, found: “recent media attention has made the phenomenon more known,
but it remains largely misunderstood, and the voluntarily childless themselves suffer from the
resulting misperceptions of the public” (p. 207).

Negative stereotypes persist (Basten, 2009; Letherby & Williams, 1999; Shaw, 2011)—
1.e., married childless women are less warm than mothers, and childless husbands and wives are
more emotionally troubled than their parenting peers (Koropeckyj-Cox et al., 2018)—however,
there is evidence indicating that societal acceptance of childless and childfree adults is on the rise
(Avison & Furnham, 2015; Basten, 2009; Koropeckyj-Cox et al., 2018; Thornton & DeMarco,
2001). The childfree may be perceived as more individualistic or liberated than parents; while
the involuntarily childless tend to garner sympathy, which in turn may make them more socially
desirable than the childfree (Chancey & Dumais, 2009). In general, involuntarily childless
women are viewed more favorably than those who are childless by choice (Chancey & Dumais,
2009), and women tend to be more supportive of voluntary childlessness than men (Koropeckyj-
Cox & Pendell, 2007). In the Netherlands, a country that has been known for a socially
progressive culture (Cox, 2001), the public’s acceptance of voluntary childlessness grew from 20
to 90 percent in the 30 years between 1960 and 1990 (Noordhuizen, de Graaf, & Sieben, 2010).
Still, even in the developed world, it is common for non-parents, and non-mothers in particular,
to be stigmatized, having to face feeling ostracized or marginalized (Chancey & Dumais, 2009;
Park, 2002) because of infertility on the one hand (Abbey, Andrews, & Halman, 1992; Dykstra
& Hagestad, 2007; Miall, 1986) or a choice to remain childless on the other (Bartlett, 1995;
Peterson & Engwall, 2013; Shaw, 2011).

Since the 1970s, there has been a buildup of research on voluntary childlessness and the
childfree lifestyle (Hoffman & Levant, 1985; Houseknecht, 1987; Métzke & Ostner 2010;
Movius, 1976; Umberson, Pudrovska, & Reczek, 2010), most of which has been conducted in
Anglo-Saxon countries (Tanturri & Mencarini, 2008) and the developed world (Basten, 2009).
Early studies looked at both Depression era and baby-boom female cohorts (Blake, 1979; Bloom
& Pebley, 1982): in particular, Bloom and Pebley (1982), in reviewing evidence of voluntary
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childlessness in the United States in the early 1980s, predicted that up to 30% of then-recent
cohorts of American women would remain permanently childless, by choice or by circumstance.
More recent statistics put the figure lower, estimating that approximately 20% to a high of 30%
of women in several areas of the developed world—North America, the United Kingdom, and
Germany—nearing the end of their childbearing years, did not have children, for various reasons
(Avison & Furnham, 2015; Cannold, 2004; Dye, 2008). Infertility has been said to consistently
account for an approximate median of 9% in the developed world (Boivin, Bunting, Collins, &
Nygren, 2007). It is notoriously difficult to determine exact figures for the childfree population
as being childless by choice is itself difficult to determine (Abma & Martinez, 2006), and is often
arrived at through a combination of voluntary and involuntary circumstances—for instance,
postponing pregnancy too long (Chancey & Dumais, 2009; DeVellis, Wallston, & Acker, 1984).
The term voluntary childlessness may best be summarized as a “combination of choice and
permanence” (Houseknecht, 1987, p. 370) encompassing two types: “early articulators” and
“postponers” (Houseknecht, 1978). Keizer, Dykstra, and Jansen (2008) theorized that
childlessness is rarely the consequence of a single decision but is rather more often the outcome
of not having specifically decided to procreate?.

Overall, permanent childlessness is on the rise around the world (Peterson, 2015), with
Western, industrialized countries like Sweden, Italy, and the U.S. particularly notable in this
uptick (Frejka & Sardon, 2004; Tanturri & Mencarini, 2008, Umberson et al., 2010). The overall
childless rate for women 40-44 years of age was approximately 10% in 1980, compared with
almost 19% in 2010 (Roy et al., 2014). In the United States, voluntary childlessness is estimated
to have grown from nearly 5% in the 1970s to approximately 7% in the 1980s, with a high of 9%
in 1995 (Abma & Martinez, 2006; Basten, 2009). In the United Kingdom, the number of women
who stated an intention to remain childless doubled between 1986 and 1991 (Gillespie, 1999).
Gillespie (2003) has noted that voluntary childlessness is “predominantly an affluent Western
phenomenon” (p. 123): childfree women tend to have more work experience, a higher income,
and lower adherence to religion, as compared to other women (Abma & Martinez, 2006;
Kanazawa, 2014). Estimates suggest that by 2030, approximately 25% of elderly persons
worldwide, having remained childless, will thus be without a child or a grandchild (Wachter,
1997; Zhang & Hayward, 2001). If childlessness is trending upward (Kelly, 2009; Letherby &
Williams, 1999; Roy et al., 2014), and infertility rates remain somewhat steady at 10-14%, then
it would appear to be the childfree who constitute the growing demographic (Basten, 2009;
Gillespie, 2003; Roy et al., 2014).

The Choice to Remain Childless

“Humans, like all other species in nature, are evolutionarily designed to reproduce” (Kanazawa,
2014, p. 157) and the vast majority of women will bear children (McQuillan et al., 2008; Miall,
1986). Motherhood is the heteronormative ideal (Gillespie, 2003), a foregone conclusion—a
“fact” of life (Gillespie, 1999, p. 43). Pronatalism—a position or belief which promotes human
reproduction in the form of parenthood and procreation (Carroll, 2012)—is tightly woven into
the cultural fabric of a Western, individualist society, i.e., North American and Western
European (Carroll, 2012; Peterson & Engwall, 2013). Children are generally perceived as an
asset, and with good reason—parenthood brings fulfillment and psychological benefit, and to

2 “Voluntary childlessness is defined as an individual or couple’s choice not to have children and their participation
in taking measures to ensure they do not conceive a child.” (Roy et al., 2014, p. 53)
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raise children well means to have achieved a certain success (Margolis &, Myrskyld, 2011).
Thus, parenthood, widely perceived as the normative path, holds great value, while childlessness,
regardless of the cause, continues to be considered the untraditional lifestyle (Koropeckyj-Cox,
2002; Pollet, Kuppens, & Dunbar, 2006; Sundby, 1999), arguably less worthwhile or valuable to
society (Letherby & Williams, 1999; McQuillan et al., 2008). It is for this reason that non-
childbearing adults may be regarded with suspicion or doubt (Peterson & Engwall, 2013),
labeled unorthodox or even abnormal (Peterson, 2015; Shea, 1983). Women, as opposed to men,
who do not have children may be especially affected by such a perception (Chancey & Dumais,
2006; Waren & Pals, 2013), though married childless men, too, may experience negative
stereotyping (Gannon, Glover, & Abel, 2004; Jamison, Franzini, & Kaplan, 1979). Hegemonic
cultural beliefs about gender have the effect of creating dominant, institutionalized stereotypes
(Ridgeway & Correll, 2004)— i.e., men think, women feel; men are powerful, women are
nurturing (Worell & Todd, 1996). Rigid gender beliefs and pervasive pronatalism would seem to
be conjoined, the former fortifying the latter. Thus, the female identity is constructed as a
feminine identity (Hird & Abshoff, 2000); and femininity has been most obviously, or perhaps
most conventionally, expressed by motherhood (Gillespie, 1999; Worell & Todd, 1996). The
involuntarily childless woman—unable to reproduce, but desirous of doing so—tends to
corroborate mainstream society’s pronouncement: the role of parent is an essential one (Park,
2002). Indeed, becoming a mother may be so central to her gender identity (Gillespie, 2003;
Peterson & Engwall, 2013), that biological childlessness could result in “identity shock”
(Matthews & Matthews, 1986a, p. 645). She has failed to conceive, and thereby feels she will
undergo a damaging status shift: from feminine potential mother to defeminized infertile person
(Matthews & Matthews, 1986a). She may fear social isolation (Ornstein, 2000). She may feel
bereft (Chancey & Dumais, 2009; Roy et al., 2014). Accordingly, involuntary childlessness is
often the cause of anxiety, guilt, fear, and depression (Letherby & Williams, 1999; Umberson et
al., 2010).

The voluntarily childless woman, though subjected to negative stereotypes and prejudice
(Ganong, Coleman, & Mapes, 1990; Movius, 1976; Park, 2002; Peterson & Engwall 2013), has
ostensibly chosen her fate. Though motherhood’s status as an assumed destiny may be slowly
diminishing (Shaw, 2011), the childfree woman has voluntarily bucked traditional expectation
(Hird & Abshoff, 2000; Peterson, 2015; Veevers, 1973a). As such, her feminine identity may be
called into question (McQuillan et al., 2008)—is she a real woman? (Peterson & Engwall,
2013)—as may be her mental health (DeVellis et al., 1984). She could be perceived as
dysfunctional, immature, unfulfilled, a failure (Avison & Furnham, 2015); destined to have an
unsatisfying marriage (Gillespie, 1999); certain to live out her final years in loneliness and regret
(Rothrauff & Cooney, 2008). In essence, it may be assumed that she is now, or at some point will
be, unhappy. These assumptions may be specious (McLanahan & Adams, 1987; Rothrauff &
Cooney, 2008), but they could still have the power to influence her self-identity (Movius, 1976;
Shaw, 2011): her “who am 1?” (Ornstein, 2000; Park, 2002). According to statistics, however, it
is likely that, in comparison to both childless women and mothers, the childfree woman is likely
to have an equally or more fulfilling marriage (Hoffman & Levant, 1985; Koropecky;j-Cox,
Pienta, & Brown, 2007), a higher level of career satisfaction (Movius, 1976; Peterson, 2015), and
her life, less dictated by gender role stereotypes, may be experienced as adventurous or free
(Callan, 1987; Dykstra & Hagestad, 2007; Peterson & Engwall, 2013). In their later years, the
childless tend to be more financially secure and physically healthy than parents (Rempel, 1985;
Roy et al., 2014; Zhang & Hayward, 2001). The childfree woman is not so much rejecting
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motherhood and its duties or responsibilities as she is accepting the possibility of an alternative
means of personal fulfillment (Gillespie, 2003; Kanazawa, 2014; Movius, 1976; Peterson,
2015)—equally valid, if not yet universally understood or accepted.

Much has changed in the 45 years since Veevers (1973a) first discerned a notable lack of
focus in the social sciences on the construct of voluntary childlessness. Social change—the rise
of feminism (Shaw, 2011), combined with wider access to reproductive choice (Gillespie, 2003;
Kanazawa, 2014) and other socioeconomic factors (Roy et al., 2014)—has played a key role in
the growing adherence to, and greater acceptance of, a childfree lifestyle (Bartlett, 1995; Pollet et
al., 2006). The rapid growth of the childfree population challenges long-held assumptions about
parenthood and non-parenthood (Avison & Furnham, 2015; Gillespie, 2003): permanent
childlessness does not necessarily cause diminished well-being (Hansen, 2012; Umberson et al.,
2010), nor does it have to entail social disadvantage (Koropeckyj-Cox, 2002; Peterson, 2015);
while having children may in some instances result in diminished marital satisfaction (Margolis
& Myrskyld, 2011; Twenge, Campbell, & Foster, 2003; White, Booth, & Edwards, 1986) and
higher levels of anxiety and depression (Bures, Koropeckyj-Cox, & Loree, 2009; McLanahan &
Adams, 1987). Umberson (1989) theorized that since studies on the effects of parenthood versus
childlessness yielded inconsistent results—which group has more or less PWB—there was
reason to look instead at the quality of parent-child relationships, and the demands thereof:
motherhood, it was proposed, is more demanding than fatherhood, and this is reflected in the oft
diminished PWB of mothers. Motherhood is time-consuming (Umberson, 1989) and children are
expensive (Roy et al., 2014). It is common for a mother to feel that, in raising children, she has
lost a sense of personal identity (Gillespie, 2003; Peterson, 2015; Shelton & Johnson, 2006): she
is restricted by motherhood.

Statistically, freedom—autonomy, independence, liberation—is given as the primary
motivation for remaining childfree (Abma & Martinez, 2006; Avison & Furnham, 2015; Bartlett,
1995; Berer, 1999; Gillespie, 2003; Houseknecht, 1987). Women who choose not to procreate
are attracted to the promise of freedom; specifically, greater opportunities (Gillespie, 2003;
Shaw, 2011); a wider range of professional choices (Gillespie, 1999; Kanazawa, 2014; Movius,
1976); social and economic independence (Peterson, 2015); increased autonomy (Abma &
Martinez, 2006; Meyers, 2001), which extends to a woman’s sense of autonomy over her own
body (Beck & Beck-Gernsheim, 2002); geographical mobility (Dykstra & Hagestad, 2007);
equal sex role status (Movius, 1976; Peterson & Engwall, 2013); and an expanded life purpose
(Gillespie, 1999; Kanazawa, 2014). The appeal is independence and the option to keep life focus
on one’s own development (Hird & Abshoft, 2000; Roy et al., 2014): from “living for others” to
“living for one’s self” (Beck & Beck-Gersheim, 2002, p. 22), to having a rewarding “life of
one’s own” (Movius, 1976, p. 62). Peterson (2015) found that freedom, for childfree women, is
“described as a part of their deep-rooted identity and as an important part of their personal
identity construct” (p. 5).

However, the freedom discourse itself may reinforce the stereotype of a childfree woman
as selfish and self-serving (Dykstra & Hagestad, 2007; Hansen, 2012)—she could even be
mistaken as a “childhater” (Mitchell & Gray, 2007). Though a dislike of children is rarely a
woman’s reason for not wanting them (Mitchell & Gray, 2007), children have been identified as
a possible impediment to a woman’s self-focus (Frisén, Carlsson, & Wingqvist, 2014),
constituting a reason not to procreate. An early study by DeVellis et al. (1984) found that the
majority of childfree women associated mothering with having relatively few rewards, as
opposed to any perception of parenthood as a negative experience. Rather, those women who
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actively decide to remain childless desire a positive experience (Gillespie, 2003); that is, a life
liberated from the limiting societal and cultural construct of motherhood (Hird & Abshoff,
2000); that which has been always been understood as the priority means of expressing
femininity and of cultivating overall well-being (Gillespie, 1999; Movius, 1976; Peterson, 2015;
Ridgeway & Correll, 2004).

Meaning in Life
A Brief Survey of Meaning

Meaning in life (MIL) is a primary topic in both humanistic psychology and positive psychology,
the latter of which is proposed to have its roots in the former (Resnick, Warmoth, & Serlin,
2001). Victor Frankl’s (1985) seminal work, Man'’s Search for Meaning, first published in 1946,
pioneered a subsequent profusion of meaning studies and theories (Baumeister & Vohs, 2002).
“Meaning in life” and “purpose”—purpose confers meaning (Klinger, 1977); purpose defined as
either an aim or a function (Baier, 1992)—are concepts, pertaining to the significance of life in
general from the perspective of the individual experiencing that particular life (Crumbaugh &
Maholick, 1964). Thus, MIL is a perception and a personal evaluation—*“what is the meaning of
my life?”—which may be assessed: one such evaluative tool is the Meaning in Life
Questionnaire (MLQ; Steger, Frazier, Oishi, & Kaler, 2006), in which participants are asked to
rate their agreement with various statements, i.e., “My life has a clear sense of purpose” (p. 93).
Life meaning, as a construct, would seem to be a complex combination of social science and
philosophy (Ventegodt, Andersen, & Merrick, 2003).

Baumeister (1991) created ““a kind of checklist” (p. 30) by delineating four distinct needs
of meaning: purpose, comprised of goals and fulfillment; value; efficacy; and self-worth—one or
more of these needs would have to be met for an individual to experience life as meaningful.
Further, Baumeister proposed meaning as a way to both “discern patterns in the environment”
and “control oneself, including ones internal states” (p. 17): that is, meaning helps people
negotiate societal and cultural values and it also serves the process of self-regulation—literally,
regulation by the self, as opposed to heteronomy, or controlled regulation (Ryan & Deci, 2006).
Self-regulation is closely associated with the concept of autonomy—will, choice, freedom—and
autonomy is central to Self-Determination Theory (SDT; Ryan & Deci, 2000): “an empirically
based approach to development and motivation” (Ryan & Deci, 2006, p. 1558). Autonomy is
linked to engagement, productivity, and well-being (Ryan, Deci, Grolnick, & LaGuardia, 2006).

“The more life seems purposeful and meaningful, the better one’s well-being” (Thoits,
2012, p. 360). MIL is considered a prime indicator of PWB (Steger & Kashdan, 2007)—*“living a
life rich in purpose and meaning, continued growth, and quality ties to others” (Ryff & Singer,
2008, p. 13). It follows, then, that living a meaningful life is associated with positive functioning
(Stillman et al., 2009). A strong indicator of positive psychological functioning may be the
conceptualization of well-being in eudaimonic, rather than hedonic, terms (McMahan & Estes,
2011). The two primary processes, or experiences, of well-being espoused in positive
psychology (Sin & Lyubomirsky, 2009) are hedonic and eudaimonic, (Ryan & Deci, 2001;
Steger & Kashdan, 2007): respectively, the experience of pleasure and the experience of
meaning (McMahan & Estes, 2011). Eudaimonia is associated with authentic living, which is in
turn associated with meaningfulness (Steger et al., 2006). Cultivating eudaimonia is connected to
the development of well-being (Ryff, 1989)—well-being as distinct from happiness (Ryan &
Deci, 2001). Hedonia, happiness, or SWB would seem to be a desirable state (Diener, 1984),
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while eudaimonia, or PWB, is arguably requisite for the experience of a meaningful life
(Baumeister & Vohs, 2002; Ryff, 1989).

Meaning is notoriously difficult to measure, and there remain essential questions about
the MIL construct (Steger et al., 2006), though it is widely considered a positive and highly
significant variable in well-being theory (Steger, 2012; Wong & Fry, 1998). Perhaps meaning is
a challenge to measure and to identify as there is no one-size-fits-all “meaning”, no universal
definition (Frankl, 1985). Meaning in life is self-constructed (Ventegodt et al., 2003), albeit in
consideration of the various meanings on offer from society and culture—what one acquires
from people, institutions, broad systems, and widespread ideology (Baumeister, 1991). Ideally,
meaning is not imposed by external conditions and conditioning. Rather, meaning is made up of
the choices one makes from the vast choices on offer.

(M)otherhood and Meaning

An attempt to reduce meaning to a singular or conclusive definition inevitably proves futile—not
so much elusive as specific to the individual in search of it. Frankl (1985) theorized meaning as
impossible to universalize: to each his/her own. Meaning may satisfy both the basic human need
to impose stability on a constantly changing life—making fixed what is inherently in flux
(Baumeister & Vohs, 2002)—and the need to strive toward future goals, which often involves a
shift in the status quo (Steger et al., 2006). To search for meaning is to strive for self-
understanding; it is a quest for identity (Singer, 2004). Parenthood confers life meaning; to
mother is meaningful (Medina & Magnuson, 2009). Pronatalist ideals, those which further
concretize the significance and even necessity of having children, are ever-present in the vast
majority of cultures (Meyers, 2001). Pardoning the pun: Motherhood is expected. Motherhood is
assumed to endow life with meaning; it challenges neither the status quo nor conventional ideas
about gender behavior (Taylor & Whittier, 1995). Childfree women may even be perceived as a
threat to institutionalized thinking (Bartlett, 1995).

Motherhood is widely considered the core of a woman’s healthy identity (Gillespie,
2003). However, motherhood, like childlessness or non-motherhood, is complicated (Letherby,
2002; Letherby & Williams, 1999). Statistics suggest that parenting does not necessarily make a
woman happy (Nomaguchi & Milkie, 2003)—it is of no specific or absolute consequence to
affective well-being (Hansen, Slagsvold, & Moum, 2009). No matter: In essence, to be a woman
is to be a mother (Glenn, 1994), and to be a mother is to be feminine (Ireland, 1993). The
childless woman, stripped of “mother”, is also potentially stripped of “feminine”: in terms of
cultural, gendered expectations (Glenn, 1994), bearing children is fundamental to her femininity
(McQuillan et al., 2008). As non-mother, she may be perceived as “un-womanly”, or as “other”
than normal (Letherby, 1999): but this otherness—to mean odd, deviant, even substandard—
contributes to the omnipresent pronatalism which is responsible for stigmatizing childlessness,
and childfree living in particular (Ireland, 1993; Peterson, 2015; Snitow, 1992). Even in
progressive, Western cultures, to not want to breed, to choose to remain childless, to be “able to
imagine a full and deeply meaningful life without motherhood” (Snitow, 1992, p. 33) remains in
the realm of taboo (Agonito, 2014).

More than two decades after Snitow (1992) argued that feminism had chronically
acquiesced to pronatalism, reinforcing reproduction as a woman’s required role, voluntary
childlessness remains a marginal life path (Agonito, 2014; Letherby, 2002). Still, voluntary
childlessness is on the rise (Zhang & Hayward, 2001)—more literature is being generated as a
result (Bartlett, 1995; Basten, 2009)—however, the cultural conversation around childlessness,
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though increasingly open, is still lacking (Letherby & Williams, 1999; Peterson, 2015); as if, in
showing enthusiasm for a childfree lifestyle, one might be inherently challenging the value of
parenting as a life purpose, placing in doubt the meaning of motherhood (Snitow, 1992). Though
most people endow having their own biological children as a central source of meaning in life,
there may be satisfying compensations for remaining childless or childfree (Avison & Furnham,
2015; Callan, 1987; Pollet et al., 2006). Baumeister (1991) in theorizing that there is some
interchangeability, or substitution, in regard to meaning in life, suggested: “Parenthood, like
religion, appears to be a powerful but replaceable source of meaning in life” (p. 32). Social
inclusion seems to be one such replacement: Studies of elderly childless persons yielded
evidence suggesting that PWB does not differ greatly between the childless elderly and elderly
parents (Koropeckyj-Cox, 2002; Zhang & Hayward, 2001). Rather, the diminishment of well-
being in the elderly is more attributable to a lack of close social support: elderly widowed and
divorced persons were lonelier and more depressed than their married counterparts—in essence,
“marital status influenced psychological well-being” (Zhang & Hayward, 2001, p. S311).
Rempel (1985) found in her research that elderly childless persons tend not to be lonely, as they
are more likely to engage in meaningful social interactions, in the form of both relationships and
experiences.> Baumeister proposed that a need to belong is a significant and central human
motivation; certainly, it is connected to the biological instinct to reproduce (Baumeister & Tice,
1990), though not exclusively. Emmons (2003) proposed that relationships, of all kinds, are
amongst the most important sources of meaning—friends, colleagues, family. Having children
may not necessarily bring fulfillment (Alesina, Di Tella, & MacCulloch, 2004; McLanahan &
Adams, 1987), while close bonds, such as supportive friendships and strong marriages, may
deeply satisfy one’s need to belong (Myers, 1999). The concept of what constitutes a family is
becoming increasingly fluid (Bumpass, 1990; Goldberg & Kuvalanka, 2012). It is often said
anecdotally that we choose our family: that, increasingly, people are self-dependent in making
choices and decisions, especially as concerns family formation (Beck & Beck-Gernsheim, 2002).
Healthy friendships are central to well-being, and the need to belong is a great motivator for
interpersonal behavior (Baumeister, Brewer, Tice, & Twenge, 2007). Moreover, social exclusion
is damaging to PWB and diminishes one’s perception of life as meaningful (Stillman et al.,
2009). Belonging, it would seem, is the seed from which meaning in life grows (Lechner,
Bolman, & Van Dalen, 2007).

Positive Childfree Living

Positive psychology, a relatively new field (Seligman, 1998), has grown rapidly in teaching,
research, and application (Lopez & Gallagher, 2009) over the past 20 years, effectively altering
the landscape of modern psychology (Wong, 2011). The original aim of PP was to look beyond
mainstream “psychology as usual”, and to research and promote human flourishing (Seligman,
2002; Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000). PP’s critics argued that it was too narrowly focused
on what Seligman (2002) referred to as the “pillars of a worthwhile life”: positive emotions and
experiences (Harvey, 2001; Linley, Joseph, Harrington, & Wood, 2006), that it ignored life’s

3 Rempel (1985) is referenced herein due to the significant lack of recent research available on the subject of
older childless adults. In 2007, Dykstra and Hagestad wrote: “Even though 30% of the U.S. population age 70-
85 years in 2013 will be without a spouse and without children” (p. 1275) “the topic of childlessness is
conspicuously absent in major publications on families of later life. When we surveyed volumes and overviews
published in the past 30 years, we found a general lack of consideration for childless older adults” (p. 1282).
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harsher realities and negative emotions and experiences (Gable & Haidt, 2005; Held, 2004).
Later, as the field evolved, its second wave, PP 2.0, was introduced, offering a repair to any
imbalances (Wong, 2011), positing an evolution of Seligman’s original conception (Wong,
2011). In effect, PP 2.0 brings together the positive and negative aspects of life to negotiate the
attainment of a meaningful existence in an imperfect world (Ryff & Singer, 2008; Wong, 2011,
2012). In particular, the dual-systems model proposed by Wong (2012) is a bridge between
existential psychology’s dark side and the light of PP: recognizing the unavoidable discomforts
and disappointments in life while identifying mechanisms for converting negatives into positives.
The dual-systems model highlights the potential for an increasingly balanced PP (Wong, 2012),
one that would necessarily recognize weakness, pain, struggle, and even suffering (Ryan & Deci,
2001; Snyder, Lopez, & Pedrotti, 2010). Frustration, anger, guilt, and regret: all are potential
motivators for positive life change (Wong, 2011).

Childlessness—by circumstance, by choice, or some combination of the two—is a
potential source of pain and difficulty (Letherby, 2002; Roy et al., 2014). Whether it is the
involuntarily childless (infertile) woman or couple struggling and frustrated at not being able to
conceive (McLeod & Ponesse, 2008), or the childfree woman or couple, having chosen not to
bear or raise children, facing negative bias and marginalizing stigma (Park, 2002), or even
feeling regret (Alexander, Rubinstein, Goodman, & Luborsky, 1992), the path of a non-parent
may be challenging. Culture dictates that a woman’s primary life purpose is to procreate
(Gillespie, 2003); she is told, in one way or another, from a young age, that motherhood is the
foundation of her femininity, and that the meaning of life is linked to her ability or desire to
breed (Veevers, 1973b). Mainstream psychology may endeavor to successfully treat the crisis of
infertility (Deka & Sarma, 2010; Lalos, Lalos, Jacobsson, & Schoultz, 1986), and the childless
woman’s loneliness, despair, or depression (Lechner et al., 2007); however, the childfree woman
has different concerns and, thus, different needs: in choosing not to breed, she may no longer
meet the societal ideal (Letherby, 1999; Roy et al., 2014), and could therefore be perceived as
less deserving of care and sympathy (Chancey & Dumais, 2009) than the involuntarily childless
woman. The childfree woman has chosen her uncharted path and may seem to have rebuffed her
life purpose—at once pioneer and pariah (Park, 2002). She will not play the conditioned, or
standard, female role of “mother”, arguably making her “who am I?” less easily answered. That
is, her life meaning and purpose is perhaps not so much assumed as it is found (Thoits, 1992,
2012). This search for meaning (Steger, Kashdan, Sullivan, & Lorentz, 2008), or “will to
meaning” (Frankl, 1969/2014), is fundamental to the human experience (Thompson & Janigian,
1988); and it is associated with a willingness on the part of the individual to grow and develop
(Steger et al., 2006).

Human development is increasingly conceptualized as plastic and guided by agency
(Elder Jr., 1994; Rothrauff & Cooney, 2008); and whereas parenting has long been considered
the prime promoter of adult development (LeMasters, 1957), or generativity (Erikson, 1950)—
“the psychological need to care for and give back to the next generation” (Rothrauftf & Cooney,
2008, p. 148)—it is only one of the potential ways to experience growth and maturity (Azar,
2002; McAdams & de St. Aubin, 1992). Generativity provides life with purpose (Keyes & Ryff,
1998), and it is a way of experiencing meaning (de St. Aubin, 2013): through generativity “the
adult seeks to benefit future mankind” (p. 242). Rothrauff and Cooney (2008), in examining the
connection between generativity and PWB, found that, though PWB and generativity have been
positively associated, differences were not evident between parents and childless adults. Non-
parental generativity, experienced in a variety of ways—i.e., participation in the lives of nieces
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and nephews (Milardo, 2005; Pollet et al., 2006); teaching, mentoring, and volunteering (de St.
Aubin, 2013)—has positive benefits and promotes both PWB and healthy adult development
(Rothrauff & Cooney, 2008). It has been previously stated in this paper that, statistically,
childfree women are not less psychologically well than other women. Specifically using Ryff’s
(1989) six dimensions of PWB—self-acceptance, positive relations with others, autonomy,
environmental mastery, purpose in life, and personal growth—lJeffries and Konnert (2002) found
that mothers and childfree women reported similar levels of well-being. Thus, it is possible that
procreation is not necessary for healthy life span development (Rothrauff & Cooney, 2008),
which is itself an argument for a more pervasive and extension inclusion of non-parenting in the
social sciences (Ganong et al., 1990; Rubinstein, 1987). The theory of human development is in
a process of reconceptualization, evolving to increasingly include a sense of agency (Bandura,
2006; Elder Jr., 1998): “to be an agent is to influence intentionally one’s functioning and life
circumstances” (Bandura, 2006, p. 164). According to Bandura (2006), cultivating agency adds
tangible substance to theoretical discourses about determinism and freedom. The childfree
woman, not bound by the demands of motherhood, is taking that fabled “road less traveled”
(Dykstra & Hagestad, 2007). She is childfree, and it is freedom to which she is most attracted
(Peterson, 2015). Voluntary childlessness implies choice—either a decision not to reproduce, or
a decision to make peace with an inability to reproduce—and the choice to be positively
childfree (Berer, 1999; Callan, 1987; Gillespie, 2003) intersects with many of PP’s most
prevalent themes, all correlational with the overarching MIL construct: amongst them, agency,
autonomy, eudaimonia, generativity, and self-determination.

Conclusion

Parenthood, and motherhood in particular, is not only widely researched and studied (Bartlett,
1995; Chancey & Dumais, 2009; Matthews & Matthews, 1986b; Shaw, 2011; Veevers, 1973a) it
is also arguably over-represented by a massive consumer industry that seemingly caters to every
need of a woman at every stage of her life as a mother (Voice Group, 2010). While there is a
growing body of literature in family and marriage textbooks on the subject of infertility (Kelly,
2009), representation of voluntary childlessness remains scant (Chancey & Dumais, 2009).
Veevers’ (1973a) assertion that women who choose not to reproduce should be of “intrinsic
interest” to the social sciences, due to their non-conformity, still rings true (Letherby &
Williams, 1999). With a rising percentage of women positively choosing to remain childless
(Berer, 1999; Peterson, 2015), there would seem to be a valuable opportunity for PP—and
particularly its second wave, PP 2.0—to further expand its definition of flourishing to
consciously include positive childfree living; thereby, reconceiving its understanding of lifespan
development, and more progressively asserting its agenda to “make life better” (Lomas,
Hefferon, & Ivtzan, 2014). The choice to have children is meaningful, as is the choice not to
have children. Perhaps the time has come to untangle the relationship between reproduction and
femininity, to accept “childfree” as an active and fulfilling life, definitively removing the
imperative of motherhood from the construct of what it means to be a woman.
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