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Defining Attitudes toward Parenthood

Attitudes toward parenthood represent a complex and multifaceted psychological construct

encompassing an individual's subjective evaluation--both cognitive and affective--of the desirability

and feasibility of assuming the parental role. This construct goes beyond simple reproductive

desire; it incorporates a rich tapestry of beliefs about the perceived costs and benefits associated

with raising children, the emotional responses elicited by the prospect of childbirth and child-

rearing, and the behavioral intentions regarding family size and timing. Analyzing these attitudes is

crucial because they serve as powerful predictors of ultimate reproductive behavior, often

mediating the relationship between broad sociocultural pressures and specific fertility outcomes.

Scholars recognize that a positive attitude toward parenthood involves viewing the role as fulfilling,

meaningful, and congruent with one's self-identity, while negative attitudes often emphasize the

burdens, restrictions on freedom, and economic demands associated with raising a family. It is

essential to recognize that these attitudes exist on a continuum and are rarely purely positive or

negative, frequently incorporating elements of ambivalence that complicate the decision-making

process.

The distinction between attitudes, desires, and intentions is paramount in psychological research

regarding family formation. While the desire for children is the fundamental motivation, often rooted

in biological or deep-seated emotional needs, the attitude toward parenthood provides the

evaluative framework through which this desire is processed. Intentions, conversely, are the

conscious, specific plans to act on these attitudes and desires, typically involving a timeline and a

commitment to specific behaviors, such as ceasing contraception. An individual might possess a

strong underlying desire for children (a biological drive) and a positive attitude toward the concept

of family life (a positive evaluation), yet lack the immediate intention to conceive due to current

situational constraints, such as financial instability or career demands. Thus, the attitude acts as a

comprehensive psychological filter, integrating personal values, environmental feedback, and

perceived self-efficacy to determine the overall attractiveness of the parental identity at a given

moment in time.

Furthermore, the attitude toward parenthood is intrinsically linked to the concept of the parental

identity schema, which is the internalized set of beliefs and expectations about what it means to be

a good or competent parent. Individuals with highly developed, positive parental identity schemas

tend to exhibit stronger, more stable positive attitudes toward the prospect of having children,

viewing it as a natural and desirable extension of their adult life. Conversely, those who perceive

the parental role as excessively demanding or incompatible with other core life goals, such as

professional achievement or personal freedom, often develop more negative or hesitant attitudes.

These schemas are deeply influenced by observing one's own parents, exposure to diverse

parenting styles, and the cultural narrative surrounding family life. Consequently, understanding

attitudes requires a holistic approach that considers not only immediate situational variables but
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also long-term developmental and cognitive constructions of the self in relation to potential future

roles.

Theoretical Models of Parental Attitude Formation

Several robust theoretical frameworks have been applied to explain the formation, stability, and

predictive power of attitudes toward parenthood, offering diverse perspectives ranging from rational

choice models to socio-emotional theories. The most influential of these is the Theory of Planned

Behavior (TPB), which posits that behavioral intentions (and subsequent behavior) are primarily

determined by three interacting components: attitudes toward the behavior (the individual's positive

or negative evaluation of becoming a parent), subjective norms (the perceived social pressure to

engage or not engage in the behavior, often driven by family or cultural expectations), and

perceived behavioral control (the individual's belief in their ability to successfully execute the

behavior, such as managing the demands of child-rearing). According to the TPB, a strong,

positive attitude combined with supportive subjective norms and high perceived control leads to the

strongest intention to pursue parenthood, providing a structured mechanism for predicting fertility

decisions based on cognitive assessment.

In contrast to the rational assessment focus of the TPB, the Value of Children (VOC) framework

emphasizes the motivations and satisfactions derived from having children, rooted deeply in

cultural and psychological needs. The VOC framework identifies distinct categories of values that

children provide, which in turn shape parental attitudes. These values typically include emotional

benefits (e.g., love, companionship, fun), economic utility (e.g., labor contribution in agricultural

societies, financial security in old age), and social-psychological benefits (e.g., fulfilling societal

expectations, enhancing marital stability, achieving adult status). The relative importance assigned

to these values varies significantly across cultures and socioeconomic strata. In highly

industrialized nations, the emotional and psychological satisfactions tend to dominate the

perceived value, while the perceived economic costs often temper the overall positive attitude.

Understanding which values are prioritized allows researchers to predict how macro-level social

changes, such as shifts in social security or educational access, might influence collective attitudes

toward family size.

Furthermore, Social Learning Theory and attachment principles offer insights into the affective

components of parental attitudes. Social learning suggests that attitudes are acquired through

observation, imitation, and reinforcement, meaning individuals develop their disposition toward

parenthood based heavily on the models provided by their primary caregivers and peers. Exposure

to positive parental models and receiving reinforcement for nurturing behaviors in childhood can

establish a strong foundation for positive adult attitudes. Conversely, experiences of parental

neglect or dysfunction may lead to the formation of negative or fearful attitudes toward replicating

the parental role. Attachment theory contributes by highlighting how early relational experiences
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shape expectations about intimacy, caregiving efficacy, and the capacity for forming secure bonds,

all of which are critical underlying factors influencing the emotional readiness and subsequent

attitude toward bearing and raising children.

Key Determinants Influencing Parental Desire

The formation of attitudes toward parenthood is mediated by a complex interplay of personal,

relational, and situational factors that dynamically influence an individual's desire for children. At

the personal level, psychological maturity and readiness are critical determinants. This includes

achieving a stable sense of self, possessing adequate coping mechanisms, and demonstrating

emotional regulation, attributes that are often viewed as prerequisites for handling the inherent

stresses of parenting. Individuals who feel emotionally secure and possess high self-efficacy

regarding their life skills are far more likely to develop positive, confident attitudes toward becoming

parents. Conversely, underlying mental health challenges, unresolved conflicts from childhood, or

a pervasive sense of inadequacy can serve as powerful inhibitors, leading to negative or highly

ambivalent attitudes.

Relational factors, particularly the quality and stability of the partnership, exert a profound influence

on parental attitudes. The presence of a supportive, committed partner who shares similar family

goals significantly boosts the positive attitude toward parenthood, as the perceived burden and

responsibility are shared. Conversely, relationship dissatisfaction, conflict, or instability often leads

to the postponement or rejection of parenthood, even among individuals who intrinsically desire

children. Furthermore, the partner's own attitude toward parenthood is a crucial determinant;

significant discord in family planning goals can create intense relational stress and force one

partner to suppress or alter their own desires, ultimately resulting in a compromised or negative

attitude toward the joint prospect of child-rearing. The desire for children is often viewed not solely

as an individual aspiration but as a shared project requiring mutual commitment and alignment.

Finally, the perceived opportunity costs and economic viability are major situational determinants.

Opportunity costs refer to the sacrifices necessarily incurred when choosing parenthood, often

involving career advancement, leisure time, and disposable income. In highly competitive

economies, the perception that parenthood severely restricts professional mobility or requires

significant financial strain acts as a powerful deterrent, particularly among highly educated women.

The high cost of childcare, housing, and education directly correlates with decreased positive

attitudes toward larger family sizes. Therefore, the decision to embrace parenthood is often an

implicit cost-benefit analysis, where the anticipated psychological rewards must demonstrably

outweigh the perceived economic and professional sacrifices required over the lengthy period of

dependency.
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The Impact of Sociocultural and Economic Factors

Attitudes toward parenthood are deeply embedded within prevailing sociocultural norms and

macroeconomic conditions, which act as powerful external forces shaping individual preferences

and behavior. Pronatalism, the cultural ideology that emphasizes and promotes childbearing as a

natural, essential, and desirable aspect of adult life, historically exerted immense pressure, making

positive attitudes toward parenthood the default and often mandatory expectation. While pronatalist

pressures have attenuated in many Western industrialized nations, they still manifest through

subtle societal expectations, media portrayals of the ideal family, and institutional supports (or lack

thereof) for non-parents. These norms dictate the subjective element of the Theory of Planned

Behavior, signaling whether significant others, such as family members or religious communities,

approve of or expect childbearing.

Economic structures and governmental policies play a critical role in mediating attitudes toward

family size and timing. Societies with robust family support systems--including generous parental

leave, subsidized childcare, and direct financial incentives--tend to foster more positive attitudes

toward early and multiple births, as these policies reduce the perceived economic burden and

opportunity costs. Conversely, economic instability, high unemployment rates, or lack of affordable

social infrastructure often lead to widespread postponement of childbearing and a shift toward

smaller desired family sizes. This demonstrates how macro-level economic insecurity translates

directly into micro-level psychological evaluations of the feasibility of parenthood, often overriding

intrinsic desires due to practical constraints.

Moreover, the evolution of gender roles significantly impacts attitudes, particularly among women.

As educational attainment and career aspirations among women have increased globally, the

traditional association between femininity and motherhood has weakened, leading to greater

complexity in attitudes. Many women now face a challenging equation balancing career ambition

with family formation, resulting in increased ambivalence or the formation of contingent attitudes

(e.g., "I will have children only once my career is established"). For men, changing gender roles

often involve a shift from viewing fatherhood primarily as a financial provider role to embracing a

more engaged, nurturing role. This shift necessitates a new set of skills and time commitments,

which can either enhance the positive attitude toward involved fatherhood or introduce new

perceived costs related to time scarcity.

Attitudinal Ambivalence and the Decision for Non-Parenthood

A significant aspect of contemporary attitudes toward parenthood involves ambivalence--the

simultaneous experience of positive and negative evaluations regarding the prospect of having

children. This is not merely indecision but a deeply felt conflict arising from the perceived

incompatibility of the parental role with other core life values, such as personal autonomy,
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professional success, or environmental concerns. Attitudinal ambivalence often prolongs the

decision-making process and can lead to unintended childlessness due to inaction. Research

indicates that high levels of ambivalence are associated with lower marital satisfaction and

increased psychological distress, reflecting the difficulty of reconciling conflicting desires and

societal expectations in the absence of clear, compelling motivation toward one path.

The decision for voluntary childlessness represents the ultimate negative outcome of attitudes

toward parenthood, characterized by a deliberate, often stable rejection of the parental role. This

decision is increasingly common in developed nations and is rooted in several attitudinal factors,

primarily the prioritization of personal freedom, career goals, financial independence, and lifestyle

maintenance. Individuals who choose non-parenthood often hold strong negative beliefs about the

restrictions of child-rearing and highly value their autonomy and the flexibility of their current

lifestyle. This choice is supported by the weakening of traditional pronatalist norms, allowing

individuals to define adult fulfillment outside the parameters of biological reproduction. Studies

show that voluntarily childless individuals often possess attitudes that emphasize the costs over

the benefits of parenthood, viewing children as barriers to self-actualization rather than facilitators

of meaning.

Conversely, involuntary childlessness, resulting from biological infertility or external circumstances,

presents a different attitudinal challenge. For those who deeply desire children but cannot

conceive, the underlying attitude toward parenthood remains intensely positive, yet the behavioral

intention is thwarted by practical barriers. This disparity between positive attitude and lack of

fulfillment can lead to significant grief, identity crisis, and a sense of marginalization within a family-

centric society. The psychological intervention in such cases often focuses not on altering the

attitude but on helping the individual reconcile their positive parental attitude with alternative forms

of generativity or family formation, such as adoption or focusing energy on mentorship and

community involvement.

Measuring and Assessing Parenthood Attitudes

Accurate measurement of attitudes toward parenthood is essential for both psychological theory

development and demographic forecasting. Researchers typically employ a combination of

quantitative scaling techniques and qualitative methodologies to capture the complexity of this

construct. Quantitative assessment relies primarily on standardized scales designed to measure

the cognitive and affective components of the attitude. These instruments often utilize Likert-type

scales, asking respondents to rate their agreement with statements reflecting the perceived

benefits (e.g., "Children add meaning to life") and costs (e.g., "Children severely restrict personal

freedom"). A well-known example is the Child-Rearing Attitude Scale (CRAS) or adaptations of the

Value of Children (VOC) scales, which categorize motivations and evaluations.
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Effective measurement necessitates distinguishing between general attitudes and specific

intentions. General attitude scales assess the disposition toward the abstract concept of

parenthood, while intention measures focus on the likelihood of having a child within a specific

timeframe (e.g., "How likely are you to have a child in the next two years?"). Researchers often use

factorial designs to assess the multidimensionality of the attitude, recognizing that a person might

hold a positive attitude toward the emotional rewards of parenthood but a negative attitude toward

the economic demands. The reliability and validity of these scales depend on their ability to capture

both the intensity and stability of the underlying disposition, especially when using them to predict

behavior years later.

Qualitative methodologies, such as in-depth interviews and narrative analysis, provide crucial

depth that quantitative scales often miss, particularly in understanding ambivalence and the

subjective meaning of non-parenthood. These methods allow participants to articulate the

contextual factors, internal conflicts, and personal narratives that shape their attitudes, offering rich

data on the decision-making process. Longitudinal studies are also paramount in attitude

assessment, tracking individuals over time to observe how attitudes toward parenthood shift in

response to major life events, such as marriage, career changes, or infertility diagnoses. The

combination of rigorous scaling and rich qualitative data ensures a comprehensive understanding

of the dynamic nature of parental attitudes.

Attitudes Across the Lifespan and Developmental Stages

Attitudes toward parenthood are not static but undergo significant transformation across the human

lifespan, influenced by developmental tasks, biological clocks, and evolving social roles. In

adolescence and emerging adulthood, attitudes are often idealistic and abstract, heavily

influenced by observations of parents, media, and peer groups. Positive attitudes during this stage

are often linked to the expectation of love and unconditional acceptance, while negative attitudes

may stem from a strong focus on immediate personal freedom and identity exploration. Intentions

during this phase are highly unstable, contingent on future assumptions about career success and

finding a suitable partner.

During early and middle adulthood (ages 25-40), attitudes become highly salient and concrete,

directly impacting fertility intentions. For women, the awareness of the biological clock often

intensifies the focus on parenthood, potentially shifting previously ambivalent attitudes toward a

more urgent positive direction. For both genders, achieving milestones such as financial security,

stable housing, and securing a committed partnership often serve as necessary preconditions that

solidify positive attitudes into concrete intentions. If these preconditions are not met, attitudes may

remain positive but intentions may be perpetually delayed, leading to the phenomenon of

"postponed parenthood" until the attitude itself may begin to erode due to increasing age and

decreased feasibility.
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In later adulthood, attitudes toward parenthood shift from being prospective to reflective, focusing

on the meaning derived from having raised children, or the consequences of having remained

childless. Individuals who successfully navigated parenthood typically report positive attitudes,

viewing their children as sources of generativity and fulfillment. For those who remained childless,

their late-life attitude depends on whether their childlessness was voluntary or involuntary;

voluntary non-parents generally maintain their positive evaluation of their autonomous lifestyle,

whereas involuntarily childless individuals may experience regret or lingering negative evaluations

concerning their inability to fulfill their parental desires. This developmental perspective

underscores the dynamic relationship between attitude, experience, and perceived life fulfillment.

Implications and Future Directions in Research

Understanding attitudes toward parenthood carries significant implications for public policy, mental

health, and demographic forecasting. For policymakers, accurate data on shifting attitudes allows

for the creation of targeted interventions designed to support family formation in societies facing

declining birth rates. Policies that successfully mitigate the perceived costs of parenthood--such as

improved flexible work arrangements, accessible high-quality childcare, and meaningful financial

subsidies--can effectively strengthen positive attitudes and translate latent desires into concrete

reproductive intentions. Conversely, ignoring the psychological determinants of negative attitudes

can render pronatalist policies ineffective, highlighting the need for culturally sensitive and

psychologically informed interventions.

From a mental health perspective, the study of attitudes helps clinicians understand sources of

psychological distress. High levels of attitudinal ambivalence, particularly when prolonged, can

contribute to anxiety and indecisiveness regarding major life goals. Furthermore, the intense

distress associated with involuntary childlessness stems directly from the conflict between a deeply

positive attitude toward parenthood and the biological inability to achieve that role. Future research

should focus on developing therapeutic approaches that help individuals manage attitudinal conflict

and find alternative pathways to generativity, regardless of reproductive outcome.

Future research directions should emphasize cross-cultural comparisons to better understand

how unique societal structures, religious beliefs, and familial expectations shape parental attitudes

differently across the globe. There is also a strong need for more robust longitudinal studies that

track attitude changes alongside biological markers and environmental changes, utilizing

sophisticated statistical modeling to untangle the causal relationships between attitudes, intentions,

and eventual fertility behavior. Furthermore, research needs to address the emerging complexity

related to non-traditional family formation, including attitudes toward adoption, surrogacy, and third-

party reproduction, as these choices reflect evolving definitions of what constitutes the parental

role and identity in the modern era.
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