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ABSTRACT
Using the account episode (Schönbach,1992) as a framework, this study examined
several variables related to how attributions are made and managed in the context of
voluntary childlessness, arguably an instance of concealable stigma (e.g., Park, 2005;
2002). More specifically, the means by which voluntarily childless persons account for
their childless decision (and how these accounts are evaluated) were examined, along
with factors salient to social identity and intergroup perceptions (e.g., social dominance
orientation, self-construal). Extant scholarship suggested that excuses and justifications
would be evaluated differently in terms of both their acceptability and the interpersonal
implications they carry. Findings indicate that excuses and justifications were not related
to the account’s acceptability, but did produce different attributions of interpersonal
warmth and competence in those who used them. The acceptability of the target’s
childless decision was higher for those with a strong independent self-construal, and
lower for those holding a high social dominance orientation. Few differences between
the voluntarily childless man and woman were found. All findings are discussed in the
context of both account evaluation and perceptions of the voluntarily childless.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION
When one’s behavior or ideology is questioned or criticized (or s/he possesses
concealable characteristics that would produce negative attributions if they became
known), s/he generally is compelled to provide an account, a narrative that provides some
rationale for the behavior or ideology (Harvey, Weber, & Orbuch, 1990). In this sense,
individuals aim to control the amount and nature of their disclosures so as to reduce
negative attributions that would allegedly result from their disclosure. Not surprisingly,
individuals who possess concealable stigma (i.e., traits that are concealable, but subject to
stigma when known—e.g., having epilepsy/learning disabilities, possessing fringe
political opinions) regularly manage this information and are compelled to account for it
when it becomes known. One such potentially stigmatizing decision one can make in
pronatalist cultures is the decision not to have children. Recent scholarship (e.g., Park,
2005) has established that voluntarily childless individuals are treated as stigmatized in
many interactions. Not only do they report that their family planning decisions are often
treated as transient (e.g., “you’ll change your mind”), but also they claim being derided or
condemned for their decision (e.g., “that’s just not natural”). Thus, how this concealable
information is managed and presented is crucial in terms of self-presentation goals (e.g.,
wishing to appear competent or intimidating) and outcomes (e.g., being perceived as
such). In this study, the means by which stigmatized persons—and the voluntarily
childless in particular—account for their decision and the means by which these accounts
are evaluated are investigated.
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Accounts serve as a conversational means of framing one’s actions so as to control
potentially negative attributions that might follow revelation of unpopular or
unconventional decisions or behaviors. In this sense, accounts aim to alter others’
perceptions of one’s alleged wrongdoing—in this case, the unconventional and often
unpopular decision to forgo parenthood, a violation of clear social expectations for able
adults. Schönbach (1992) outlines the typical “account episode”, a process which unfolds
in predictable stages when one’s behavior is subject to potentially negative attributional
outcomes. Structurally, these episodes include a perceived failure on the part of an actor,
which is met with a reproach. The actor then accounts for the failure, and the account is
evaluated in terms of its ability to explain the failure and/or satisfy the evaluator, given
the perceived failure. Failure events range from committing a faux pas (e.g., belching in
public) to having accidents (e.g., tripping in public) to possessing minority
opinions/beliefs (e.g., professing atheism in a religious culture).
One such failure event that has been explored of late is voluntary childlessness.
Despite making the seemingly harmless decision not to have children, voluntarily
childless individuals report, that upon disclosing their voluntarily childless status to
others, they receive reactions ranging from odd looks to outright condemnation.
Additionally, they report that these reactions often put them on guard and compel them to
explain their decisions, which are viewed by a majority as odd, if not abnormal (for
review, see Veevers, 1980). This reportedly common interaction, then, provides a venue
in which conversational accounts (e.g., Cody & McLaughlin, 1990; Schlenker, 1980) are
regularly offered and evaluated. From this perspective, interaction serves as the primary
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context in which stigma is developed and maintained, a sentiment echoed by Goffman
(1963): when “normals” and stigmatized individuals converse, “there occurs one of the
primal scenes of sociology; for, in many cases, these moments will be the ones when the
causes and effects of stigma must be directly confronted by both sides” (p. 13). Before
exploring the nature of this stigma, its manifestations in interaction, and the means by
which voluntarily childless persons manage these interactions, a outline of accounts is
offered as a guiding framework for this study. Specifically, the account episode
(Schönbach, 1980) provides the conversational stage on which these interactions occur.
Account Episodes: Failure, Reproach, Account, and Evaluation
When one’s behavior or ideology is questioned or criticized (or s/he possesses
concealable characteristics that would produce negative attributions), s/he generally is
compelled to provide an account, a narrative that provides some rationale for the behavior
or ideology (Harvey, Weber, & Orbuch, 1990). In this sense, deviant individuals aim to
control the amount and nature of their disclosures so as to reduce negative attributions
that would allegedly result from their disclosure. Schönbach (1992) describes these basic
interaction patterns as “account episodes”, which unfold in predictable stages when one’s
behavior is subject to potentially negative attributional outcomes. Structurally, these
episodes include four stages:
1. The failure event occurs when an actor is held responsible for the violation of
some normative expectation, which may be behavioral or ideological;
2. The reproach phase describes the other’s reaction —be it sympathetic,
compassionate, or admonishing—to the violation;
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3. The account phase describes the actor’s response to the reproach (and may
include apologies, denials, justifications, or excuses); and,
4. The evaluation phase describes the other’s evaluation of the account, the failure
event considering the account, and the actor’s character considering both the
failure event and the account (pp. 40-41).
The Failure Event and Reproach
Simply stated, a failure event is a violation of an expected norm, but how does one
know his actions or disclosure violate expectations, and thus will be subject to evaluation?
As described above, the failure event begins the account episode by making explicit one’s
awareness of non-normative behaviors/attitudes. Cody et al. (1992) state that failure
events “involve either the perception that the account-giver has engaged in an
inappropriate or unexpected behavior or the failure on the account-giver’s part to engage
in an appropriate or expected behavior” (p. 94). McLaughlin, Cody, and Rosenstein
(1983) suggest that most offenses are one of four types: offenses of taste/attitude/belief
(i.e., what one believes/feels), personal identity offenses (i.e., who one is), work offenses
(i.e., one’s occupation/work habits), and interaction offenses (i.e., how one
communicates). Not surprisingly, these revelations of failure (be they behavioral or
ideological) are frequently followed by a reproach, ranging from mild questioning to
outright condemnation (see Schönbach, 1980).
The Account
Following a reproach for an unpopular disclosure or behavior, the account is designed
to influence perceivers’ evaluations of the violation, or failure, in question. Accounts,
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then, are “concerned principally with social situations that embody predicaments and how
we try to use attributions…to alter others’ perceptions of our role in creating these
predicaments and their negative aftereffects” (Harvey, Orbuch, & Weber, 1992, p. 2).
Dunn and Cody (2000) state that account-givers are motivated to influence the emotional
reactions of those to whom the account is offered, to create or maintain desirable
relational definitions, and to assign responsibility for the “failure” within a plausible
framework. These motives, though, may be constrained by information that is known to
both parties (i.e., some parts of the narrative may already be known jointly and therefore
may not be available for use within the account). Dunn and Cody call these shared data
“reality constraints” (p. 374), and suggest that individuals select account strategies
contingent upon what is presumed known by one’s audience (see also Schlenker, 1980).
In line with Harvey, Wells, and Alverez (1978), who go so far as to describe accounts as
“packaged” attributions, a closer look at how accounts differ (Cody & McLaughlin, 1990)
further substantiates the relationship between account-giving and attributional influence.
Excuses are accounts that may acknowledge the ill effects of one’s behavior, but
absolve the actor of responsibility for the behavior (Scott & Lyman, 1968). Steinke
(1992) refers to an excuse as “a statement of diminished responsibility by virtue of the
fact that the consequences of the behavior were not intended by the person because of
some other causal factor” (p. 477), a factor that may be attributed to the actor or to
situational factors surrounding the actor’s behavior (Pontari, Schlenker, & Christopher,
2002). For instance, such well-known excuses as “the devil made me do it” or the more
mundane “…but I didn’t mean to…” are examples that, respectively, aim to identify
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other causal factors outside the actor (i.e., the devil) and to remove attributions of
intention.
Scott and Lyman (1968) have classified justifications as one type of account
interactants use to explain behaviors that are prone to inquiry and/or evaluation.
Justifications are strategies in which the actor takes responsibility for his/her behavior but
denies the negative effects it may carry. Tata (2002) notes that justifications “are aimed
at altering others’ interpretations of untoward actions either by minimizing the
importance of the standards that were violated or by appealing to alternate standards that
might transform the action” (p. 294), such that the action or decision is framed in terms of
some valid norm or rule system (Steinke, 1992). As with excuses, these factors may be
internal or external to the actor.
Evaluating Accounts
Accounts have historically been evaluated in terms of their effectiveness in mitigating
or aggravating perceptions of politeness, with excuses being deemed more polite, or
mitigating, than justifications (e.g., Cody & McLaughlin, 1990). Accordingly,
evaluations of the account held to be more negative following a justification (wherein one
claims responsibility) than when following an excuse (wherein one denies culpability).
In a direct comparison of account types, Holtgraves (1989) found that excuses were
perceived as more helpful in resolving the problem/conflict and were more satisfying to
hear than were justifications. Commenting on these findings, Cody et al. (1992) note that
accounts containing an element of regret (which justifications never possess) are
generally more satisfying and helpful in interpersonal contexts.
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Excuses deny responsibility for an act/decision; as such, they reveal little about the
character of the account-giver in relation to the act/decision (Riordan et al., 1983). This
implies that fewer attributions can be made (at least if they are to be based on evidence)
about an actor and what underlies her act or decision (e.g., how self-focused or otherfocused her reasoning might be). As argued by Cody et al. (1992), excuses may well be
effective in exonerating the account-giver, but often result in less flattering evaluations.
More specifically, they suggest an excuse-maker, while free of blame for the behavior in
question, may be seen as less effectual than would otherwise be expected.
Unlike excuses, the content of the justification provides perceivers with ample fodder
from which to derive attributions (Riordan et al., 1983), many of which may be
unflattering. This is especially true in that “the credibility of a justification rests on
whether or not the values and intentions expressed in the justification are valued by the
audience members” (Dunn & Cody, 2000, p. 376), a clear discrepancy given that
accounts generally follow reproaches, which only occur in response to failure events.
Furthermore, justifications are known to be less mitigating than excuses (McLaughlin,
Cody, & Rosenstein, 1983), in large part because they admit responsibility and simply
aim to reframe the action or decision. According to Riordan et al. (1983), this feature of
justifications is telling: “Justifications…give us information about the actor as well as the
intentions of the actor” (p. 213), enabling a greater number of attributions be made about
the actor—many of them negative—given the values discrepancy made manifest in the
reproach. When compared directly to excuses, justifications are perceived as less
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acceptable (Schönbach, 1992); however, account-givers who provide justifications are
viewed as more competent than are excuse-givers.
Rationale of Study
Historically, accounts have been conceptualized in terms of how culpable the actor
claims to be in the decision-making process and/or how much harm was caused by the
decision (Scott & Lyman, 1986). Accounts also differ in how they are evaluated:
accounts that provide admission of guilt with mitigating circumstances are evaluated
more positively than are accounts that aim not to exonerate the decision-maker, but rather
to justify her decision (McLaughlin, Cody, & Rosenstein, 1983). This study examines
the relationship between the type of conversational account offered (in the context of a
discussion regarding family planning) and the subsequent evaluation of the account.
Specifically, the evaluation of the account is predicted to differ both as a function of
account type and account content. Evaluations will be considered in terms of perceived
acceptability and the extent to which they attenuate negative attributions along several
dimensions associated with stigma (Jones et al., 1984).
The contribution of this study aligns with Harvey et al.’s (1992) call to investigate
account episodes and attribution processes (the processes through which stigma is
identified and perpetuated) as interdependent in the context of conversation. Specifically,
they suggest that “traditional attribution conceptions have provided such a wealth of
stimulation and evidence that it would be folly to disregard this literature as we try to
develop better understandings of accounting…activities” (p. 15). More specifically,
accounts are generally offered with a simple goal in mind: to avoid the generation of
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potentially negative attributions about the actor (e.g., responsibility/blame). Consistent
with this synthesis, attribution findings and stigma scholarship have begun to inform one
another in insightful ways. For instance, the two most common causal attributions—
regarding an actor’s responsibility and an act’s reversibility (Weiner, 1986)—map
directly onto two core dimensions of stigma (Jones et al., 1984). Furthermore, given that
perceivers and targets have distinct experiences in attribution processes, “a truly
comprehensive understanding of stigma requires studying the interaction of perceivers
and targets” (Dovidio, Major, & Crocker, 2000), p. 11). Given the role of attributions in
both account-makingand stigma perpetuation, this investigation aims to use an account based framework to investigate the relationship between commonly used account types
and the resultant attributions made about those who use these accounts. While this study
is limited to a particular stigmatized population (i.e., the voluntarily childless), analysis of
account type and content as they influence subsequent evaluations might well lend insight
into conversational accounts as offered by other stigmatized persons. Further, examining
these phenomena along dimensions of focus (e.g., the extent to which the accounts focus
on the self or others) will provide a theoretical framework that can be used to understand
voluntary childless individuals as well as plausibly extend to other social and personal
contexts addressing stigma.
The Failure Event: Pronatalist Expectations and Voluntary Childlessness
In order to understand the stigma associated with voluntarily childlessness, the
social/cultural stage on which this decision is made (and/or disclosed) must be described.
As such, pronatalism, the central social/cultural/biological expectation that characterizes
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family-planning decisions, is outlined. Specifically, the following addresses two current
conceptions of pronatalism, discusses pronatalist prevalence and influence throughout
modern history, and reflects on current trends in family-planning in the face of ongoing
pronatalist influence; in this way, a fuller understanding of the failure event comes to
light. In other words, why is the decision to forgo parenthood considered a failure? Does
it threaten deeply held beliefs, values, or one’s basic understanding of what it means to be
an adult? An explication of the history and nature of pronatalism enables one such means
of explaining this expectation.
Pronatalism: Social Value or Natural Drive?
Pronatalism describes the prevailing societal mindset that emphasizes the value of
having and raising children. Jamison, Franzini, and Kaplan (1979) describe pronatalism
as “a value which encourages reproduction and exalts the role of parenthood, (and) has
traditionally been a prevailing influence on newly married couples in American society”
(p. 266). As such, pronatalism describes as the socio-cultural importance a society places
on reproduction and childbearing (Miall, 1994; Mintz, 2004)—an implicit
value/orientation of a culture as demonstrated in its laws, economy, governmental
structure, and tax codes (Veevers, 1980). Although many do not bear children—as a
result of inability or lack of desire—the implicit expectation is that they and others will
have children at some point (Coontz, 1992). After all, the vast majority of heterosexual
adults either has or plans to have children (Thornton & Young-DeMarco, 2001). This
expectation is particularly salient for women: Gillespie (2003) suggests that social
discourses have established a feminine template that chiefly privileges motherhood in

22

women, at the neglect of other defining characteristics. As further argued by Vissing
(2002), “the cultural mandate that women are supposed to become mothers is etched into
most women’s psyches” (p. 6), via images from books, toys, television, and role models
(see also Hird & Abshoff, 2001).
One reason pronatalism has exercised hegemonic influence is that, until rather
recently, sexual activity inevitably resulted in pregnancy (but for the infertile); thus, most
adults, being sexually active, became parents because there were few effective and
reliable means of preventing it (Barnett & MacDonald, 1986). However, since the
availability of effective and affordable contraception, humans possess and regularly
exercise the option of separating sexual activity from reproduction. Given that entire
generations of adults have never known sex without accessible, effective contraception, it
is no surprise that an increasing number of individuals continue to prevent pregnancy
even after marriage, in some cases deciding to forgo parenthood altogether. In the past
30 years, the percentage of American women aged 40-44 with no children has increased
from ten to 18% (U.S. Census Bureau, 2005).
Religious Values and Economic Utility
Pronatalism is often discussed within the broader context of religious values, because
the western view of parenthood has been historically tied to the Judeo Christian tradition
that values children as “blessings from heaven” and barrenness as a curse or punishment
(Miall, 1994; Mintz, 2004). All of the major religions (and most less predominant ones)
advocate childbearing as a moral obligation (Veevers, 1980; Vissing, 2002). From these
perspectives, “Motherhood is her (woman’s) sacred duty…a value enshrined in religious
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laws for Hindus, Muslims, Sikhs, and Christians” (Riessman, 2000, p. 112). For instance,
in 1971, Israel’s first prime minister, Ben-Gurian, offered this pronatalist dictum: “Any
Jewish woman who, as far as it depends on her, does not bring into the world at least four
healthy children is shirking her duty to the nation” (King, 2002). Not surprisingly, some
religious ideologies (e.g. Catholicism, Mormonism) tend to exhibit, and manifest, this
orientation more so than do others (e.g., Judaism) by way of both encouraging
childbearing and condemning contraception.
As important as religion is to pronatalist expectations, history suggests that simple
family economics has also influenced childbearing decisions and socialization processes.
For instance, as Colonial America came into existence, children were viewed as an
inexpensive source of labor (Coontz, 1992; Mintz, 2004): more children equaled more
production (Vissing, 2002), whether that production was agricultural, industrial, or
domestic. Given the role of children coupled with a high infant mortality rate (Ameristat,
2002a; Mintz, 2004), having more children was tantamount to greater (or sustained)
productivity. Moreover, before social service systems were created to assure that older
individuals would be cared for in their old age, children were seen as family
providers/caretakers. As Rauch (1989) avers, earlier generations didn’t have the
economic luxury of thinking of children as a “nonprofit venture”: having children was
vital to well-being and survival.
The Dynamic Value of Children
In pre-industrial (or currently underdeveloped) societies—ones fraught with disease,
famine, pestilence—the ability and desire to procreate has and continues to serve
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important needs. After all, in such societies, these and related phenomena (most of which
were untreatable until recently) have eradicated large portions of entire civilizations
(Ameristat, 2002a; 2002b). Under these circumstances, pronatalism is assumed: If an
individual, or collective, is unable to ensure his/her survival (i.e., ample sustenance) or
safety (i.e. protection from disease, pestilence), little else besides attempting to gratify
those needs will motivate him/her (e.g., Maslow, 1968). In this context, reproduction is a
primary goal, largely influenced by necessity, a trend noted in non-human animals as
well. Those organisms who live in unpredictable and/or dangerous environments tend to
produce more offspring (Leakey & Lewin, 1977), thereby enhancing both the likelihood
of survival and a higher quality of life in such environments (Rauch, 1989).
Improvements in both infant mortality rates and life expectancy rates (not to mention
effective, available contraception) have significantly increased both likelihood of survival
and quality-of-life; not surprisingly, this has influenced childbearing patterns in
predictable ways. For example, around the time of World War I, 10% of babies born in
the United States died before their first birthday (20% for some minorities), rates similar
to those found today in some of the poorest countries of the world (e.g., Sierra Leone,
Ethiopia). In 2000 however, the death rate for American children aged 1 to 4 was 0.3 per
1000 children born, down from 19.8 per 1000 in 1900 (Ameristat, 2002a). Due to
increased medical and pharmaceutical technology, life expectancy has also increased
dramatically: Between 1900 and 2000, life expectancy in the United States increased
from 51 to 80 years for women and from 48 to 74 years for men (Ameristat, 2002b). In
one sense, this might compel the desire for (more) children, especially if one anticipates
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needing assistance from family members as they age. On the other hand, such programs
as Social Security and Medicaid/Care are designed to enhance self-sufficiency as
Americans age, thus reducing the need for (more) children. Furthermore, for individuals
in developed nations, living conditions have improved such that having more children
may actually detract from quality of life to some degree (Mintz, 2004; Rauch, 1989). For
instance, children are not needed for labor to the extent they once were; in fact, child
labor laws greatly restrict a child’s ability to work at all (Coontz, 1998). Additionally,
with lower infant mortality rates, extended life expectancy, and programs designed to
assist individuals into their old age, children are not needed in the same sense they once
were (e.g., source of labor, income). Considering that raising a child and putting her
through college is projected to cost parents between $350,000 and $450,000 (Dalphonse,
1997), one might reasonably ask what the benefit of parenting actually is from a financial
perspective (Jenkins, Rasbash & O’Connor, 2003). In today’s America, having children
seems more likely motivated by a desire to parent rather than a need for children per se.
In light of the above, in fact, having children may actually put parents at an economic
disadvantage. As noted by Mackey, White and Day (1992), data have suggested “when
children provide labor and earnings for a family, their perceived advantages or value are
mainly economic…when children contribute only minimally to the family’s
microeconomy or are net costs, their value is perceived mainly in terms of noneconomic
qualities, for example, psychological and social dimensions” (p. 436).
But what desires are met by parenting? On an individual level, parents commonly cite
the uniqueness of the parent-child relationship as an important reward gleaned from
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parenthood (Morgan & Berkowitz-King, 2001). Mackey et al. (1992) found that more
than 80% of men and women who intended to become parents cited emotional
satisfaction as the primary motive for childbearing (interestingly, 84% of men also cited
“to carry on the name or bloodline”). On the other hand, evidence suggests that many
individuals become parents simply by default: in the United States, 49% of the
pregnancies concluding in 1994 were unintended and 54% of these ended in abortion.
Further, 48% of women aged 15-44 in 1994 had had at least one unplanned pregnancy
sometime in their lives and 28% had had one or more unplanned births (Henshaw, 1998).
In fact, Mackey et al. found that 27% of men and 55% of women endorsed “children are
accidents, they just happen” as a motive/reason for having children. Finally, Orenstein
(2000) notes that childlessness is simply incomprehensible for most, driven by fears of
social isolation, especially as individuals consider their old age (Mintz, 2005).
On a collective level, societies and nations often encourage childbearing, often citing
nationalistic purity as a goal (King, 2002). Likewise, religions—each of which believes
its people to be chosen or special in some important sense—promote childbearing, as it
produces more potential adherents (Reissman, 2000), without whom the ideological
diffusion ceases. On a collective level, then, it seems that pronatalism may be driven
largely by a desire to perpetuate identity (be it personal or nationalistic) and/or ideology.
The Drive to Reproduce
But isn’t pronatalism just another way to describe human nature? After all,
conceptions of womanhood and motherhood are largely rooted in what is termed
“maternal instinct” (Ireland, 1993). Indeed, behavioral genetics points to human history
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in its insistence that natural selection has favored the genetic material of those who
reproduce and whose offspring survive (Morgan & Berkowitz-King, 2001), a tenet
central to evolutionary theories of mating (e.g., Buss & Schmitt, 1993). From a species
perspective, pronatalism is perceived as simply inherent to the survival of a species, a
tacit, and until recently, unquestioned goal of achieving adulthood. In recent years,
though, humans “can, on demand, disconnect sex from reproduction via modern
contraception and abortion” (Morgan & Berkowitz-King, 2001, p. 5). While the
distinction between sex and reproduction is commonly understood and frequently
celebrated, to choose not to reproduce—which is, after all, the evolutionary basis for and
consequence of sexual anatomy and interaction (Buss & Schmitt, 1993)—is to reject
“normal” and “natural” desires (or obligations) inherent to the experience of life itself.
From this perspective, the voluntarily childless exercise seemingly unnatural (and
reproductively self-defeating) ideas about what constitutes self-fulfillment and
responsibility (two regularly cited rewards of having children—e.g., Nomaguchi &
Milkie, 2003). This rejection of what is biologically normal (and critical to gene
perpetuation) seems to provide an adaptive basis for discrimination within this population.
If one is not motivated to continue her lineage, then what motivates her in other domains
of life? Does such an individual dislike herself, children, or responsibility? If one rejects
a most basic human desire (i.e., perpetuation of genes), then by what biological or
psychological metric does she operate?
That such a decision confuses many is well-documented (e.g., Cain, 2001; Park, 2002),
but, from an evolutionary perspective, this confusion and subsequent treatment may be
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well founded and even encouraged among the majority. As Kursban and Leary (2001)
suggest, individuals are often stigmatized “because they possess a characteristic viewed
by society…as constituting a basis for avoiding other people” and that these
characteristics are “nonarbitrary and derive from evolved adaptations designed to cause
people to avoid interactions” (p. 188) with those who exact greater fitness costs. In this
sense, the defining characteristic—voluntarily opting out of parenthood—may translate to
such a cost in the sense that voluntarily childless persons are perceived as unlikely to be
of much adaptive help in the context of child socialization (or any other domain involving
reproduction and childbearing). Adaptively, then, the voluntarily childless may be
perceived to be of diminished value in a collective that privileges child socialization.
On an individual level (as opposed to a species level), however, one’s own
evolutionary advantage should be increased if others are opting out of parenthood.
Simply put, voluntarily childless persons do not produce offspring that compete for
resources; in this way, their decision to forgo parenthood actually increases the
availability of resources for those who do have children. So, while pronatalism may be
justified from a collective, species-level perspective, its predictions for the individual
would suggest that childlessness in others should be celebrated. In fact, any behavior or
decision that decreases the likelihood of reproduction of non-family members (e.g., being
homosexual, using contraception, working with radiation) should confer both survival
and quality-of-life advantages for the individual. However, despite that the voluntarily
childless have ultimately sealed their own genetic fate (a boon to individual others), this
volitional decision is still deemed counter to a most basic drive of all life forms.
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Current Trends in Childbearing
Assuming humans are having sex as often now as ever, what has accounted for
reduced fertility rates in the United States and Western Europe? Women’s rights, both
social and reproductive, are typically cited as significant factors in lower fertility rates
(Thornton & Young-DeMarco, 2001; Vissing, 1980). Likewise, women’s opportunities
outside of motherhood and the home have resulted in fewer women choosing this as an
important identity (Cain, 2001; Gillespie, 2003; Morgan & Berkowitz-King, 2001). Thus,
the evolutionary explanation which states that humans should inherently desire
parenthood may, for some, be subordinate to the psychological desire that privileges the
role of choice in considerations of parenthood (National Opinion Research Center, 2000).
This is not to undermine the importance of genetic predispositions, but rather to suggest
that attitudes and preferences may trump these tendencies on occasion. Becoming a
parent and/or wanting to become a parent are highly volitional, given the efficacy and
availability of modern contraception. As outlined momentarily, the formation and
modification of social attitudes play a critical role in the decision to have—or not to
have—children, as evidenced by the increasing number of women and men who are
opting out of parenthood.
How have attitudes and beliefs about childbearing changed in recent years? First, not
only have women begun to marry later (Ameristat, 2003; U.S. Consensus Bureau, 2002)
and postpone their childbearing decisions (Gillespie, 2003), but many have begun to
question the mandate of marriage and motherhood altogether (National Opinion Research
Center, 2000). In 1790, the average American woman bore seven children; 100 years
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later, that number had dropped to four. By the 1980s, the average woman wanted, and
had, only two children (Irvine, 2003), an “ideal” that has maintained since. Moreover, in
1975, one in eleven women were childless; by 1993, one in six were not mothers
(Dalphonse, 1997). While data do not directly address the reasons for childlessness, U.S.
Census Bureau (2005) data show a decrease between 1970 and 2002 of married couples
living with their own children, coupled with an increase in the number of non-family
living arrangements. While some of this is simply due to the effectiveness and
availability of contraceptives—until recent times, if a woman was married and fertile, she
would have children (Barnett & MacDonald, 1986; Irvine, 2003)—this explanation alone
does not account for the increasing number of women who are choosing to use these
methods for preventing/eliminating pregnancy (Gillespie, 2003; King, 2002; Rauch,
1989). Availability does not, by necessity, imply usage, a fact demonstrated by
numerous technological failures (e.g. betamax video players, laser disc technology);
rather, usage is influenced by attitudes, beliefs, and evaluations of lifestyle and product
usefulness (Rogers, 1995).
In contrast to their mothers in 1962, (85% of whom agreed that married couples ought
to have children), only 30% of their sons and daughters agreed with their mothers in this
regard in 1993 (Thornton & Young-DeMarco, 2001), suggesting that parenthood was
perceived as optional, not obligatory, for able adults (see also National Opinion Research
Center, 2000). Reflecting this attitude shift, the percentage of American women aged 4044 who were childless increased 80% between 1976 and 2002 (U.S. Census Bureau,
2005). While not all of these women were voluntarily childless, one can reason that
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increased fertility treatments (expensive though they may be) should reduce the number
of involuntarily childless women in this population, thereby increasing the proportion that
are voluntarily childless. Likewise, these trends may also be due to increased availability,
effectiveness, and acceptance of contraception in the past 40 years.
Needless to say, the American family is transforming such that, for many, it does not
include children. As women have continued to gain social equality and greater access to
more effective contraceptives, they have begun to distinguish between womanhood and
motherhood (Coontz, 1992). Since World War II, opportunities other than motherhood
(e.g. career, personal development) have become increasingly available (Gillespie, 2003)
and exploited.
As evidenced by the aforementioned trends, attitudes toward childbearing have
changed dramatically in the last century, partially as a function of increased
ability/control (contraception is available) and partially because definitions of
adulthood/marriage have changed (the nuclear family is an optional, not obligatory, unit
to develop). Despite these changes in how we view marriage and the role of children in
family development, those who reject parenting as an important role for themselves are
still viewed as peculiar, deviant, or dangerous, suggesting the continued prevalence of a
pronatalist orientation. In fact, from data gathered between 1988 and 1991, the ongoing
General Social Survey (National Opinion Research Center, 2000) indicates that a full
44% of its respondents agreed that “a marriage without children is not fully complete”.
While this constitutes a minority of respondents, what is striking is how relatively few
families are comprised of married couples living with their own children (23%--U.S.
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Census Bureau, 2005), the alleged standard the childless families violate. But what or
who do these individuals threaten? Adults who opt not to have pets (or boats, or
computers, etc.) are not stigmatized for their decisions, so why is it that voluntarily
childless individuals often are stigmatized for their decision not to reproduce?
What seems clear is that becoming a parent is a sociocultural expectation of adulthood.
But, evidently, this expectation can be modified over time, now that humans are not
bound to the biological “facts of life” that characterized the lives of our predecessors.
Instead we have the luxury of living beyond/with diseases that would have killed victims
of 100 years ago. Likewise, we have separated sex from reproduction, such that the
former need not result in the latter. While “drives” have historically been cited as the
primary explanation for pronatalist attitudes and policies, modern medicine has provided
humans (in countries whose citizens are sufficiently wealthy) with choices in how they
respond to those drives and their consequences. Despite these choices and the right to
exercise these options (which many do for most of their reproductive lives), those who
decide to remain permanently childless still constitute a clear minority. The following
outlines how members of this minority are perceived relative to what is known about this
growing population.
Describing the Voluntarily Childless
Though the voluntarily childless are growing in number (U.S. Census Bureau, 2005),
their decisions to remain childless are still deemed peculiar, deviant or dangerous to
many. While attitudes toward alternative family arrangements have become more
tolerant in recent years, voluntarily childless persons have invariably been perceived less
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positively than either the involuntarily childless or parents. Jamison, Franzini, and
Kaplan (1979) compared perceptions of a mother or father with a voluntarily childless
counterpart and found voluntarily childless persons were viewed as less sensitive, loving,
well-adjusted, typical, and happy. More recently, LaMastro (2001) compared voluntarily
childless men and women directly to parents (of one, two, or six children), and found that
voluntarily childless men and women were perceived as less warm, with these women
also being seen as more negatively emotional and these men being perceived as less
competent. Ganong, Coleman, and Mapes (1990) noted few differences in perceptions of
parents and childless persons, except when the childless person was described as
voluntarily so. Callan (1987) noted that persons were perceived as more materialistic,
individualistic, and selfish when described as voluntarily childless rather than as a parent.
Finally, in describing the effects of pronatalism on perceptions of women, Gillespie
(2003) observes that voluntarily childless women are viewed as unfeminine, unfortunate,
unnatural, and psychologically flawed, not to mention immature, lonely, incomplete, too
career-oriented, and psychologically unstable (Hird & Abshoff, 2000).
Despite these perceptions of the voluntarily childless, the data are less critical
(Arenofsky, 1996; Callan, 1983; Lampman & Dowling-Guyer, 1995; Veevers, 1980).
Typically, the childless tend to be better educated, are more likely to live in urban areas
and be areligious as compared to those with children. Childless women tend to have
higher employment rates, higher job satisfaction, are more committed to their careers,
and tend to be only children or firstborns (DeOllos & Kapinus, 2002; KemkesGrottenthaler, 2003). In a study of female faculty members (Kemkes-Grottenthaler et al.,
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2003), voluntarily childless women were more likely from social sciences or liberal arts
departments. While there are no significant differences in income, childless couples
outspend parents per person in most consumer categories associated with disposable
income—e.g. entertainment, housing (Paul, 2001).
In a seminal article comparing voluntarily childless women to mothers, Callan (1987)
found that married voluntarily childless women scored higher than mothers in: dyadic
consensus with spouse, cohesion with spouse, affection with spouse, independence,
relaxation and amount of sleep. These findings corroborate Feldman (1981), who found
that voluntarily childless couples engaged in a greater number of positive marital
interactions than did parents, although he found no overall differences in marital
satisfaction. On the other hand, a recent meta-analysis (Twenge, Campbell, & Foster,
2003) found that parents generally have lower marital satisfaction than do childless
couples, suggesting that childless couples have greater opportunity than do parents to
focus on their marriage (Somers, 1993). Specifically, parenthood has a greater negative
impact on marital satisfaction for women than for men, although this decline is delayed
following the birth of a couple’s first child. New mothers report higher marital
satisfaction immediately following the birth of their first child, but this trend reverses
within the first year (Shapiro, Gottman, & Carrere, 2000).
In gross comparisons of parental versus childless divorces, studies show that childless
couples divorce more frequently than do parents (Faust & McKibben, 1999). Upon
further inspection, however, there appear to be several factors aside from the absence of a
child that accounts for higher divorce rates among the childless. First, voluntarily
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childless couples tend to exhibit less traditional views of sex roles and marriage (Hird &
Abshoff, 2000; Hoffman & Levant, 1985) and, as a consequence of perceiving parentage
as a choice rather than a mandate, tend to view marriage as an end of itself. When such
marriages experience distress, divorce is deemed a viable solution. Considering that the
childless may be less constrained by religious dictates that forbid or condemn divorce as
well as volitional childlessness, they perceive fewer barriers to leaving a dissatisfying
marriage (Previti & Amato, 2003). Instead, childless divorces might reasonably
demonstrate a selection bias: many childless couples may divorce prior to having children,
thus increasing the childless divorce rate, but perhaps serving a higher social good.
Finally, as noted by Attridge (1994), some couples with children remain married so as to
shelter their children from the perceived negative consequences of divorce. In these
cases, parents may experience lower marital satisfaction, but remain committed to the
relationship “for the sake of the children”. In other words, the child/ren may be a primary
reason such marriages sustain, further distorting clear comparisons between the
voluntarily childless and their parental counterparts.
Bases for Choosing Childlessness
In the pronatalist society in which we live, choosing to remain childless is a difficult
decision, both difficult to make as well as to explain to others. As expressed by
Chardenet (1996), a voluntarily childless woman,
Why is this culture so hung up on babies and children that it cannot comprehend
that some people just might not be the least bit interested in bearing children? I
don't dislike children, I just don't want any. For some bizarre reason which I can't
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fathom, this makes me weird in society's eyes. People look at me like I'm nuts
when I tell them I'm not having kids.
Not surprisingly, individuals choose childlessness for myriad reasons (Veevers, 1980;
Vissing, 2002). While these individuals provide differing reasons for their decisions not
to have children, they do agree on the benefits of the childfree lifestyle. Upon review of
these cited reasons for and benefits of remaining childless (Houseknecht, 1987; Park,
2005), a relatively clear set of themes emerge.
Financial/Career Considerations
Children are becoming increasingly expensive to raise (Rauch, 1989). Consequently,
many adults consider the impact becoming a parent would have on their financial
situations. Citing such beliefs as, “Rearing a child is financially expensive” (Barnett &
MacDonald, 1986), voluntarily childless individuals commonly use financial concerns as
justification for their decisions, with ample evidence to confirm their hunches. For
instance, while married couples cite money as the primary topic of conflict, regardless of
the number of years married, couples with young children cite money as the primary
argument starter more frequently than do other couples (Stanley, Markman, & Whitton,
2002). Moreover, this trend does not reverse until the children leave the home. This
ought not to be surprising given that children consume a tremendous amount of financial
resources and, in today’s American family, contribute virtually none. In two-parent
households making less than $39,000 per year, a child is estimated to cost $125,000
through age 17 and this amount doubles—$250,000—for households making more than
$65,000 per year (Lino, 2002). As expected, this trend begins at birth: in the first five
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years of the child’s life, the respective amounts spent on the child range from
approximately $13,000 (lower income families) to $27,000 (higher income families); for
only children, the amounts are approximately 25% higher. Furthermore, these costs may
seem particularly pronounced in the early years of the child’s life, especially if parents
failed to consider (or miscalculated) these financial implications. So, to the extent that
voluntarily childless individuals anticipate a restriction of financial freedom as a negative
consequence having a child, they will invoke this anticipated restriction as a primary
reason for their childless status.
Directly related to these financial concerns, many childless individuals delay or forgo
parenthood due to its anticipated impact on career acquisition or development. Cummins
(2002) notes that women often see this family planning choice as one of motherhood
versus a career, as evidenced by Ann, a voluntarily childless woman:
I really like my work—I really, really like it…it gives me an enormous sense of
gratification and happiness…and [with a child] I wouldn’t be able to work 6 days
a week…even though I wouldn’t have to pay anywhere near the price most
women have to pay…I’d still have to pay some price, and I’m just not willing
(Park, 2005, p. 390).
Further analysis suggests that this trade-off is a very real concern, especially for women.
For instance, women and men in executive positions show a marked contrast in their
childless status (Canary & Emmers-Sommer, 1997): men with children are much more
likely than women with children to hold executive positions, suggesting that perceptions
of men and women differ in terms of what their childless (or parental) status means for
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their careers. In fact, being perceived as a “family man” and provider often works to a
man’s advantage in corporate America, both financially and in terms of career
advancement. Further, in addition to not dealing with the glass ceiling in the workplace,
men also typically have a much stronger support system at home than women do. For
example, the likelihood that a working man has a partner at home taking care of childand household duties is much greater than a woman having a partner at home doing the
same. As noted by Hochschild (1989), unlike men, working women typically have to
also take on the household and childcare duties.
Mason and Gouldon (2004a) also found evidence of this career placement and
advancement discrepancy in academe: while married fathers comprise 69% of tenuretrack assignments, married mothers comprise merely 41% (but the numbers for married
mothers increase substantially when considering non-tenure assignments). In fact, Mason
and Goulden suggest that, given this trend, more recent cohorts of degreed women are
postponing childbirth, so as to concentrate on career development prior to becoming
parents. As identified by Mason and Goulden (2004b), only one in three women who
take a tenure-track university position prior to having a child ever become mothers,
suggesting that the demands of career development—which, for most, coincides with
“normal” years for childbearing—and the demands of parenthood are not wholly
compatible (again, primarily for women). Specifically, the biological clock and the
tenure clock typically tick simultaneously, often posing women with difficult choices
regarding career and motherhood (i.e., choosing “mommy track” or a “career track).
While current fertility treatments allow more flexibility in the timing of potential
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tradeoffs (i.e., an increasing number women are pursuing careers through their late 30s or
early 40s, deciding then to become mothers via these treatments), many women do not
have the financial luxury to afford such options. Thus, if career development is of import
to a woman, she may well take note of how her parental/childless status is perceived in
the workplace, as unfair as this perception seems to be.
Relational Considerations
As might be expected, some individuals choose to remain childless because of the
anticipated negative impact a child would have on one’s marriage, such as increased
obligations and less personal time with their partner (Gillespie, 2003; Park, 2005). While
nonparents can never fully anticipate the changes a child will introduce to their lives, data
suggest their intuitions are relatively accurate. For instance, in a study of couples
predicting the impact of children on marital quality, Langhinrichsen-Rohling, Heyman,
Schlee, and O’Leary (1997) found that wives, as compared with their husbands, expected
that children would bring about a greater loss of freedom, greater potential career impact,
and greater threats to privacy and personal time. The wives’ concerns were confirmed:
the onset of children often resulted in a marital shift toward more traditional sex roles
(e.g., Hortacsu, 1999; Hochschild, 1989), even among initially egalitarian marriages
(Nomaguchi & Milkie, 2003; see also Veevers, 1980). Rollins (1989) notes that marital
quality often declines from the time of the child’s birth, only to rebound once the
child(ren) is launched, due in part to parents’ tendencies to focus on their child(ren) at the
sacrifice of focusing on their spouse. This child-centric orientation, while necessary and
desirable, may detract from spousal cohesion: for instance, Feldman (1981) posits that
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childless married couples engage in positive marital interaction more frequently than do
parents (Cowan & Cowan, 1988), important because couples who report spending more
time in leisure or companionate activities, as opposed to instrumental activities (e.g.,
raising children, maintaining the home), report greater satisfaction with their relationships
(Sprecher, Metts, Burleson, Hatfield, & Thompson, 1995).
As outlined by Fitzpatrick (1995), couples are required to change the way their lives
are organized when a child arrives. This shift is most evident regarding the division of
household labor (Schafer & Keith, 1981), with wives who report doing a disproportionate
amount of housework/babycare (Hochschild, 1989) likewise reporting a more rapid
decline in marital satisfaction (Belsky, Lang, & Huston, 1986). In fact, Fitzpatrick (1995)
found that the average number of daily household tasks increased 600% (from 5.8 to 36.2)
with the onset of parenthood, and that mothers typically make up the difference while
fathers typically maintain a similar amount of household work (Mason & Goulden,
2004b). Ultimately, mothers perform approximately 80% of all child-care duties
(Hochschild, 1989). As stated previously, new mothers report higher marital satisfaction
immediately following the birth of their first child, but this trend reverses within the first
year (Shapiro et al., 2000), perhaps as a function of assuming a more traditional role in
the family, regardless of her wishes (Belsky et al., 1986; Schafer & Keith, 1981).
Personal/Time Considerations
While the data on parenthood and marital satisfaction are mixed (see Huston &
Vangelisti, 1995), it is clear that the voluntarily childless believe that having a child
would pose restrictions on their lifestyle, as evidenced by the reasons they cite for
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remaining childless (Gillespie, 2003). Among these restrictions are amount of personal
time/freedom, cited overwhelmingly by men (Park, 2005), and the diminished capacity
for spontaneous acts. Vicky, a voluntarily childless woman, states her decision thusly:
I like a lot of time to myself. I like to read…sew…design my own clothes. You
can’t do that with children…It means having the freedom…to say I am going to
do that now. Also not having this feeling of resentment of not being able to do
something because someone else is making demands on my time (Gillespie, 2003,
p. 127).
Cowan (1991) suggests that certain life transitions (e.g., becoming a parent) force
individuals to qualitatively redefine their “selves”. When individuals become parents,
they are compelled to incorporate this newfound role into their identities. Simply put,
they move from being spouses-only to being spouses-parents, which redefines the
composition and meaning of the “family” (e.g., Guttman & Lazar, 2004). As a
consequence, their focus shifts from the marriage to the baby, a phenomenon
corroborated in data from first-time parents: they report less spousal cohesion and
affection (Callan, 1987), and fewer positive marital interactions (Belsky, Spanier, &
Rovine, 1983) following the birth of a child. Not surprisingly, these role changes impact
not only the way spouses perceive each other, but also the amount of time they have to
pursue personal interests outside of the family. Some voluntarily childless individuals
cite these anticipated transitions as an unwelcome consequence of assuming parenthood.
In interviews with voluntarily childless couples, Cummins (2002) reports that men
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frequently cite enjoying the freer lifestyle childlessness allegedly provides (of course,
these individuals cannot gain evidence to the contrary without becoming fathers).
Additional Considerations
In her interviews with voluntarily childless women, Cain (2001) identifies three
distinct groups of women. The positively childless are those who simply do not want
children, due either to a lack of parental instinct or an overt dislike of children. Ann, a
voluntarily childless woman, describes her maternal drive (Park, 2002):
I do wonder what is not quite right with me that I have no desire whatsoever to
have a child. Somehow that doesn’t seem quite right. Because, you know, the
persistence of the species demands that we procreate, to want children. And I
have nothing there (p. 36).
Veevers (1980) identifies this type of decision-maker as a rejecter, one who “disavows
the parenthood mystique…and rejects the parenting role” (p. 158). The rejecter often
makes the decision prior to marriage, is highly committed to the decision, and is
motivated to remain childless by focusing on the negative aspects of a child-centered
lifestyle. Cain also describes the religiously childless (e.g., priests, monks, nuns), those
for whom their religious commitment precludes both marriage and childbearing, and the
environmentally childless, those who cite environmental concerns (e.g., overpopulation,
scarce resources, unsustainable consumption) that supersede their consideration of
childbearing. In addition to these categories, some childless individuals report that they
don’t want to have/raise a child in a “screwed up” world, a world they claim is more
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dangerous/chaotic/volatile than ever and, subsequently, no environment in which to raise
a child (Veevers, 1980).
As is clear, individuals choose to remain childless for numerous reasons. What is also
clear is that, despite more tolerant attitudes toward less conventional family planning in
recent years, the overt decision to forgo parenthood is often not met with general support.
To what degree does this constitute a failure event? One way of addressing this question
is to analyze voluntary childlessness through the lens of stigma scholarship. If
established that this status is stigmatizing (as alleged by the voluntarily childless—Miall,
1994; Park, 2005), then the accounts they offer may well lend insight into how this and
other stigmatized identities are managed in conversation.
Deviance and Stigmatizing Attributions
The decision not to bear children is unarguably uncommon and often perceived as
deviant. However, among those who intentionally disavow parenthood as a personal
choice, an important distinction is drawn: child-less persons are those who see their
nonparental status as deficient (i.e., lack of children), whereas child-free persons are
those who interpret this status as desirable (i.e., free from children), and recognize its
deviation from more normative orientations. This within-group distinction is significant
to the childless (Cain, 2001; Veevers, 1980), and others recognize and reinforce this
distinction in their interactions with childless persons (Callan, 1987; Park, 2002). In fact,
this distinction of one’s voluntary versus involuntary decision not to have children
appears to be the primary criterion for stigmatization within this population: involuntarily
childless individuals report being told about potential remedies for their status, whereas
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voluntarily childless persons report more derogative reactions to their disclosure (Cain;
Vissing, 2002). Not surprisingly, childlessness has been conceptualized as a status of
deficiency (i.e., what one is lacking) or deviance (i.e., how one fails to embrace
appropriate norms/values), which are both subject to stigma, as they violate normative
expectations (Miall, 1994). But how does this stigmatization occur? Attribution theories
describe the processes by which perceivers explain and respond to atypical behaviors,
such as disclosure of one’s childless status.
In aiming to explain others’ behaviors or attributes, individuals draw inferential
conclusions based on information available to them—conclusions typically associated
with the assignment of responsibility or blame. Weiner (1986) suggests that individuals
make attributions about others’ characteristics that are remarkable in some way; as such,
deviant behaviors often are subject to such evaluations. Weiner posits that these
attributes are measured across three dimensions: locus of causality, stability, and control.
Locus of causality represents the belief that the cause of the behavior is either internally
or externally situated, stability characterizes the consistency of the behavior or outcome
over time, and control addresses whether or not the behavior/decision is or is not
volitional. According to this view, if one were attempting to evaluate another’s decision
to forgo parenthood, she will frame her understanding of this decision in terms of
whether it is internally or externally caused (e.g., is this person able or not able to have
children?), whether the behavior (decision) is stable or unstable (e.g., is this type of
decision typical or peculiar for the actor?), and whether it is controllable or not (e.g., is
this condition/decision permanent or malleable?).
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Kelley (1973) proposed a different means by which individuals arrive at
explanations for others’ behaviors. He suggested perceivers index these behaviors,
relative to the information they have about the actor whose behavior is being explained.
In his model, observers interpret others’ behaviors (decisions) as measured against
questions of consensus, consistency, and distinctiveness. By comparing one’s childless
decision to others’ decisions (consensus), as well as to the childless person’s past
pertinent decisions (consistency and distinctiveness), a perceiver is able to make
attributions regarding both the locus of the decision (internal or external) as well as the
general dispositional stability (permanent or reversible). Consistent with this notion,
scholars have recently begun to integrate the two models, suggesting a similar process
produces both types of attributions (Abramson, Alloy, & Metalsky, 1989; Martinko &
Thomson, 1998).
As previously mentioned, individuals often interpret non-normative
behavior/decisions as deficient or deviant, based in part on notions of what is valued in
the contextual environment. For example, in most professional sports, physical strength
and coordination are highly prized. Thus, a player who is neither particularly strong nor
coordinated, yet still attempts to play the game, might be stigmatized as deficient (he
clearly is lacking in the desired qualities); on the other hand, a player who artificially
enhances his strength might be stigmatized as deviant (he possesses the desirable
qualities, but obtained them unfairly). This distinction has important consequences for
both how individuals are perceived and treated by others: a deficient designation may be
met with pity, while a deviant designation may be met with anger (Greitemeyer, Rudolph,
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& Weiner, 2003). Consistent with this distinction, involuntarily childless persons are
often treated as childless (a typically irreversible, external locus attribution) and receive
pity or sympathy at revelation of their unmet wish. On the other hand, the voluntarily
childless (who see themselves as childfree—a typically irreversible, internal locus
attribution) are typically viewed as deviant and receive harsher treatment at their own
disclosures. The difference in attributions in these populations appears to be contingent
on how responsibility for one’s station is assessed.
Stigma and Voluntary Childlessness
Stigma is characterized by societal expectations that privilege normative behavior
(Blanton & Christie, 2003; Kurzban & Leary, 2001; Neuberg, Smith, & Asher, 2000),
however these behaviors may be defined and perpetuated by groups (Goffman, 1963). In
this sense, social groups often “create deviance by making the rules whose infractions
constitute deviance” (Rubington & Weinberg, 2005, p. 7), primarily as a means of
identifying which persons adhere and which depart from social norms/expectations.
Because identification of deviant persons is adaptive for group living, in that it identifies
those who might threaten the group’s vitality (Neuberg, Smith, & Asher, 2000), societies
and citizens should “stigmatize those who interfere with their preferred socialization
lessons and processes—who publicly advocate or symbolize values incompatible with
their own” (p. 45), as social groups identify and condemn those who threaten established
value hierarchies (Stangor & Crandall, 2004).
This failure to comply to norms and expectations is the basis for McLaughlin et al’s
(1983) typology of offenses described previously, and the voluntarily childless
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demonstrate multiple (three of four) “failures” from this perspective. First, they are
guilty of offenses of belief: their beliefs regarding their own family planning are relatively
uncommon and clearly deviant. Secondly, extant findings strongly suggest that the
voluntarily childless are perceived negatively in terms of both personal identity
offenses—e.g., they are held to be selfish, mentally unhealthy, less happy—and work
offenses—e.g., they are held to be materialistic and highly career-driven (Cain, 2001;
Lampman & Dowling-Guyer, 1995; Miall, 1994; Park, 2002; 2005; Veevers, 1980).
Given these offenses, voluntarily childless individuals may be perceived as possessing a
blemish of moral character (Goffman, 1963), especially given the volitional nature of
their decision. Consistent with this designation, Hebl, Tickle, and Heatherton (2000)
suggest that stigmatizing decisions/behaviors perceived to be under the actor’s control
“tend to coincide with those viewed as character blemishes” (p. 276), which warrants a
distinction between in/voluntary childlessness. Childless persons of both varieties
(in/voluntary) recognize their status and report being stigmatized because of it. While
most data suggests that the involuntarily childless are not stigmatized (e.g., Lampman &
Dowling-Guyer, 1995), findings overwhelmingly support that voluntarily childless
persons are subject to negative perceptions and, in some cases, negative treatment
because of their (volitional) failure to embrace pronatalist expectations.
Individuals with a stigmatized identity constantly negotiate this identity with others
who may view their behaviors/attitudes as incomprehensible or strange (Park, 2002).
When individuals do not behave “normally”, they may be sanctioned physically,
psychologically, or emotionally, and once stigmatized, “we tend to impute a wide range
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of imperfections on the basis of the original one” (Goffman, 1963, p. 5), suggesting the
stigmatizing quality informs broader perceptions of the possessor’s character (regardless
of their veracity). In recent years, scholars have identified the dimensions along which
these “imperfections” are generally imputed (e.g., Jones et al., 1984).
Warmth and Competence
In addition to evaluating perceived responsibility and reversibility of one’s condition,
recent research by Glick and Fiske (2001) suggest that we initially evaluate others in
terms of their relative competence and interpersonal warmth, resulting in assessments of
relative status (i.e., superior-subordinate) and the nature of the actors’ interdependence
(i.e., cooperative-antagonistic). These evaluations provide both a hierarchical structure
between interactants and the likelihood of positive or negative interaction in the future
(i.e., is this a friend or foe?). More importantly, these dimensions are generally inversely
related (Fiske, 1998) and result in quite different interactions depending on the nature of
the evaluation (Kurzban & Leary, 2001). For instance, individuals who are viewed as
competent but cold may be viewed with envy, while those who are perceived as
incompetent but warm may be treated with pity or sympathy (Glick & Fiske, 2001).
In terms of the dimensions of relative status (i.e., competence) and interdependence
(i.e., warmth), the stereotype of the voluntarily childless, specifically, represents them as
competent and cold, a designation that results in responses including envy, fear, or
resentment (Glick & Fiske, 2001). Their competence is derived from their achievement
along several valued dimensions, including both personal outcomes (DeOllos & Kapinus,
2002; Letherby, 2002) and marital outcomes (Callan, 1987; Twenge et al., 2003). Their

49

lack of parental status and obligation, though, seems to disfavor attributions of warmth.
In fact, consistent with a pronatalist hegemony, mothers with as many as six children are
viewed as warmer than are childless women (LaMastro, 2001), suggesting that deviance
from the norm is not at issue, but rather the direction of one’s deviance is the determinant
of such derogation (Abrams, Marques, Brown, & Henson, 2000). On occasion,
competent and cold groups are even admired, as is the case with some reported responses
(Glick & Fiske, 2001)—e.g., “I wish I had so much free time and disposable income.”
However, more often than not, these responses include some degree of derogation of the
voluntarily childless decision (Callan, 1987; Park, 2002; Veevers, 1980).
Additional Dimensions of Stigma
Jones et al. (1984) have identified additional dimensions of stigma that may produce
differential attributions about causality and stability. Consistent with an attributional
perspective, they identify origin (responsibility) and course (stability) as primary in the
construction and maintenance of stigma. Additionally, they note four additional
dimensions, many of which are inaccessible, but often assumed known, by perceivers:
concealability of condition, disruptiveness of condition (to interaction/activity at hand),
peril (potential threat of condition), aesthetic qualities (relative disgust with condition).
These dimensions are differentially apparent contingent upon the type of stigma one
possesses. For instance, a facial deformity may be primarily aesthetic, whereas a speech
impediment may be primarily disruptive to efficient interaction. Of these dimensions,
concealability has been most investigated in terms of its impact on stigmatized
individuals (e.g., Frable, 1993; Miller & Kaiser, 2001; Quinn, 2005).
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Concealable stigma. Given that much of what is necessary to make accurate
attributions is unknown to the perceiver, it is not surprising that issues of responsibility
and reversibility may often be mis-diagnosed. For instance, Blaine and McElroy (2002)
posit that a belief in the controllability of weight—irrespective of the accuracy of this
belief—is a significant factor influencing prejudice against overweight individuals (see
also Crocker, Cornwell, & Major, 1993). As such, those with concealable stigma possess
asymmetrical knowledge regarding their status (Jones et al., 1984) and may restrict
conversational domains accordingly (Smart & Wegner, 1999) and focus an inordinate
amount of time and effort at maintaining its secrecy (Frable, Blackstone, & Scherbaum,
1990). Furthermore, while social support from like others attenuates the negative
psychological and social effects of stigma (e.g., decrease in self-esteem—Major &
O’Brien, 2005; academic performance—Spencer, Steele, & Quinn, 1999; social
isolation—Frable, Platt, & Hoey, 1998), those with concealable stigma often assume
there are no similar others (Frable, 1993), and, due to the concealed nature of others’
stigma, are unable to identify similar others when they are proximal, despite the positive
effects of such associations (Quinn, 2005).
The social and psychological effects of possessing a concealable stigma are well
documented (Brown & Pinel, 2003; Major & Gramzow, 1999; Miller & Kaiser, 2001;
Quinn, Kahng, & Crocker, 2004; Steele, 1997) and, in some instances, may prove more
damaging to the possessor than would possessing a conspicuous stigma (Crocker &
Major, 1989). While those with concealable stigma have the luxury of not/revealing their
status, those with conspicuous stigma are able to identify like others and need not
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concern themselves with whether or not their mark is known (Quinn, 2005). So, while
those with a concealable stigma may fare well in initial interactions, they must
subsequently concern themselves with the revelation or disclosure of their status and the
time and target of such disclosure. A mistimed disclosure or inappropriate target can
have devastating effects on interactions (Kelly & McKillop, 1996). So, “having a
concealed versus conspicuous stigmatized identity gives a person more control over when
to reveal, but this control comes with the cost of making difficult, and potentially costly,
decisions about when and to whom to reveal” (Quinn, 2005, p. 3).
As is evident, one’s childless status is concealable in most contexts. Perhaps more
importantly, the responsibility and reversibility dimensions of this decision are
concealable, at least to non-intimates. If a voluntarily childless individual interacts with
one who is known to condemn this decision (as is often the case with a woman’s parents
or grandparents—Cain, 2001; Vissing, 1980), then she may well behave as if she
possesses a stigma (and, by some accounts, does possess said stigma). When in the
presence of interactants who are ignorant of the decision and its details, the childless
individual may simply restrict conversational topics so as to avoid discussing this often
contentious decision (Smart & Wegner, 1999).
Peril, disruptiveness, and aesthetics. The additional dimensions outlined by Jones et al.
(1984)—peril, disruptiveness, and aesthetics—have received little attention to date, but
each clearly has a more abstract than concrete role in perpetuating the stigma associated
with voluntarily childless individuals. After all, an attitude or decision is neither perilous
nor aesthetic per se, unless it indicates other psychological or behavioral problems. But,
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in the context of interaction, a known ideology with which one disagrees or is threatened
may produce danger on a more existential level (Becker, 1963). Terror management
theory (Greenberg et al., 2003; Schimel et al., 1999) posits that humans are aware of their
own impending mortality and experience existential anxiety when this fact is made
salient. This perspective suggests that one’s cultural worldview and one’s self-esteem
(which, from this perspective, derives from one’s adherence to one’s worldview—for
review, see Pyszczynski, Greenberg, Solomon, Arndt, & Schimel, 2004) provide
protection against this awareness. More importantly, when individuals are forced to think
about their own mortality, they are more prone to invoke negative stereotypes of outgroup members (Schimel et al., 1999) and further bolster their own worldview (Halloran
& Kashima, 2004). Given that the decision to forgo parenthood speaks to mortality on
some level (e.g., the bloodline or legacy will perish), those who are most affected by the
childless individual’s decision may find it most “perilous”, an hypothesis supported by
numerous accounts of childless women who receive the harshest criticism from their own
parents and family members (Cain, 2001; Veevers, 1980; Vissing, 2002).
Beyond peril, the childless individual’s decision may appear selfish or distasteful
(aesthetically displeasing) and this diagnosis may well prove disruptive to interaction (if
one is forced to interact with another with whom s/he is known to disagree). The
stereotype of the voluntarily childless in particular suggests that it is indeed an
unattractive decision (LeMastro, 2001; Park, 2002), but little is known about whether this
contributes meaningfully to interaction. So, while important to the study of stigma, peril,
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aesthetics, and disruptiveness may be more abstractly—rather than concretely—manifest
in conversations with childless individuals.
In sum, voluntarily childless persons appear to be evaluated negatively relative to
parents and the involuntarily childless. Despite enjoying success in both their careers and
their marriages, voluntarily childless persons are often stigmatized for their peculiar
decision; as such, revelation of this decision is often perceived as a failure event by others.
In response, reproaches range from mild questions to aggressive attacks. The following
outlines what voluntarily childless persons report hearing upon revelation of their status.
The Reproach: Reactions to the Voluntarily Childless Decision
Interactions between nonstigmatized and stigmatized persons are characteristically
awkward for a variety of reasons (Hebl et al., 2000). First, nonstigmatized persons may
be puzzled due to the infrequency with which they have had contact with the stigma at
hand. For instance, an individual from a large family may never have met a voluntarily
childless adult; this statistical oddity may produce anxiety or even threaten a perceiver’s
schema/worldview. Second, the simple violation of expectations often associated with a
voluntarily childless disclosure may result in further awkwardness: “Suddenly,
nonstigmatized individuals may find themselves scriptless, their schemas having been
disrupted”, which may result in “heightened attention to both their interactant’s and their
own behavior” (p. 284). This, according to Hebl et al. provides fertile ground for
awkward, anxious reactions from the nonstigmatized perspective. From the perspective
of the stigmatized, there is a clear awareness of the possibility of rejection for one’s
views or decision, and many stigmatized persons report feeling anxious due to being “on
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stage” once their stigma is known. This anxiety is well-grounded: while nonstigmatized
persons often focus their verbal messages on maintaining positive interactions with
stigmatized others, their nonverbal behaviors belie their acceptance (e.g., Kleck, 1968).
In addition to producing potentially awkward interactions, how do nonstigmatized
persons perceive the failure event and how do they offer their reproaches?
In an analysis of reactions to various stigmata, Weiner, Perry, and Magnusson (1988)
noted that reactions differed along two important dimensions: attributions made by
participants regarding the stigmatized person’s responsibility for the stigmatizing
condition and the reversibility of that condition. Specifically, physical stigma (e.g.,
physical disabilities) were generally perceived as externally caused (e.g., genetic mishap)
whereas mental/behavioral stigma (e.g., alcoholism) were perceived as internally derived
(e.g., the result of poor decisions). Moreover, when stigma are perceived to be externally
derived, reactions include more pity, less anger, more liking, and a greater willingness to
help as compared to stigma perceived to be internally derived (Cobb & DeChabert, 2002;
Chavira, Lopez, & Blacher, 2000; Greitemeyer, Rudolph, & Weiner, 2003). In recent
years, for instance, Americans who believe that homosexuality is genetic (i.e., external)
rather than chosen (i.e., internal) are less likely to exhibit negative attitudes toward
homosexuals (e.g., Pew Research Center, 2003) and are more likely to accept this
orientation in others.
Consistent with these predictions, childless individuals are in fact treated differently
and have unique psychological experiences contingent upon the reason(s) for and
perceived permanence of their childless status. As Park (2003) suggests, not having
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children is one issue; not wanting children is another altogether. In fact, she states that
the decision made by the voluntarily childless “is in contrast to the involuntarily childless,
who embrace the parenting role in principle” (p. 22). As outlined by Weiner (1986), this
distinction revolves about the responsibility dimension and is critical to the stigmatization
of voluntarily childless individuals. While involuntarily childless women (i.e., those who
suffer infertility) often believe they are subject to the same stigmatization as their
voluntarily childless counterparts (Letherby, 2002), the data suggest otherwise (Ireland,
1993; Veevers, 1980). Specifically, voluntarily childless couples are seen as less
satisfied in their marriages, less psychologically adjusted, and more emotionally
immature as compared to involuntarily childless couples and parents. In fact,
involuntarily childless spouses report higher marital satisfaction than do spouses in
voluntarily childless marriages or in those where children are present (Lampman &
Dowling- Guyer, 1995), and Callan (1987) found that infertile wives report higher levels
of marital satisfaction than do mothers or voluntarily childless wives. In interactions,
involuntarily childless individuals report that others often express pity or assistance
following disclosure of their childless status (Letherby, 2002, Miall, 1994), a marked
difference between reactions reported by voluntarily childless individuals.
Given that more tolerant views toward alternative family structure now exist (e.g.,
National Opinion Research Center, 2000), it may seem odd that this group should suffer
from stigmatization. However, while the decision to forgo parenthood has become more
normative in recent years, voluntarily childless individuals report negative treatment
upon disclosing—typically at the request of someone else—this seemingly private
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family-planning decision. For instance, voluntarily childless women report being told
they are materialistic, immature, irresponsible, selfish, and immoral (Callan, 1983;
Veevers, 1980) upon disclosing their voluntarily childless status.
When others discover that an able (and usually married) individual does not have
children, they typically respond in one of several discounting ways, each of which
instantiates both pronatalist expectations and stigma to some degree (Cain, 2001; Ireland,
1993). First, they may assume infertility and respond with pity. As an example, a
voluntarily childless friend of mine recently spoke with an acquaintance from high school.
She shared with me one part of their conversation:
Him: Do you have kids?
Her: Nope, but I have several dogs and cats.
Him: Oh…well, that’s okay.
Her: Thanks!
Him: Oh gosh, that’s not what I meant…
While she was not unusually bothered by his response, she did note that her answer was
clearly not aligned with his (or others’) expectations, and indeed his sympathetic
response was unwarranted. Another commonly cited response—others may assume that
children are in the plans, or should be—is manifest in reports by numerous women whose
requests for information about tubal ligations were discounted by physicians (Veevers,
1980), usually accompanied with the prediction that the woman would someday change
her mind (interestingly, young men seeking vasectomies do not generally receive such
treatment). Finally, some are simply baffled as to how an individual feels fulfilled
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without a child. While women are told, “you’ll never understand the kind of love a child
will bring”, men are often asked, “who’ll carry on the family legacy”? Regardless of
how the failure event and reproach play out in terms of their specific content, their
presence compels an account for the failure event itself (Schönbach, 1992). In many
interactions, states Park (2002), “being childless is an invisible stigma, discreditable
rather than immediately discredited, until circumstances require some kind of accounting
for the situation or the individual chooses to make a public disclosure” (p. 31). So, how
do voluntarily childless persons respond to reproaches in conversation? Do they describe
their real reasons for childlessness, and risk offending their inquisitor, or do they offer
accounts that diverge from these reasons? That is, what accounts do they offer in
response to questions about their childless decision, especially in light of their actual
reasons described above?
The Account: Explaining the Childless Decision to Others
As described earlier, accounts have historically been studied in terms of their ability to
mitigate blame for an untoward act/decision. In this way, accounts are used to influence
the attribution processes initiated by the alleged act. Specifically, accounts reveal
information pertinent to attributions of responsibility (e.g., locus of control) and
reversibility (e.g., stablility). As measured in terms of their ability to mitigate negative
attributions, accounts have been categorized (e.g., Scott & Lyman, 1986) according to
structural differences. Of interest to this investigation is the distinction between excuses
and justifications and how they are evaluated. Voluntarily childless persons offer
common accounts that may be categorized according to this framework, described more
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fully momentarily. In addition to categorizing accounts by type, scholars might also
consider how accounts’ content (e.g., is it focused on the self or on others?) influence
subsequent evaluations of both the account and the account-giver. The former
framework is outlined, followed by a discussion of message effects as related to accounts
offered by the voluntarily childless.
Account Types
Veevers (1980) suggests that voluntarily childless couples may resort to evasive
actions in response to pressure to conform to the parenting norm. For instance, some
couples move away from the source(s) of pressure (often one or both sets of parents) or
begin to associate with like-minded others and “lose touch” with the source(s) of the
pressure. While these tactics may reduce the frequency with which one has to discuss her
childlessness or the extent to which it is deviant, they in no way prevent such interactions.
As suggested by Veevers (1980), “one of the problems confronted by the childless is that
even casual acquaintances show little reluctance in making very personal inquiries about
their deviant status” (p. 135). Friends and relatives feel they have a right to know,
physicians wish to help with what they assume is a problem, parents believe they have a
right to grandchildren, and acquaintances are often simply curious. When faced with the
task of accounting for or defending their decision, voluntarily childless persons regularly
employ three conversational accounts: deception, justifications, and excuses.
Deceptive responses. In studies on privately-held reasons and publicly-given reasons
for noncompliance, findings suggest an overwhelming tendency to cite reasons that are
both uncontrollable and unstable, even when these reasons are patently untrue (Folkes,
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1982; Ifert & Roloff, 1994; Weiner, Figueroa-Munoz, & Kakihara, 1991). When forced
to discuss their childless status, some couples choose to camouflage their decision. A
normalizing effort that often involves deceit, camouflage (or passing, Goffman, 1963)
helps the couple appear more typical in their choice (Veevers, 1980). Camouflage often
includes mention of a biological inability, e.g., “we can’t have kids”, or a temporal
constraint, e.g., “we don’t have kids yet”. As demonstrated by Marc, a voluntarily
childless man, the camouflage tactic is reported as effective, in that it either refocuses the
direction of the inquiry or ends the inquiry altogether, but somewhat dissatisfying as it
involves deliberate deception:
I do feel like I kind of cop out when I’m asked. I probably should own up to it and
say no, I’ve made the decision, or we’ve made the decision not to have children.
But I don’t, because in society I’d be labeled as a bad person, so normally I say
I’m not ready for that responsibility yet. That’s how I usually put it (Park, 2002, p.
32).
Excuses. As used by the voluntarily childless, excuses demonstrate a divergence
between what they privately claim and what they publicly state. After all, if childlessness
is chosen, why would one be compelled to excuse her choice? Despite the seeming
irrationality of such accounts, voluntarily childless persons often use excuses when
accounting for their decisions.
Similar to the aforementioned camouflage technique, Park found that individuals often
used excuses that highlighted biological factors, including infertility (real or feigned) and
the lack of a parental instinct (used predominantly by women). Veevers (1980) reports
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that one couple has agreed to “be the bad one” in the eyes of the other’s parents: he says
she wouldn’t make a good mother and she says he wouldn’t make a good father, even
though neither party believes this to be true and neither party cites this as a viable reason
for their decision. Clearly, excuses instantiate accounts about ability (or responsibility)
and rarely address the dimension of willingness (or reversibility); after all, if ability is
absent, willingness is obsolete. While adoption provides a clear alternative to infertile
couples (or those who claim to be), rejecting adoption is far less deviant than rejecting
parenthood in the eyes of most (Ireland, 1993). Thus, the excuses used by the voluntarily
childless often highlight what the childless person lacks (Houseknecht, 1987): either
parental instinct/desire (“I’d have children if I thought I’d be a good parent”) or
time/money (“I’d have children if I could afford to raise them properly”). By framing the
decision thusly, voluntarily childless individuals imply that the decision to forgo
parenthood is not determined by desire, so much as lack of “appropriate” parenting
characteristics (e.g., “I would be a parent if I could do it well”). Finally, some voluntarily
childless excuse their decisions due to having had negative family experiences in their
own families of origin, being devoted to an occupation forbidding sexual activity, or
being afraid or repulsed by the physical aspects of pregnancy/childbearing (Veevers,
1980).
Justifications. But most voluntarily childless individuals consider their nonparent
status to be a source of pride rather than shame in their construction and presentation of
identity; in this sense, providing an excuse for one’s decision is inconsistent with one’s
actual rationale for the decision. Not surprisingly, most voluntarily childless persons tend
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to provide a rationale that justifies their decision, controversial though it may be. Scott
and Lyman (1968) have classified justifications as one type of account interactants use to
explain behaviors that are prone to inquiry and/or evaluation. Justifications are strategies
in which the actor takes responsibility for his/her behavior but denies the negative effects
it may carry. Tata (2002) notes that justifications “are aimed at altering others’
interpretations of untoward actions either by minimizing the importance of the standards
that were violated or by appealing to alternate standards that might transform the action”
(p. 294), such that the action or decision is framed in terms of some valid norm or rule
system (Steinke, 1992). As with excuses, these factors may be internal or external to the
actor. From an attributional perspective, justifications directly address issues of
willingness, but not ability, and for obvious reasons with this population. When
individuals actively decide to forgo parenthood in the face of pronatalist pressures, this
decision becomes central to their identity (just as new parents’ identities change with the
introduction of their new role). Thus, the voluntarily childless feel no need to apologize
for their decision (after all, who is affected but they?), and may make it known that this
decision is volitional and deliberate.
In her interviews with childless couples, Park (2003) noted that individuals may use a
justification in which they condemn the condemner, a technique that illuminates that
others—sometimes including the inquisitor—are guilty of worse behaviors. For example,
in response to the charge that “not having a child is a selfish decision”, one individual
responded: “You know, people say it’s selfish to not want children. I think it’s selfish to
have children. Oh, I want to create a little product that came from me” (p. 34).
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Additionally, individuals use a different justification, self-fulfillment (or higher
involvement, Cody et al., 1992), in which they assert that their goals (e.g., career, time to
pursue hobbies) would be impeded by the presence of children in their lives. Another
childless woman remarked, “I know it sounds incredibly selfish, but it’s my life. It’s what
I want to do” (Veevers, 1980, p. 36). Not all higher-involvement justifications are selffocused, though: some childless remain so because they believe there are too many
individuals on the planet who already need their help and that having children would only
exacerbate population and quality of life issues. Further, some voluntarily childless use a
justification that aims to minimize harm (Cody et al., 1992). For example, a young
woman may respond to family members’ questions about her childlessness by suggesting
that the decision really only affects her and her partner. By doing so, she aims to justify
her decision by way of noting how little harm her decision effects. Also, Park (2003)
reports that some voluntarily childless challenge the parenthood prescription by
redefining the question or reframing the situation in terms that are more philosophical. A
voluntarily childless man, Allen, describes the culture at his workplace:
It’s real unusual not to have children…people are asking me, “why don’t you
have children?” and I would sometimes turn it around and ask them, “Well, why
did you decide to have children?” And they’ll look at me strangely. “I didn’t
decide to have children; you get married, you have kids!” And I just try to get
them to think about, this is a choice. And then explain to them that my choice
was to not have kids. And yours was. And they usually go away looking
confused (Park, 2002, p. 36).
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It seems then that voluntarily childless individuals who use justification tactics
recognize the unpopularity of their decision, but choose to couch their responses in terms
of their motivations (rather than their ability) for having made this decision. Moreover,
the lack of guilt/regret associated with providing such justifications may well result in
more negative attributions along other dimensions of stigma. The justifications most
commonly reported by voluntarily childless persons (Houseknecht, 1987) tend to justify
the decision by focusing on increased opportunities that remaining childless confer:
increased career opportunities, increased time spent with partners, and freedom to pursue
personal interests. Inherent in each of these approaches is the belief that remaining
childless, while unpopular to many, will enable the decision-maker increased freedom (or
fewer restrictions) in some important facet of her life.
As a complement to this account-type framework, accounts may also differ in terms of
how they are framed. In addition to whether one excuses or justifies his/her behavior,
s/he may also manipulate the content or focus of the account (e.g., Steinke, 1992). For
instance, excuses include mention of either an inability or a lack of intention;
justifications, on the contrary, tend to emphasize (or, at minimum, do not keep covert) the
intentions of the actor as they influenced the behavior in question. Does this focus on
intention serve as a basis for negative perceptions of actors and their accounts?
Additionally, what additional differences in accounts’ content and/or foci might influence
this process?
Account Focus
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Self- versus other-focused frames. In addition to admitting responsibility for an
untoward act or decision, justifications tend to frame the failure event in terms of the
greater good it serves, despite its uniqueness (e.g., higher involvement—Cody et al.,
1992). While some voluntarily childless persons offer these reasons (e.g., “too many
uncared for children already” or “religious devotion prohibits sexual activity”), many of
their accounts focus on self-fulfillment (e.g., “more time with my partner” or “more time
to pursue career opportunities”). Do perceivers align accounts along this dimension? If
so, how will this relative focus (i.e., on the self as opposed to on others) influence
account acceptability?
Deviance frames. Miall (1994) suggests that perceptions of childless women range
from being seen as deficient (i.e., what she lacks because of her status) to being viewed
as deviant (i.e., how she fails to embrace appropriate norms/values), which are both
subject to stigma, as they violate normative expectations. The distinction between these
perceptions is critical: deficient others are treated sympathetically, while deviant others
are often met with anger (Greitemeyer et al., 2003). Consistent with this distinction,
involuntarily childless persons are often treated as childless (which is also how they view
themselves) and receive pity or sympathy at revelation of their unmet wish. On the other
hand, the voluntarily childless (who see themselves as childfree) are typically viewed as
deviant and receive harsher treatment at their own disclosures.
Despite the deviance exercised by the voluntarily childless, many of their accounts are
framed such that this deviance is downplayed, and one’s deficiencies are emphasized
(e.g., “have little/no parental instinct” or “have an inheritable disease/condition”).
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Houseknecht (1987) found that voluntarily childless persons often justified their
decisions in terms of the increased freedom it provided or excused their decision by
focusing on what conditions prohibited childbearing. Intuitively, then, accounts can be
arranged according to their relative emphasis on one’s deficiencies versus one’s deviance
as a rationale for the childless decision. Again, a related question is offered: are accounts
arrayed along a deviance continuum and how might this relative focus influence an
account’s evaluation? These possibilities were explored in a pilot study, described below.
If established, these distinctions will provide a basis for subsequent hypotheses regarding
account content and its influence on account evaluation.
Pilot Study
In light of the aforementioned findings, the following question was explored: Can
reasons for childlessness be arrayed along dimensions measuring the degree to which the
account is self- versus other-focused and the degree to which the account is deviant?
others? That is, regardless of the account’s veracity, are accounts evaluated differently
depending on the actual content (and not just the form) they possess? A pilot study was
conducted to determine how, if at all, accounts would differ in terms of these dimensions.
Findings suggest that accounts are perceived as different in terms of how self- versus
other-focused they appear to be, but no additional differences emerged. Thus, subsequent
research questions will address what effects, if any, this self- versus other-focused
distinction has on subsequent evaluations of accounts and those who offer them.
Pilot Study Participants and Procedure
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Participants were recruited from a jury pool of citizens in Pima County, who were
awaiting assignment to cases. Ninety-seven participants read a short description of a
voluntarily childless individual, including mention of the individual and his/her spouse,
their occupations, interests, plans for family (all voluntarily childless), etc.
“Michael/Michelle and his/her wife/husband are an attractive couple in their midthirties. They share a variety of interests and enjoy spending time with family and
friends. Both Michael/Michelle and his/her wife/husband have been steadily
employed throughout their marriage and, together, they earn approximately
$80,000 per year. They have been married for 7 years and are not planning to
have any children.
Participants then read a conversation involving either Michael or Michelle and a stranger
in which their childless status was mentioned. Participants were asked to consider six
different reason Michael or Michelle might offer for their childlessness and rate these
reasons along several dimensions.
Participants were assigned to one of four conditions. In addition to manipulating the
gender of the account-giver, one of two sets of reasons for the childless decision was
provided (see Appendix 1 for all conditions). Gender of the target and the rationale for
the childless decision were manipulated in this design, producing four conditions via a 2
(gender) X 2 (one of two sets of six accounts).
Pilot Study Measures
Rationale for childless decision. The primary focus of this pilot study is to address
how different rationales for childlessness are perceived. For this stimulus, reasons for

67

childlessness were recreated using 12 commonly cited reasons for remaining childless
(Houseknecht, 1987; Park, 2002; Veevers, 1980; Vissing, 2002): unable to afford
children, lack of parental instinct, inability to parent well, have an inheritable disease, had
negative childhood experiences, unable to provide time needed for raising a child,
increased intimacy with mates, increased freedom to pursue hobbies/travel, dislike of
children, repulsion from physical aspects of pregnancy/childbearing, the belief that the
world is too “screwed up”, and the belief that there are already too many uncared for
children. The placement of these excuses and justifications are expected to vary along
the three aforementioned framing continuums (self- versus other-focus, inherent versus
learned, and deviance versus deficient).
Gender of account-giver. The childless individual’s gender was manipulated to
determine if women and men are perceived similarly as a function of their rationale for
remaining childless. Ample data suggest that women are evaluated negatively when they
choose to remain childless, but less is known about how this decision affects perceptions
of men who make similar decisions (although most suggest a similarly negative
perception—e.g., Lampman & Dowling-Guyer, 1995). To substantiate this finding, the
gender of the childless person was presented as either Michael or Michelle, with all other
aspects of the stimulus remaining identical.
Account focus dimensions. Accounts were rated along several content dimensions.
As this set of measures was purely exploratory, dimensional items were created using
bipolar 7-point scales. Participants were asked: “Regarding each of the potential reasons
Michael/Michelle might provide for not having children, (one of six accounts provided),
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this reason is relatively”, followed by 12 bipolar scales (see Appendix A). The items
were subjected to a Principal Components Analysis (PCA) with Varimax rotation,
wherein two factors were extracted, explaining 74% of the variance. Final scales for this
analysis included: self- versus other-focused (selfish—generous, self-centered—otherfocused, considerate—not considerate) and deficiency versus deviance focused (e.g.,
common—uncommon, expected—unexpected). Reliabilities for these scales were .712
and .762 (Cronbach’s alpha), respectively.
Pilot Study Analysis and Discussion
Several factors determined which accounts were chosen for inclusion in the final
instrument. First, given the interest in self- versus other-focused account content, the six
accounts chosen for final analysis represented distinct points along this dimension (see
Table 1). Second, some accounts were selected on the basis of how frequently they are
reportedly used: for instance, “inability to parent well”, “have an inheritable disease”, and
“unable to afford children” are less often used among the voluntarily childless, in part
because they diverge from the real reasons these persons provide for their status. Given
the goals of this pilot are limited to validating account variability, analyses focused on
the differences in how accounts are rated. Specifically, 12 accounts were compared via a
one-way ANOVA in terms of how self-focused versus other- focused they were perceived
to be. Table 1 provides mean ratings of each account along this dimension.
Table 1
Mean Ratings of Self-focused/Other-focused Nature of Rationale
________________________________________________________________________
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Reason provided for childlessness

Mean

had negative childhood experiences (E)

3.48a

repulsion from physical aspects of pregnancy/childbearing (E)

3.52a

dislike of children (E)

3.97 a, b

job takes time needed for raising a child (J)

4.47 b

increased freedom to pursue hobbies/travel (J)

4.47

inability to parent well (E)

4.55

unable to afford children (E)

4.64

increased time/intimacy with mates (J)

4.65 b

lack of parental instinct (E)

4.68

the belief that the world is too “screwed up” (J)

4.71

have an inheritable disease (J)

5.15

the belief that there are already too many uncared for children (J) 5.8 c
_______________________________________________________________________
Lower scores indicate greater self-focus. Italicized entries were used in final instrument.
Distinct superscripts indicate significant mean differences.
Not surprisingly, these accounts were rated as different in terms of their relative focus on
the self or on others. So as to maximize the variation in the items chosen for the current
study, accounts were selected on the basis of representing high self-focus (e.g., we had
really lousy childhoods ourselves) and high other-focus (e.g., there are too many uncaredfor children who need our attention). Despite the fact that the majority of these 12
accounts were less variable than might be desired, the differences in focus among the
accounts chosen for the final instrument will enable gross comparisons between selfversus other-focused accounts and how they are evaluated. Of particular interest to the
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six final accounts is the observation that all three excuses were rated as more self-focused
than were all three justifications (some significantly so, others not). This suggests that
the current analysis may not be able to distinguish clearly between account type (excuse
or justification) and account-focus (self- or other-focused) as clearly influential in the
evaluation process. This issue will be addressed further in Chapter 4.
Accounts were also rated in term of how common or deviant they appeared to be.
Table 2 provides mean ratings of each account along this dimension.
Table 2
Mean Ratings of Deviant/Common Nature of Rationale
________________________________________________________________________
Reason provided for childlessness

Mean

dislike of children

4.44

repulsion from physical aspects of pregnancy/childbearing

4.23

unable to afford children

4.08

lack of parental instinct

4.14

have an inheritable disease

3.68

increased time/intimacy with mates

3.63

inability to parent well

3.62

the belief that there are already too many uncared for children

3.6

the belief that the world is too “screwed up”

3.53

increased freedom to pursue hobbies/travel

3.53

had negative childhood experiences

3.46

71

job takes time needed for raising a child

3.43

________________________________________________________________________
High scores indicate perceived deviance. Italicized entries were used in final instrument.
No significant differences in ratings were detected.
Analyses indicate no significant differences in mean ratings of deviance were associated
with the specific accounts measured here. Therefore, this aspect of account focus is
ignored hereafter. The subsequent section describes this study’s hypotheses and research
questions, in light of these pilot findings.
The Evaluation: Honoring Childless Accounts
By Account Type
As mentioned previously, excuses deny responsibility for an act or decision; in doing
so, they provide perceivers with minimal information about the character of the accountgiver in relation to the act/decision (Riordan, Marlin, & Kellogg, 1983). This implies that
fewer attributions can be made; after all, if one “didn’t mean to” or “couldn’t help it”,
little can be determined about his motives or values relative to the decision. Seemingly
anticipating this outcome, the voluntarily childless (and others) employ excuses in order
to reduce the number of negative attributions available to their conversational partners.
Excuses, when used by the voluntarily childless specifically, are inherently deceptive in
that they typically include mention of either inability to bear children or temporal
flexibility in their decision, both of which are untrue. Not surprisingly, these are used
relatively infrequently by the voluntarily childless, but are more likely in the presence of
an unknown conversational partner where there exists a lower likelihood of having one’s
deception detected (Park, 2002; Veevers, 1980). As argued by Cody et al. (1992),
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excuses may exonerate the account-giver, but may also result in perceptions of lowered
competence. In light of these data, the first hypothesis is offered.
Hypothesis 1: A childless individual who offers an excuse is perceived as less
competent than a childless person who offers a justification.
Justifications, on the other hand, admit responsibility for the untoward act or decision,
but imply that the act or decision was acceptable given the circumstances. Given that the
voluntarily childless have chosen their status, many report using justifications when
accounting for their childlessness. After all, if the decision has been made—and
especially if that decision is central to one’s identity—then offering an excuse is nearheretical. The decision has been justified privately, and many report disclosing said
justifications when asked about their childlessness (Park, 2002).
While account-makers may choose to employ a justification or an excuse/deception,
the voluntarily childless tend to provide justifications more frequently than
excuses/deception when faced with defending their childless status (Park, 2002; Veevers,
1980), which might explain their reports of negative treatment. Recall that justifications
provide insight into what motivated one’s decision/action; given that accounts invariably
follow failure events and reproaches, one who justifies her childless decision runs the risk
of airing her motives and being perceived negatively because of them. Were her motives
compatible with her conversational partner in the first place, the disclosure of her
childless status would not likely have been met with a reproach. Given what is known
about justifications and how they are evaluated, the second hypothesis is offered.

73

Hypothesis 2: A childless individual who offers a justification is perceived as less
interpersonally warm than a childless person who offers an excuse.
While offering a justification is certainly a greater risk than is offering an excuse, how
do they compare in effectiveness? In the context of a self-defense scenario, Schönbach
(1992) found that, when compared directly, justifications were rated less acceptable than
were excuses. On the other hand, a study comparing the effectiveness of excuses versus
justifications in the workplace (Tata, 2002) found no differences in terms of perceptions
of social loafing. Riordan et al. (1983) noted few differences between their effectiveness
when accounting for an ethical transgression, but did aver that perceivers’ ratings of an
account’s normativeness (even more so than its believability) exerted greater influence on
perceived effectiveness.
In addition to information regarding the actor’s responsibility—which is overtly
acknowledged in a justification— additional attributions are made. For the present study,
the attributions of interest align with those dimensions common to most stigma—
reversibility (Weiner, 1986), warmth, competence (Glick & Fiske, 2001), peril,
disruptiveness, and aesthetic qualities (Jones et al., 1984—and those that more
specifically describe the voluntarily childless—selfishness, materialism, loneliness,
ambition, maturity (Gillespie, 2003; Lampman & Dowling-Guyer, 1995). While studies
have analyzed the conversational management of this particular stigma from an accounts
perspective (e.g., Park, 2002; 2005), no study has yet to question how these accounts
attenuate negative attributions made about this stigmatizing decision.
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Research Question 1: Do justifications versus excuses, as used by a childless
person, produce more negative evaluations of the account-giver along dimensions
salient to the voluntarily childless stereotype (i.e., materialistic, selfish, lonely,
ambitious, immature)?
By Gender of Account-giver
In addition to account type, the gender of the account-giver will likely influence
perceptions regarding the acceptability or appropriateness of the childless decision. For
instance, because pronatalist expectations are more salient for women (i.e., pronatalism’s
central prescription defines conceptions of womanhood), we may reasonably expect that
perceivers will be less tolerant of a woman who exercises this decision than they would
be of her male counterpart. For example, men who hold executive positions are
significantly more likely to be married fathers than men lower in the hierarchy, while the
exact opposite is true for women (Canary & Emmers-Sommer, 1997; see also Mason &
Goulden, 2004a, 2004b): the family photo on a man’s desk seems to imply that he is a
committed provider, while the same photo on a woman’s desk seems to suggest she’ll
invariably miss work, perhaps because of her children (e.g., sickness, school-related
activities). On the other hand, Lampman and Dowling-Guyer (1995) directly compared
voluntarily childless men and women and found no differences in how they were
perceived: in fact, both were seen as equally less caring and less driven than either
parents or the involuntarily childless. Further perplexing, Jamison et al. (1979) found
that voluntarily childless men were more denigrated than were their female counterparts.
As Park (2003) suggests, this may be explained in part due to the types of accounts
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voluntarily childless men commonly employ: they are much more likely than women to
self-deprecate in response to their childless status, claiming lack of responsibility or
readiness or parental instinct, often making this alleged trait central to their childless
decision (regardless of its veracity). In light of the mixed findings on how gender
influences perceptions of childlessness, no specific hypotheses are offered. Rather, this
relationship will be explored via the second and third research questions.
Research Question 2: Independent of account type offered, how are men and
women perceived regarding their voluntarily childless decision?
Research Question 3: Will the most commonly used accounts differ between
gender in terms of their influence on perceptions of interpersonal warmth and
competence? In other words, are men and women evaluated similarly or
differently across common accounts for childlessness?
By Account Focus
As determined by the aforementioned pilot study, accounts appear to be arrayed along
a continuum of relative focus on one’s self or on others. For instance, the account for
childlessness, “because there are too many uncared-for children that need our attention”
is clearly other-focused, whereas “because the idea of pregnancy/childbirth is
unappealing” is especially self-focused. Of the six accounts chosen for inclusion in this
instrument, two are highly self-focused (i.e., “because we both had lousy childhoods
ourselves” and “because the idea of pregnancy and childbirth are unappealing”), one was
highly other-focused (i.e., “because there are already too many uncared-for children on
the planet who need our attention”), and three were middling on this dimension (i.e.,
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“because not having a child enables us to spend more time together”, “because we dislike
children”, and “because our jobs don’t give us the opportunity to raise a child
appropriately”). While these relative foci in content differ, does this distinction matter in
terms of how accounts and account-givers are evaluated? Furthermore, an account’s
relative focus might reasonably be important to different types of persons (i.e.,
characteristics of the evaluator), described below.
By Evaluator Characteristics
Historically, the means by which accounts are evaluated have focused on
characteristics of the account itself (e.g., comparisons among apologies, denials, excuses,
justifications). However, research on stereotyping suggests that certain personality
characteristics of the evaluator may exert influence on the evaluation process. For
example, Bauer and Baltes (2002) argued that personality variables associated with the
rater should also be considered in addition to the perceived personality variables of the
ratee (see also Nezlek & Smith, 2005). Specific to the current investigation, two such
characteristics are considered: social dominance orientation and self-construal.
Social dominance orientation. Consistent with Goffman’s (1963) typology of stigma,
voluntary childlessness is often construed as a blemish of character (or personal
offense—McLaughlin et al., 1983). This decision is perceived by some as inconsistent
with normal and appropriate values for adults. According to Stangor and Crandall (2000),
“it is not unreasonable for the members of society to develop a shared ideology that
creates and supports an important value hierarchy, and to search for and condemn
violations of this moral order” (p. 78). This hierarchy provides social structure and
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determines access to social resources (e.g., education, healthcare, employment) for those
who adhere to the values on which the system is founded (Sidanius, Pratto, & van Laar,
2004). Social dominance orientation (SDO—Sidanius & Pratto, 1993) describes an
individual-difference variable that measures the degree to which individuals prefer such
social hierarchies (or group-based dominance) and the order they provide. People who
score high in SDO tend to endorse beliefs about the moral value or superiority of
hierarchy, thus serving as “straightforward justifications of inferior treatment of people
low in a status hierarchy” (Crandall, 2000, p. 135). For instance, when an immigration
policy was framed such that it emphasized dominance over immigrants (as opposed to
emphasizing group equality), individuals who scored high on this construct were more
likely to endorse the policy, while the reverse pattern was evident for low scorers (Pratto
& LeMieux (2001).
Given the relationship between SDO and endorsement of values that legitimize (rather
than challenge) the hierarchy, individuals who score high in SDO often embrace
relatively conservative political attitudes—e.g., this scale has been strongly correlated
with measures of racism, sexism, political conservatism, support of military intervention,
opposition to interracial marriage, ethnic status, opposition to busing and affirmative
action, internal attributions for the failures of others, and the Protestant work ethic (Pratto
et al., 1992; Sidanius, Pratto, & Bobo, 1994). Because adherence to these attitudes,
beliefs, values, and social roles enhance the hierarchy, they may justify the distance
between groups in the social hierarchy (Fang, Sidanius, & Pratto, 1998). Inasmuch as
childlessness threatens the social value system, this status may be perceived differently
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by high versus low SDO individuals. Furthermore, evaluations of childless accounts may
be largely a function of one’s social dominance orientation. This possibility was
addressed in the following hypothesis.
Hypothesis 3: Individuals holding a high social dominance orientation will
produce more negative perceptions (e.g., lower warmth, greater selfishness) of a
childless person.
Research Question 4: Will differences in individuals’ social dominance
orientation predict different rates of account acceptability by account type?
Self-c onstrual. Social identity theorists (e.g., Tajfel & Turner, 1986) suggest that
identity is both idiosyncratic (i.e., it celebrates uniqueness) and social (i.e., it celebrates
group affiliation). In the context of intergroup behavior, these perspectives posit that
one’s social identity—that is, one’s identity as a group member, rather than as an
individual—may be operative, resulting in various forms of intergroup comparisons and
outcomes. In following this distinction, Markus and Kitayama (1991) suggest that
cultural identities may differ in terms of what is privileged: In some groups, a relatively
interdependent identity is cultivated during socialization, whereas in others a relatively
independent self is prized. This relative focus on how one perceives him/herself as a part
of a larger group has implications on one’s thoughts, motivations, behaviors, and
judgments. While the original predictions pertaining to identity and culture have met
with mixed results (for review, see Levine, Bresnahan, & Park, 2003), Singelis (1994)
argues that this distinction still provides a clear basis for understanding identity, most
properly conceived of as how one construes the self. Self may be construed as ranging
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from independent (i.e., emphasizing individualism) to interdependent (i.e., emphasizing
group harmony). Not surprisingly, those with relatively independent identities tend to
have self-benefiting motives for their behaviors (e.g., achievement, self-enhancement),
while those with relatively interdependent identities exhibit more other-focused,
collective motives (e.g., accommodation, conflict avoidance). Given that one’s selfconstrual informs one’s own motivations, it might also be expected to influence
evaluations of others’ motivations. This was explored in the following hypothesis.
Hypothesis 4A: Independent self-construal is positively related to acceptability of
the childless decision, regardless of the account offered.
Hypothesis 4B: For relatively other-focused accounts, interdependent selfconstrual is positively related to the acceptance of the childless decision; for
relatively self-focused accounts, interdependent self-construal is inversely related
to the acceptance of the childless decision.
Additional receiver characteristics. A participant’s religious orientation might also
reasonably frame his/her perceptions of voluntary childlessness from the outset. As
outlined previously, religions uniformly inform family planning, with the vast majority
relegating enormous importance to childrearing (e.g., Morgan & Berkowitz-King, 2001;
Morgan, Stash, Smith, & Mason, 2002). As such, those who self-identify as strongly
religious will likely interpret the entire episode in ways divergent from their nonreligious
or less religious peers. While the sample used is likely too homogenous on religious
affiliation (i.e., the vast majority are Christian) to provide ample variance in impressions,
the strength of one’s religious identity may well inform perceptions of this scenario.
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Given religion’s family planning prescriptions, one who describes him/herself as more
religious should be more influenced by the religion’s prescriptions.
Hypothesis 5: The decision to remain childless is perceived as less acceptable as
religiosity increases.
Finally, one’s own parental status might well influence perceptions of the childless
decision. In one sense, those who are parents exemplify pronatalist standards; after all,
they have, willingly or not, found themselves playing the expected role for adults. Thus,
parents might more freely condemn the childless decision (and they have living proof of
the rewards of children), especially if they are pleased with this status. On the other hand,
a good many individuals become parents unintentionally or accidentally; for them, their
parental status was not actively chosen (nor avoided) and may well be regretted. In light
of these considerations, a fourth research question was offered.
Research Question 5: How will parental status influence perceptions of the
childless decision?
Lastly, several open-ended questions were posed regarding why individuals believe an
able adult might choose to remain childless and whether or not individuals would
consider a long-term relationship with such a person. Childless participants were asked
to report their own plans for family and the reasons for this decision, while parents were
asked what motivated their decision to become parents. These questions were
exploratory in nature and will be qualitatively analyzed using a procedure outlined by
Emmers and Canary (1996), to be described momentarily.
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CHAPTER II
METHOD
Participants
Participants were recruited from a jury pool of citizens in Pima County, who were
awaiting assignment to cases. Two hundred forty-four women and 162 men (and 45 with
no reply) completed the survey. With a mean age of 42.95 (SD = 14.69), 68% identified
as Caucasian, 20% as Hispanic/Latino, 3.1% as American Indian, 2.4% as Asian/Pacific
Islander, and 2% as African-American, and 1% other/unknown. Sixty-five percent of
respondents identified as parents, with a mean of 2.3 children (SD = 1.35); 30%
identified as non-parents, with 61.5% of them planning to have children and 38.5% not
planning to have children.
Procedures
Participants were greeted collectively by the researcher, wherein their participation on
a survey about family planning was solicited. If they chose to participate, they were
given a disclaimer form, outlining their rights as participants. Additionally, they were
told that completion of the survey was indicative of their consent to participate.
Participants were then given a questionnaire, and asked to answer questions as accurately
as possible, provided they felt comfortable doing so. The questionnaire took
approximately 20 minutes to complete. Participants were reminded that, should they be
interested, they could obtain further information regarding the results of the study by
contacting the researcher.
Instruments
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All participants read the following description of either Michael or Michelle (adapted
from Lampman & Dowling-Guyer, 1995):
“Michael/Michelle and his/her wife/husband are an attractive couple in their midthirties. They have been married for 7 years and are not planning to have any
children. They share a variety of interests and enjoy spending time with family
and friends. Both Michael/Michelle and his/her wife/husband have been steadily
employed throughout their marriage and, together, they earn approximately
$80,000 per year.”
Participants were then randomly assigned to read one of six conversations involving
Michael/Michelle. The conversations were identical, but for the account provided for
Michael/Michelle’s childless status. Thus, experimental conditions differed by gender
(i.e., Michael or Michelle) and by account type. After having read both this initial
introduction and the conversation involving Michael/Michelle (see Appendix B),
participants completed a questionnaire (see Appendix C) designed to examine their
perceptions of this individual across variables described below.
Independent Variables
Account type. A primary focus of this study is addressed to the effectiveness of
specific accounts (i.e., excuses versus justifications) offered by voluntarily childless
persons in ameliorating (or, perhaps, exacerbating) negative perceptions of his/her
childless decision. For this stimulus, account types were recreated using commonly
reported, and commonly disclosed, reasons for remaining childless (Park, 2002; Veevers,
1980; Vissing, 2002). The accounts, chosen on the basis of the aforementioned pilot,

83

included three excuses: “we both had lousy childhoods ourselves”, “the idea of
pregnancy/childbirth is unappealing”, “we dislike children”, and three justifications: “not
having a child allows us to spend more time together”, “the world already has too many
uncared-for children”, and “our jobs don’t allow us time to raise a child appropriately”.
These were categorized according to conventional definitions of accounts (e.g., Harvey et
al., 1992), wherein excuses are defined as those accounts aimed at mitigating personal
responsibility for one’s actions and justifications are those accounts designed to make
one’s actions appear less negative (or even positive). Of note, the account “because we
dislike children” could be construed as either an excuse or justification by these standards.
Its treatment as an excuse for this study is justified in that, as a reason for childlessness, a
dislike of children and lack of parental instinct/desire (a clear instantiation of an excuse)
are treated as similar by those who’ve historically recorded the accounts of the childless
(e.g., Cain, 2001; Park, 2002; Veevers, 1980). Furthermore, the dislike of children, when
used in this context, appears to be an admission of failure to some degree.
Gender of account-giver. The childless individual’s gender was manipulated to
determine if women and men are perceived similarly as a function of their disclosed
reasons for remaining childless. Ample data suggest that women are evaluated
negatively when they choose to remain childless, but less is known about how this
decision affects perceptions of men who make similar decisions (although most suggest a
similarly negative perception—e.g., Lampman & Dowling-Guyer, 1995). To substantiate
this finding, the gender of the childless person was presented as either Michael or
Michelle, with all other aspects of the stimulus remaining identical.
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Social dominance orientation. Social dominance orientation was measured using the
14-item SD2 scale (Pratto, Sidanius, & Stallworth, 1994). Items were measured along 7point bipolar scales (1=strongly agree, 7=strongly disagree) and included statements such
as “If people were treated more equally we would have fewer problems in this country”
and “It is really not a big problem if some people have more of a chance in life than
others”. Reliability of the scale was .82 (Cronbach’s alpha).
Self-construal. Self-construal was measured using a 24-item measure created and
validated by Singelis (1994). Perceptions were measured along 7-point bipolar scales
(1=strongly agree, 7=strongly disagree) and included 12 items measuring independent
self-construal (e.g., “I act the same way no matter who I am with” and “I'd rather say
"No" directly, than risk being misunderstood”) and 12 items measuring interdependent
self-construal (e.g., “I have respect for the authority figures with whom I interact” and “It
is important for me to maintain harmony within my group”). Reliability of the
interdependent scale was .761 (Cronbach’s alpha) and reliability of the independent scale
was . 732 (Cronbach’s alpha).
Religiosity. Religiosity was measured with a three-item scale (ETS, 1974, cited in
Greenberg, 1985, p. 32). Items were measured on a 4-point continuum (4 = strongly
agree, 1 = strongly disagree). Items include, “My religion influences the way I act,”
“Religion is very important to me,” and the reverse-scored item, “Going to religious
services is a waste of time.” The items were subjected to a Principal Components
Analysis (PCA) with Varimax rotation. One factor was extracted, explaining 70.54% of
the variance. Reliability of the scale was .79 (Cronbach’s alpha).
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Outcome Variables
Interpersonal warmth and competence. As suggested by Glick and Fiske (2001),
stigmatizing attributions often hinge on perceptions of interpersonal warmth and
competence. An 18-item scale adopted from LaMastro (2001) was used in order to
measure interpersonal warmth and agency (akin to competence; Glick & Fiske, 2001)
using 7-point bipolar scales. Interpersonal warmth was measured with 10 items (e.g.,
caring—uncaring, nurturing—not nurturing) and agency was measured with 8 items (e.g.,
ambitious—not ambitious, determined—not determined). After these items were
subjected to a Principal Components Analysis (PCA) with Varimax rotation, one factor
was extracted for warmth using 8 items, explaining 67.56% of the variance and one factor
was extracted for competence using 8 items, explaining 65.79% of the variance.
Reliability of these scales was .93 and .925 (Cronbach’s alpha), respectively.
Acceptability of childless decision. The items for this scale were created for the
purpose of this study. Participants rated their perceptions of Michael’s/Michelle’s
decision to remain childless, as a means of measuring its acceptability. These
perceptions were measured with: “This person’s decision to remain childless is:”,
followed by eight bipolar scales (typical—atypical, acceptable—unacceptable, natural—
unnatural, ethical—unethical, normal—abnormal, responsible—irresponsible, selfish—
unselfish, dangerous—not dangerous), each of which captures some component of the
voluntarily childless stereotype. After these items were subjected to a Principal
Components Analysis with Varimax rotation, one factor was extracted from five items
(acceptable—unacceptable, natural—unnatural, ethical—unethical, normal—abnormal,
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responsible—irresponsible), explaining 61.7% of the variance. Reliability of this scale
was .84 (Cronbach’s alpha).
Peril and aesthetic qualities. To measure perceptions of the voluntarily childless
decision along these dimensions of stigma, two single-item measures were used
(dangerous—not dangerous to capture peril, and selfish—not selfish to capture
aesthetics), and embedded in the eight bipolar scales described above.
Finally, the questionnaire captured demographic data, and asked participants if they
were currently parents or childless. Following this designation, childless individuals
were asked about their future family plans (i.e., whether or not they planned to have
children and why); parents were asked to report the number of children they had and
describe what influenced or motivated their decision to have children. To determine the
commonly cited reasons for childlessness in this sample (and, in part, to corroborate the
inclusion of the accounts used in this study), only the childless participants’ responses
were coded. These responses were coded via a procedure outlined by Emmers and
Canary (1996), whereby responses were coded and categorized into supraordinate
categories comprised of like responses. When a dissimilar response arose, a new
supraordinate category was created. A coder, naïve to the nature of this investigation,
coded a random 20% of the supraordinate categories as a reliability check. Agreement
(Cohen’s kappa) was .94.
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CHAPTER III
RESULTS
Hypothesis one posited that a voluntarily childless individual who offers an excuse is
perceived as less competent than a voluntarily childless person who offers a justification.
To test this hypothesis, when taking into consideration an account by gender interaction,
a 2 (gender) X 2 (account type) ANOVA was conducted with perceptions of competence
as the outcome measure. Consistent with expectations, a voluntarily childless person was
rated as less competent when using an excuse (M = 2.96, SD = 1.12) than when using a
justification (M = 2.56, SD = 1.1), F (1, 427) = 13.5, p < .001,

2

= .03. Neither the main

effect for gender, F (1, 425) = .09, ns, nor the interaction between gender and account
type, F (1, 425) = 0, ns, were significant. Thus, the gender of the voluntarily childless
person exerted no significant influence on perceptions of their competence; instead, the
use of a justification in this context produced higher ratings of competence than did the
use of an excuse. Thus, hypothesis one was confirmed.
Hypothesis two suggested that a voluntarily childless individual who offers a
justification is perceived as less interpersonally warm than a voluntarily childless person
who offers an excuse. To test this hypothesis, along with the possibility of an account by
gender interaction, a 2 (gender) X 2 (account type) ANOVA was conducted with
perceptions of interpersonal warmth as the outcome measure. Contrary to expectations, a
voluntarily childless person was rated as more interpersonally warm when using a
justification (M = 3.2, SD = 1.19) than when using an excuse (M = 3.78, SD = 1.03), F (1,
419) = 26.6, p < .001,

2

= .06. The ANOVA indicated neither a main effect for gender,
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F (1, 417) = .12, ns, nor an interaction between gender of the account giver and account
type, F (1, 417) = .60, ns. Thus, the gender of the voluntarily childless person exerted no
significant influence on perceptions of their warmth; instead, the use of a justification in
this context produced higher ratings of interpersonal warmth than did the use of an
excuse. Thus, hypothesis two was not confirmed. In fact, a significant main effect for
account type was confirmed, but in the direction opposite from argued.
Hypothesis three stated that individuals holding a high social dominance orientation
produce more negative perceptions in terms of interpersonal warmth and competence of a
voluntarily childless person, regardless of the reason offered for the decision. To test this
hypothesis, two simple linear regressions were conducted, wherein SDO was entered as
the predictor variable and either interpersonal warmth or competence as the outcome
variable. When interpersonal warmth was regressed on SDO, the model was significant,
R2 = .02, adjusted R2 = .02, F (1, 393) = 7.62, p < .01,

= -.15 (SE=.06), t = 2.76, p < .01.

When competence was regressed on SDO, the model was again significant, R2 = .01,
adjusted R2 = .01, F (1, 400) = 5.82, p < .05,

= -.13 (SE=.06), t = 2.41, p < .05. These

models suggest that those higher in SDO are more likely to perceive the voluntarily
childless individual as less interpersonally warm and less competent, irrespective of the
reason provided for the childless status. Hypothesis three was supported, although the
effect of SDO was minimal.
Hypothesis 4A suggested that independent self-construal positively relates to
acceptability of the childless decision, regardless of the account offered. That is,
individuals who define their “selves” as independent from, as opposed to integrated with,
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others more favorably evaluate others who seem to violate social or cultural expectations.
To test this hypothesis, a simple linear regression was conducted, wherein independent
self-construal was entered as the predictor and acceptability as the outcome variable. As
tested, a weak, but significant relationship emerged between a participant’s independent
self-construal and his/her acceptance of the childless decision, R2 = .04, adjusted R2 = .04,
F (1, 413) = 17, p < .001,

= .27 (SE=.07), t = 4.12, p < .001. To determine if the

relationship between independent self-construal and acceptability of the childless
decision was of equal strength for those participants who were parents, r (270) = .23, p
< .01, and those who were childless, r (132) = .12, ns, the correlations between
independent self-construal and acceptability were compared between these samples,
using a Fisher’s z statistic (Fisher, 1970). Results indicate that the correlations are not
significantly different from one another, z = 1.06, ns. Thus, higher ratings of independent
self-construal produced higher ratings of acceptability and this appeared to be the case for
both parents and childless participants. Hypothesis 4A was confirmed.
Hypothesis 4B argued that for relatively other-focused accounts, interdependent selfconstrual would positively relate to the acceptance of the childless decision, and that for
relatively self-focused accounts, interdependent self-construal would inversely relate to
acceptance of the childless decision. To test this interaction, a new variable, focus, was
created using the mean ratings of self-other focus from pilot data (see Table 1). This
variable, along with interdependent self-construal, was mean-centered and entered as a
predictor variable in a multiple regression analysis; likewise, their product was entered as
the interaction term and acceptance as the outcome variable. The model was not
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significant, F (3, 403) = 1.98, ns. However, analyses revealed a main effect for self-other
focus,

= -.104, t = 2.11, p < .05, whereby those accounts that were more self-focused

were perceived as less acceptable. Neither a main effect for interdependent self-construal,
= .02, t = .33, ns, nor the anticipated interaction between focus and interdependent selfconstrual was significant,

= -.10, ns. Hypothesis 4B was not confirmed.

Hypothesis five posited that the decision to remain childless is perceived asless
acceptable as religiosity increases. Correlational analysis revealed a significant inverse
relationship between acceptability of the decision and a participant’s religiosity, r (405) =
-.127, p < .02 (see Table 3 for all pertinent correlations among variables). Given the
positive relationship between religiosity and interdependent self-construal, r (407) = .14,
p < .01, these factors were regressed onto acceptability of the childless decision. The
model was not significant, F (2, 388) = 2.87, p < .06. However, when this same model
was tested for the voluntarily childless woman only, the model was significant, R2 = .032,
adjusted R2 = .022, F (2, 199) = 3.3, p < .05,

= -.24 (SE=.09), t = 2.56, p < .01. Thus,

hypothesis five received partial support.
Table 3
Correlations Among Receiver-characteristic and Perceptions of Childless Variables

SDO

SDO

SCinter

--

.00

-.13**

--

.07

.14**

.06

.17**

.01

--

.01

.15**

.07

.20**

--

-.08

.05

-.13*

SCinter
SCind
Religiosity

SCind

Religiosity
-.08

Warmth
-.14**

Competence

Acceptance

-.12*

-.15**
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Warmth
Competence

--

.46**

.62**

--

.39**

Acceptance
-________________________________________________________________________
* = correlation is significant at the p < .05 level
** = correlation is significant at the p < .01 level
Research question one asked, “Do justifications versus excuses, as used by a childless
person, produce more negative evaluations of the account-giver along dimensions salient
to the voluntarily childless stereotype?” To address this question, a series of individual
samples t-tests, comparing responses by those who heard excuses versus justifications,
were conducted along several single-item measures associated with the voluntarily
childless decision and stereotype. Specifically, the items “selfish”, “dangerous”, and
“reversible” were examined as dependent variables, due to their central role in the
voluntarily childless stereotype. (Note: Recall that the other items associated with this
question—acceptable, normal, natural, ethical, and responsible—created a single-factor
index for the acceptance variable). Tests indicate no differences between participants
who heard an excuse and those who heard a justification in measures of selfishness, t
(434) = 1.21, ns; danger, t (430) = .07, ns,; or reversibility, t (436) = .59, ns. Thus,
perceptions of the voluntarily childless persons in terms of these variables did not differ
as a function of the type of account offered.
Research question two asked, “Independent of account type offered, how are men and
women perceived regarding their voluntarily childless decision?” To address this
question, a series of independent samples t-tests was conducted, wherein the male and
female childless targets were compared for each outcome variable of interest: warmth,
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competence, and acceptability of the decision. No significant differences were found for
warmth, t (417) = .802, p = ns, competence, t (425) = .619, p = ns, or acceptability of
decision, t (426) = .096, p = ns. Thus, independent of the account type offered, a
voluntarily childless man and woman were perceived similarly in terms of ratings of
interpersonal warmth, competence, and the acceptability of their decision.
Research question three asked, “Will the most commonly used accounts differ
between gender in terms of their effectiveness in attenuating negative attributions?

In

other words, will gender of the account-giver moderate the effect of account type on
these outcomes? In order to test this possibility, a 2 (gender) X 6 (specific account)
ANOVA was conducted with interpersonal warmth as the dependent variable. The
ANOVA revealed a main effect for account type, F (5, 407) = 5.3, p < .001,

2

= .06, but

no main effect for gender F (1, 407) = .11, ns, and no interaction between gender and
account type, F (5, 407) = .3, ns.
When accounts were compared directly to determine how each was perceived,
Tukey’s HSD post-hoc analyses revealed significant differences in ratings of warmth, as
reported in Table 2. Notably, the reasons “because we both had lousy childhoods”, “we
dislike children”, and “the idea of pregnancy and childbirth is unappealing” while not
significantly different from each other, each produced attributions of less warmth than
did the reasons “not having a child gives us more time to spend together”, “there are too
many uncared-for children in the world who need out attention”, and “our jobs don’t give
us enough time to raise a child appropriately”, which also were not significantly different
from each other. This pattern held true for both the male and female targets.
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An additional set of tests was conducted to determine the relationship between gender
and account on perceptions of competence. Again, a 2 (gender) X 6 (specific account)
ANOVA was employed to measure both the independent effects of these two factors and
the possibility of their interaction. The ANOVA again revealed a main effect for account,
F (5, 415) = 3.99, p < .01,

2

= .05, but no effect for gender, F (1, 415) = .05, ns, and no

significant interaction between the two factors, F (5, 415) = .21, ns. When accounts were
compared directly to determine how each was perceived, Tukey’s HSD post-hoc analyses
revealed significant differences in ratings of competence, as reported in Table 2.
Specifically, the reasons “our jobs don’t give us enough time to raise a child
appropriately” and “there are already too many uncared for children who need our
attention”, while not significantly different from each other, produced higher ratings of
competence than did all other reasons, which did not differ from one another.
Table 4
Mean Ratings for Warmth and Competence by Gender
_______________________________________________________________________
Reason for Childlessness

Warmth
female male

Competence
female male

we both had lousy childhoods ourselves

3.79a 3.73

3.08

2.96c

the idea of pregnancy/childbirth is unappealing

3.77a

3.68

3.08

2.98c

we dislike children

3.95a

3.73

2.74

2.86c

not having a child allows us to spend more time together 3.05b

3.28

2.65

2.75c

3.21

2.63

2.66c

the world already has too many uncared-for children

3.25

b
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our jobs don’t allow us time to raise a child appropriately 3.24b 3.19

2.41

2.24d

Lower scores indicate both greater warmth and higher competence
_______________________________________________________________________
Distinct superscripts, by column, indicate significant mean differences.
No significant differences between gender by account were detected.
Research question four asked, “Will differences in individuals’ social dominance
orientation predict different rates of acceptability of the childless decision as a function of
the account type?” In other words, does the account type moderate the effect of SDO on
acceptance of the childless decision? To examine this possibility, an initial simple linear
regression was conducted to determine the influence of SDO on acceptance of the
childless decision, independent of the account offered. This model was significant, R2
= .032, adjusted R2 = .03, F (2, 400) = 6.63, p < .001,

= -.17 (SE=.06), t = 3, p < .01,

suggesting that higher SDO predicted less acceptance of the childless decision. To
determine if this relationship was equally strong for excuses, r (190) = .19,p < .01, and
for justifications, r (210) = .11, ns, the correlations between SDO and acceptability were
compared between these samples, using a Fisher’s z statistic (Fisher, 1970). Results
indicate that the correlations are not significantly different from one another, z = .81, ns.
Higher ratings of SDO produced lower ratings of acceptability; this appeared to be
equally true after hearing either an excuse or a justification.
Research question five examined the relationship between a participant’s
parental/childless status and acceptability of the account-giver’s decision. An
independent samples t-test revealed significant differences in the acceptability of the
childless decision. Participants with children (M = 3.09, SD = 1.21) were less accepting
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of the childless decision than were childless participants (M = 2.73, SD = 1.15), t (405) =
2.813, p < .01. Further comparisons examined differences between those childless
participants who planned to have children in the future and those who did not, with the
former group (M = 3.04, SD = 1.07) less accepting of the childless decision than the latter
group (M = 2.36, SD = 1.07), t (124) = 3.47, p < .01. Additional analyses revealed few
other differences between parents and childless participants, save that parents reported
being more religious (M = 2.12, SD = .88) than did the childless (M = 2.37, SD = .94), t
(414) = -2.64, p < .01, and the childless reported higher independent self-construal (M =
2.71, SD = .8) than did parents (M = 2.91, SD = .88), t (418) = 2.17, p < .05.
Participants who were currently childless and planned to remain so were asked to
provide the reasons or motivations for these plans. Of the 25 women who were childless
and indicated no desire to have children, 21 provided responses; of the 23 men from the
same category, only 11 provided responses. For the women, emerging supraordinate
categories (in order of frequency) were: overpopulation concerns, no desire/dislike of
children, enjoy adult lifestyle, believe the world is dangerous/scary. Several additional
responses appeared only once (e.g., spouse said no, finances, personal growth, “likes
cats”). For men, emerging supraordinate categories included: enjoy adult lifestyle,
increased time with spouse, and financial implications/costs. Several additional items
appeared in isolation (e.g., too large a responsibility, health, career, bad childhood).
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CHAPTER IV
DISCUSSION
In this study, several variables related to how attributions are made and managed were
investigated in the context of voluntary childlessness, arguably an instance of concealable
stigma (e.g., Park, 2002; 2005). Specifically addressed were factors related to how
potentially stigmatizing information about one’s self is both shared (e.g., account type)
and subsequently evaluated; likewise, factors salient to social identity (e.g., social
dominance orientation, self-construal) were considered as they influence perceptions of
outgroups. Finally, this investigation addressed questions about perceptions of warmth,
competence, and the acceptance of the childless decision in terms of what is known about
stigma, with specific attention paid to the context of voluntary childlessness.
Account Characteristics
Excuses versus Justifications
Historically, excuses are perceived as more helpful in awkward interactions where
they are used to account for a failure event, in part because they contain a sense of
remorse on the part of the account-giver for having failed to meet some social or
interpersonal expectation. Cody et al. (1992) found that, while excuses mitigate negative
attributions (in that they are perceived as more polite), their use in response to a reproach
may confer perceptions of less competence than does the use of a justification in the same
situation. Justifications, on the other hand, are known to be less mitigating than excuses
(McLaughlin, Cody, & Rosenstein, 1983), due to their overt admission of responsibility
for the failure event. When compared directly to excuses, justifications are perceived as
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less acceptable (Schönbach, 1992); however, account-givers who provide justifications
are viewed as more competent than are excuse-givers.
On the one hand, current findings are consistent with what is known about accounts
and the perceptions of competence they evoke. For both men and women, the use of a
justification (versus an excuse) produced higher ratings of competence. As discussed
previously, when account-givers take responsibility for a failure event, as is implicit in a
justification, they may be perceived as more decisive or assertive—traits central to
perceptions of competence. Moreover, given that justifications typically involve
reframing the failure event rather than aiming to absolve one’s self for its occurrence,
evaluators have access to information regarding the actor’s intentions or goals. That this
intention is never denied in a justification might reasonably produce perceptions of
certitude, or increased competence.
On the contrary, data from this study diverge from what was expected regarding
accounts and perceptions of interpersonal warmth. Generally, justifications are viewed as
less effective in resolving conflict and produce lower perceptions of liking when
compared to excuses. Likewise, excuses tend to evoke pity for the account-giver, with
possible implications for greater warmth, while justifications tend to evoke anger, with
probable implications for less warmth. Despite expectations, both men and women were
perceived as warmer when using a justification rather than an excuse to account for the
childless decision. This may be due to several factors. First, as observed by Riordan,
Marlin, and Gidwani (1988), while justifications may be riskier to use in terms of the
information they provide about the account-giver’s values/goals, this information enables
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a more informed evaluation of the account and account-giver based on evaluators’ own
standards. In many cases, the rationale provided in the justification may include
standards that are consistent with those held by the evaluator (e.g. dedication to one’s
spouse or career), whereby attributions of warmth are not withheld. More recent data
from Judd et al. (2005, Studies 1 and 2) provide another possibility; they suggest
perceptions of competence more clearly influence perceptions of warmth than do the
reverse, at least for American participants. That is, when perceivers are given
information about a character’s competence (be it relatively high or low), this
information tends to carry more influence in perceiving warmth than when warmth is
manipulated and competence is measured. In the current study, those who used
justifications were seen as more competent, a common finding in accounts literature (e.g.,
Cody et al., 1992). Perhaps, then, an account-giver benefits from using a justification, in
part because it elevates perceptions of competence, thus influencing perceptions of
warmth via a carryover effect. For the voluntarily childless, particularly, the use of
justifications are inherently more veridical than are excuses (given their reported reasons
for childlessness—e.g., Park, 2005). Not only can these individuals take comfort in
reporting their actual reasons for childlessness, but also they may benefit from being
perceived as more competent, with a potential for increasing perceptions of warmth—a
benefit they should appreciate, given the general perceptions of low warmth associated
with their status.
Self versus Other-focused Content
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In addition to analyzing the effects of account type on evaluations, this study also
explored what effects, if any, account focus would confer on these outcomes. Pilot data
demonstrated that accounts were perceived differently to the degree that their content was
focused on the self (i.e., the account-giver) or on others. Direct comparisons among
accounts along this dimension yielded subtle, but seemingly random, distinctions in how
the account-giver was perceived. When the childless person cited one’s “lousy
childhood”, this was perceived as less acceptable than when one cited “ill effects of
pregnancy” (also highly self-focused), “our jobs” (neutral), or “too many uncared-for
children” (highly other-focused); further, citing one’s job (neutral) was rated as more
acceptable than citing one’s desire to spend more time with one’s spouse (also neutral).
Rather than exerting a clear influence on perceptual outcomes, the self- versus otherfocused content dimension as manifest in account evaluations is opaque, at least as
measured in this investigation. When perceptions of interpersonal warmth were
measured, the focus of the account produced clearer patterns. Specifically, other-focused
accounts evoked attributions of greater warmth than did self-focused accounts. While not
hypothesized, this finding is anticipated, if only because the focus of the account should
provide data regarding the account-giver’s decision as driven by personal versus social
goals or values.
That said, one important observation is noted. Given that this dimension was derived
from ratings observed in the pilot data, accounts were chosen largely on this basis,
irrespective of their categorization as excuses or justifications. Incidentally, of the six
accounts that appeared in the final instrument, the three most self-focused accounts were
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excuses (the justifications were either neutral or other-focused—see Table 1). Thus,
account focus as measured herein is confounded, at least partially, with account type. It
may be that excuses are, by definition, more self-focused (e.g., appeals to lack of
will/drive/knowledge/desire). Justifications, on the other hand, tend toward reframing the
failure as appropriate, given certain circumstances (the premise of which the justification
outlines). Such possibilities, until confirmed or refuted, render current interpretation of
account dimensions sketchy at best.
Given this confound, the findings that account type exert significant influence on
perceptions of warmth, competence, or any other outcome are open to additional
interpretations. For example, because justifications were primarily other-focused, their
role in conferring perceptions of greater interpersonal warmth and competence may be
due to their focus, independent of (or in addition to) their form. Intuitively, the fact that
these accounts cited rationale that was external to the self may alone have produced
perceptions of greater warmth, as would be expected from other-focused content.
Likewise, that a voluntarily childless person would cite something other than his/her own
immediate goals as a reason for not having children might well produce perceptions of
competence, inasmuch as one’s reason is expressed as both deliberate and as motivated
by “something else”.
Receiver Characteristics
Social Dominance Orientation and Self- Construal
Not surprisingly, SDO was inversely related to several variables of interest.
Consistent with the hierarchy-reinforcing nature of this construct, those who were higher
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(rather than lower) in this quality were less accepting of the childless decision and
perceived the voluntarily childless target as less warm and less competent. These
relationships are not unexpected, given that SDO captures the extent to which one favors
hierarchical group relations (Sidanius et al., 1994). When a norm violation is noted (as in
the case of the voluntarily childless), those high in SDO tend to adhere strongly to ingroup expectations and values (e.g., pronatalist norms), and tend to exhibit less tolerance
and empathy for those who violate these expectations (Pratto et al., 1994). SDO related
negatively to independent self-construal, as well. Given that independently construed
persons assert that their identities are relatively autonomous of others (including persons
and institutions), an independent construal is consistent with questioning convention (or
at least not blindly espousing it). For these individuals, the “order of things” is perhaps
more negotiable, a perspective clearly at odds with high SDO.
SDO has historically been related to numerous negative judgments about those who
don’t conform to cultural standards. While SDO was significantly related to these
outcomes, the strength of these relationships was remarkably low, especially in light of
the statistical power of the design (ranging from .52 to .82 to detect small effects). For
example, while significant, the SDO variable accounted for a mere 2% of the variance in
most outcomes for which it was tested. Whereas SDO has generally enjoyed rather
robust effects, its relative lack of predictive power in this context is surprising. Perhaps
the data exogenous to the target’s childlessness (e.g., marital stability, financial success,
social network) were enough to compensate for the childless decision as deviant or
otherwise noteworthy. That is, the fact that Michael/Michelle had been married for seven
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years and collectively made $80,000 might well have carried as much, or more, influence
in the perceptual process than did the fact that s/he was childless. If this were the case,
the anticipated influence of SDO in perceiving childlessness as problematic would
decrease substantially. Another possible reason SDO exerted so little influence might be
that evaluators had little or no vested interest in the target they evaluted or the outcomes
this episode might evoke. Had the target been a family member or close friend—where a
clear and presumably meaningful relationship exists—then SDO might reasonably
predict the degree to which deviant decisions or behaviors are tolerated. Given that many
voluntarily childless women report receiving the harshest treatment regarding their
childlessness from their parents (e.g., Vissing, 2002), the role of vested interest in
moderating the effects of SDO should be considered.
Consistent with previous research, those describing themselves as possessing a more
independent self-construal were more accepting of others’ deviance from social norms
(Markus & Kitayama, 1991). As described by Cross and Madsen (1997), “For these
persons (high independent), individual rights, goals, and wishes are the primary basis for
moral choices” (p. 7), suggesting a respect for others who similarly exercise independent
goals for themselves. For instance, Nezlek and Smith (2005) found that those who
identify strongly with an independent self-construal are less attuned to group differences,
unless those differences constitute an obstacle to one’s own goals (e.g., a social dilemma
paradigm—Utz, 2004). In this study, no such conflict was present; not surprisingly,
those who saw themselves as most independent from others were most accepting of the
childless decision, regardless the reason provided. As was mentioned in the context of
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SDO, the fact that independent self-construal was significant in predicting several
outcomes was not surprising; however, as was also the case with SDO, that the effects
were unusually small was unexpected. The possible reasons for this are numerous. First,
as was the case with SDO, perhaps the positive nature of the information in the stimulus
(e.g., financial comfort) compensated for the childless status. Equally likely is the
possibility that voluntary childlessness is simply not an important factor in personperception unless it’s central to the interaction. That is, in innocuous situations wherein
one’s childlessness is one of many characteristics from which to make interpersonal
attributions (but not the central basis on which one might do so), this status may simply
not confer inferences of any type or import. On the other hand, if one’s voluntary
childlessness is the primary component of the failure event and reproach (i.e., a childless
person is reproached because of this status), then this information would clearly wield
greater influence in the attribution process. Under such circumstances, one’s selfconstrual might reasonably account for more variance in the outcome variables. In these
cases, the degree to which one defines the self as autonomous might reasonably predict
the degree to which childlessness is perceived as a failure event at all. After all, for
independently self-construed persons, personal goal achievement is not only tolerated,
but desirable.
That interdependent self-construal exerted no influence on any outcomes of interest is
peculiar, given its relationship with adherence to group norms (Gardner, Gabriel, & Lee,
1999). However, as noted by Gardner, Gabriel, and Hochschild (2002), the self is
dynamic:
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The self…expanded or contracted in response to situational demands, resulting in
one’s preexisting connections with close others and groups to be more or less
accessible as defining features of the self. Most important, this self-expansion
appeared to play a causal role in determining the way in which information was
processed (p. 240).
Furthermore, this shift in self-construal can be primed by making individuals aware of
intergroup distinctions. Had the current study primed an interdependent or collective
conception of self for either parents or childless participants, the likelihood of observing a
marked effect of this construal on perceptions of out-group (for parents) or in-group (for
the childless) members may have been observed.
Religiosity
In the context of pronatalism and childlessness, the role of religion intuitively plays a
central role in expectations for and attitudes toward the purposes/definitions of
“marriage” and “family”. While religiosity was not a central focus of this investigation,
the role of religion in prescribing family arrangements and perpetuating pronatalism was
outlined in Chapter 1. Consistent with this conceptualization of religion in this context,
those participants who identified as more religious were less accepting of the childless
decision; these participants also reported more interdependent self-construals than did
their less religious peers. Neither of these findings should be surprising, given the
importance religion places on family, and how it ought to be defined and managed.
Likewise, most religions proffer compassion and integration as central to the religious
identity itself. It seems that those who identified as more religious, in fact, had
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incorporated the doctrines of their respective religions appropriately. In fact, the
combined effect of religiosity and interdependent self-construal in predicting the
acceptance of the childless decision was significant when tested for the voluntarily
childless woman, but not for the voluntarily childless man. Again, this is consistent with
the notion that constructions of motherhood and womanhood (Gillespie, 2002) are clearly
linked, especially for those who are more religious. Despite finding few differences in
how voluntarily childless women versus men, or their decisions, are evaluated, this
difference suggests that women may still be defined, in part, relative to their status as
mothers for those who cite religion as important to their self-concepts.
Parental Status
When current parents were compared to those who are currently childless, differences
in levels of acceptance of the childless decision were observed. Because the voluntarily
childless target was an out-group for the former and an in-group for the latter, some
findings were expected and others unanticipated. First, as expected, childless individuals
were more accepting of the childless decision than were parents, and those who planned
to remain childless were more accepting than those who planned to become parents at
some point. This is consistent with most social identity literature (e.g., Tajfel & Turner,
1986), which predicts that members of in-groups are generally evaluated more positively
than are members of out-groups.
However, for those parents who reported relatively independent self-construals,
acceptance of the decision (as well as attributions of warmth for the childless target) were
forthcoming. Despite clear distinctions in group membership between this sub-sample
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and the targets (i.e., parents versus childless persons), those who see themselves as
relatively autonomous appear to be more tolerant of others, despite their out-group status
or their provided reason for the behavior in question.
Perceptions of the Voluntarily Childless
Perceiving Warmth and Competence
As described by Judd, James-Hawkins, Yzerbyt, and Kashima (2005), studies in
personal and group-level perceptions have conventionally found that individuals and
groups are judged initially in terms of their relative dominance (or competence) and
friendliness (or warmth). In the context of voluntary childlessness, the general stereotype
suggests that these persons are generally viewed as relatively competent (e.g., careerdriven, successful) and relatively cold (e.g., selfish, uncaring), which is consistent with
the expected inverse relationship between perceptions of warmth and competence as
manifest among stigmatized populations. That is, out-groups who are generally seen as
competent are perceived as less warm (e.g., lawyers, scientists), and out-groups who are
viewed as less competent are perceived as warmer (e.g., mentally disabled persons).
Thus, a strong positive relationship between warmth and competence is interesting,
especially in light of what is known about perceptions of the voluntarily childless.
While current findings don’t address directly the validation of this stereotype,
previous studies (e.g., Callan, 1987; LaMastro, 1995) that compared this population to
parents or the involuntarily childless have found ratings of comparatively less warmth for
the voluntarily childless. The current study offered no such comparisons, but the positive
relationship between warmth and competence is consistent with data from Lampman and
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Dowling-Guyer (1995), who noted that the voluntarily childless were viewed as less
warm and less driven (i.e., a direct relationship) than were parents or the involuntarily
childless. On further inspection of methodological factors, the discrepancy between the
observed versus the expected relationship clarifies somewhat.
Recent work on perceptions of warmth and competence by Judd et al. (2005) suggest
that both perceptual and methodological issues may be responsible for mixed findings on
the relationship between warmth and competence. First, the possibility of a halo/horns
effect is manifest, in that impressions of either warmth or competence (but not both)
might provide ample data from which the remaining trait can be inferred. This possibility
was tested (Studies 1 and 2), wherein either an individual’s/group’s warmth or
competence was described as relatively high and participants were asked to rate the
person/group on the remaining trait. When participants compared two persons or groups
who differed along the manipulated dimension (e.g., warmth), an inverse relationship
between warmth and competence was found.
On the other hand, when this was replicated, but participants rated only a single
individual or group, sans comparison, a positive relationship between the dimensions
emerged (Study 4). As Judd et al. observe:
It would appear that the process of comparing two targets on these two
dimensions is a necessary one if the negative relationship between the dimensions
of competence and warmth is to be found…(without such comparisons) there is
nothing in the absolute location of a target group on one of these dimensions that
determines how it is judged on the other (p. 907).
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This explanation suggests that perceivers engaged in social judgment (i.e., that which
involves evaluating more than one entity) employ a compensatory perceptual mechanism
to accommodate the original discrepancy. When two groups/individuals are described as
different along an important dimension (e.g., competence), perceivers may compensate
for this initial discrepancy by augmenting the warmth of the lower competence entity and
discounting the warmth of the higher. In this way, neither entity is absolutely
superior/inferior, allowing perceivers to walk away from such judgments sans any
anxiety for having essentially condemned one group or individual. With only one entity
to evaluate, as in the current study, the compensatory mechanism described above is
never employed, suggesting that a direct relationship between competence and warmth is
expected. Given that the voluntarily childless persons in this study were not
comparatively evaluated to parents or the involuntarily childless, the observed positive
relationship between warmth and competence may well be an artifact of methodological
limitations.
Gender Differences
When childless participants were asked to provide the reasons or motivations for their
decisions, men and women provided responses at different rates, although their answers
were similar in content. For instance, while 84% of the women in this group provided
reasons for this decision, only 48% of the men did so. The observed discrepancy in this
response pattern may be due to one (or more) of several factors. First, in this context,
women are historically held to different standards regarding their familial expectations
and obligations (e.g., Gillespie, 2003; King, 2002) . Thus, a woman who disavows
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motherhood may well recognize the unpopularity of her decision and simply feel more
compelled to explain herself than does a man who makes the same decision. Secondly,
the discrepancy may also indicate that men either don’t feel compelled to discuss such
decisions or that they simply hadn’t thought as seriously about their family plans as had
the women. Of the responses provided, both men and women cited the appeal of adultcentered lifestyle as the primary motive for their (current) plans regarding parenthood.
Notably, no childless women cited career, finances, or time with spouse as a reason, and
no childless men cited population concerns or a “dangerous world” as a reason. While
these scant data (n = 32 responses) don’t reveal substantial insight, they do suggest that
men and women tend to differentially report their family decisions even though their
reasons, once reported, are remarkably similar both to each other and to what is known of
the childless decision in general (e.g., Veevers, 1980).
Extant data on how voluntarily childless men versus women are perceived, on the
other hand, is mixed. Pronatalist expectations have been more salient for women
historically, suggesting that a woman who disavows motherhood is shirking her natural
responsibility more so than is a man who makes the same choice (Gillespie, 2003). On
the contrary, some have found that voluntarily childless men are perceived more
negatively than are voluntarily childless women (Jamison et al., 1979). Current findings
corroborate neither position; rather, current data are consistent with Lampman and
Dowling-Guyer (1995), who found voluntarily childless men and women to be perceived
similarly along personality dimensions of caring (warmth) and drive (competence).
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Furthermore, current data suggest no differences in the acceptance of the childless
decision as a function of the account-giver’s gender.
These non-differences may be interpreted in several ways. First, due to increased
equality for women in recent years, this may be a sign that women and men are, in fact,
being evaluated along similar standards in evaluations of their family plans. While ample
data suggest important differences in perceptions of mothers and fathers as it influences
career matters (e.g., Mason & Goulden, 2004a), perhaps voluntary childlessness shows
no such gender distinctions outside this context. Given that the childless were not
compared to parents in this study, this gender similarity may indicate that childless men
and women are evaluated equally positively or equally negatively, although prior
research suggests the latter alternative (e.g., Sommer, 1993).
While the gender of the voluntarily childless persons did not provide a basis for
distinguishing the acceptability of the decision, when the specific reasons for one’s
childlessness were compared between gender, an interesting pattern emerged. For the
voluntarily childless woman, perceptions of warmth (but not competence) were distinct
as a function of the specific account used. For the voluntarily childless man, perceptions
of competence (but not warmth) were different as a function of the specific reason cited.
Given the identical (and relatively ambiguous, if not positive) descriptions of
Michael/Michelle in the stimulus, this supports the notion that, all things equal, men are
judged primarily along dimensions of instrumentality, while women are evaluated
primarily along dimensions of warmth (Wood, Christensen, Hebl, & Rothgerber, 1997).
This is further supported, given that the stimulus provided very little data from which to
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derive empirical evidence of either competence or warmth. Absent these data,
participants were still able to distinguish between ratings for warmth on women and
competence on men, suggesting that subtle gender differences may exist in terms of the
dimensions along which men and women are centrally perceived in initial interactions.
Contributions to Scholarship
Existing scholarship on accounts and impression management has traditionally
focused on how different types of accounts are evaluated and how those accounts are
used to make attributions about those who offer them. While accounts have been
examined in several contexts (e.g., sexual harassment—Dunn & Cody, 2000; prisoners’
disciplinary hearings—Steinke, 1992), their use and influence in the context of managing
otherwise concealable, and potentially stigmatizing, information about oneself has rarely
been addressed. In the context of voluntary childlessness, specifically, numerous studies
have aimed at organizing and analyzing the accounts used by the voluntarily childless
(Cain, 2001; Park, 2002; 2005; Veevers, 1980); however, the author is unaware of any
studies that have examined how these accounts are evaluated, or what effects these
accounts evoke. Current findings corroborate what is generally known about the use of
excuses and justifications in interactions. When compared directly, justifications produce
perceptions of greater competence, and, as demonstrated in this study, perceptions of
greater warmth. As discussed previously, the direct relationship observed between
perceptions of competence and warmth (due, in part, to the absence of a comparison
group) suggest that perceptions of increased competence associated with using
justifications might well produce equally positive perceptions of warmth, at least in this
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context. In light of the fact that many Americans don’t actively plan for family at all, that
the voluntarily childless have thought enough about their plans to justify them may be
met with respect to some degree. Excusing one’s decision, on the contrary, is tantamount
to admitting it is problematic, but acknowledging that one does/did not have the means of
preventing or managing the problematic decision. Such accounts are rarely flattering, if
being perceived as competent is one’s goal.
The findings of this paper also inform the study of stigma and social comparison as
intergroup phenomena. There were indications of intergroup processes at play—for
instance, parents were less likely to accept the childless decision than were childless
parents, with those who planned to remain childless the most accepting. Likewise, the
effects of both social dominance orientation and independent self-construal were manifest
in how the voluntarily childless were perceived, with the former relating negatively and
the latter relating positively to several perceptual outcomes. These findings substantiate
what is generally known about these factors and their influence in perceptions of outgroups and their members. As discussed previously, however, the role of these factors as
measured in this study is quite small.
Perhaps more importantly, a methodological implication of the current study for the
study of stigma and stereotyping is noteworthy. In line with findings from Judd et al.
(2005), perceptions of warmth and competence were positively related, contrary to what
was originally expected. As described previously, Judd et al. aver that the nature of the
observed relationship between perceptions of warmth and competence (be it direct or
inverse) is largely contingent upon methodological design considerations. As this study
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did not examine direct comparisons between the voluntarily childless and some other
(e.g., parents or the involuntarily childless), no social comparison processes were
activated, obviating the aforementioned compensatory mechanism. In most studies of
perceptions of stigma, fortunately, the assertion that stigma is present in a population
(e.g., those with physical disabilities) requires such comparative designs (e.g., directly
contrasting those with conspicuous versus concealable physical stigma). On the contrary,
if a more objective evaluation of a group/individual is sought (i.e., one which treats the
target sans comparison to others), then researchers should measure outcomes accordingly.
Finally, this informs our understanding of voluntary childlessness and how it is
perceived. While the oft-cited negative stereotype associated with this decision cannot be
confirmed outright, apparently some individuals find the decision less acceptable than do
others. Given that the voluntarily childless comprise a vast minority of adults, coupled
with the perception that forgoing parenthood is somewhat unnatural, this is not surprising.
What is interesting about current findings is that the voluntarily childless man and
woman were evaluated so similarly across the measured outcomes. Additionally, mean
ratings for both warmth and competence were skewed, relative to their scalar midpoints.
While these observations do not provide an adequate means of inferring stigma (or lack
thereof) in this population, the mean ratings suggest perceptions of relative warmth and
relative competence for the voluntarily childless, absent any comparison group.
Interestingly, the reason one cites doesn’t appear to have much effect on interpersonal
perceptions, although justifying one’s decision confers more benefits. This seems
especially true if the justification is framed in terms of higher involvement, or service to
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some greater good. Finally, given the size and diversity of the sample used in this study,
findings can be asserted with a marked degree of confidence that problems associated
with generalizability are virtually nil.
Limitations of Current Study
From a theoretical perspective, this investigation used the account episode (Schönbach,
1992) as a framework for investigating how accounts are evaluated. The fact that
participants were not part of the actual interaction being evaluated presents a primary
limitation to this investigation. In interaction, the account episode is meaningful in its
entirety. After all, the perceived failure event (which elicits a reproach, account, and
evaluation) is determined by one/both of the conversational partners. That is, the failure
event is purely perceptual and largely co-constructed during interaction; likewise, the
failure event, by definition, is of some import to one or both of the players (if it were not,
the account sequence would never initiate because a reproach would not be offered). In
this study, the failure event and reproach were not determined by the individuals who
were ultimately asked to judge the account (but, rather, by the stranger in the grocery
store—see Appendix B). Thus, participants, when asked to evaluate the account, may not
have actually perceived a failure event, or perhaps perceived an entirely different aspect
of the interaction to which they would offer reproach. When this framework is used in
future studies (wherein participants are not involved in the interaction), a manipulation
check is in order, simply as a means of ensuring the failure event is indeed perceived as
such; otherwise, the entire function (and effect) of an account is questionable.
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The justifications used in this study were chosen on the basis of findings from the pilot
study (i.e., they represented distinct points along the self-focused—other -focused
continuum). Incidentally, all justifications used in the final analysis cited higher
involvement (Cody et al., 1992), be it one’s job, one’s marriage, or one’s concern for the
needy. While higher involvement accounts are commonly used by the voluntarily
childless (these also tend to align with their actual reasons for childlessness, at least as
reflected in what they report—Park, 2002), these findings may be unique to this
justification type. Further, the current study does not address whether or not this type of
justification effects similar outcomes with those who know the account-giver well (e.g.,
one’s parents), or those who might reasonably discover the truth (e.g., co-workers). For
interactions that involve these types of partners, such justifications might well be
questioned, if not rejected outright.
Finally, given that a central goal of this investigation was to question the nature and
strength of the stigma of voluntary childlessness, two additional conditions would have
provided greater interpretive clarity. Had participants also read a description of the target,
without having read his/her account, a direct measure of the accounts’ individual effects
in influencing the attribution process could have been measured. This was not part of the
original design, in part because the effects of account type and focus were expected to be
more clearly manifest than observed. Their observed effects on perceptions were only
relatively compared; a more absolute point of reference would likely have proved
beneficial. Second, an additional condition that included a parent in the stimulus would
have allowed for a better determination of how the voluntarily childless targets were
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perceived in context. More specifically, this comparison would enable a more direct
observation of what role, if any, voluntary childlessness plays in determinations of
interpersonal warmth and competence. Without this comparison, current findings are
limited to the specific effects of accounts as means of altering these perceptions.
Future Research
Current findings provide little insight regarding how similar account types, differing
in content, are evaluated. Scholars interested in distinctions among account types might
also consider the means by which similar account types differ by way of their focus on
the self or others. For instance, are excuses always perceived as self-focused? Do higher
involvement justifications that are self-focused, as opposed to other-focused, differ in
how they are evaluated? Until function and form can be clearly differentiated, scholars
should be reluctant to conclude the primacy of one or the other in the context of
evaluating accounts.
The degree to which one identifies the self as interdependently self-construed was
expected to influence perceptions of childlessness. Because it failed to relate to such
perceptions in the current study, scholars might consider priming self-construal (e.g., Utz,
2005) if they wish to see its effects manifest in studies of person perception. Selfconstrual, when activated, might reasonably produce greater effects in perceptual
outcomes. While the validity of the self-construal construct is currently in question (e.g.,
Bresnahan, Levine, & Shearman, 2005; Levine et al., 2003), studies in which either
independent or interdependent self-construal (or both) is primed should illuminate this
debate.
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Much of what is known of the voluntarily childless has been gleaned from interviews
(e.g., Park, 2005; Veevers, 1980; Vissing, 2001); while these observations enlighten the
experiences of the voluntarily childless from their own perspectives, they in no way
substantiate that this decision is actually stigmatizing. For scholars interested in the study
of voluntary childlessness—whether it be in the context of identity development, social
stigma, or account-giving—further studies wherein the childless individual is observed in
interaction are needed. Absent these types of observations, the reported treatment of the
voluntarily childless cannot be said to arise solely as a function of their childless status.
For instance, those who report being derogated for this decision from their parents might
be derogated for most decisions they make, suggesting a consistent evaluation process,
but not stigma per se. On the other hand, if one is rarely derided for her behavior, but is
reliably questioned for this decision, then evidence of stigma is more probable.
Unfortunately, aside from sweeping observations about the voluntarily childless,
relatively little is known about how they interact about this decision and how these
interactions are evaluated.
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APPENDIX A
Pilot Instrument for Michael/Michelle
Michael and his wife are an attractive couple in their mid-thirties. They have been
married for 7 years and do not have any children. They share a variety of interests and
enjoy spending time with family and friends. Both Michael and his wife have been
steadily employed throughout their marriage and, together, they earn approximately
$80,000 per year. The following conversation occurs while Michael is in the checkout
line at his local grocery store. While waiting, a stranger notices a child scanning a candy
display. The stranger smiles and begins to converse with Michael.

Stranger:

“So, do you have any children?”

Michael:

“No.”

Stranger:

“No kids? How come?”

Michael:

“Well, my wife and I don’t really want to have children.”

Stranger:

“Really, how come?”

In responding to the stranger’s question, Michael has several alternatives. Below are six
possible responses Michael might provide. You are asked to evaluate each of these
reasons, by rating them along the dimensions presented below.

Note: While each participant saw only six responses, all twelve are reported in this form.
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1. Response #1: Because we aren’t able to afford to raise a child the right way.
On each of the following scales, circle the number that corresponds to your perceptions
of Michael’s answer. Is his reason for not having children:
Selfish

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Generous

Self-centered 1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Other-focused

Considerate

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Inconsiderate

Instinctive

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Unnatural

Controllable 1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Uncontrollable

Common

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Uncommon

Expected

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Unexpected

Positive

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Negative

Acceptable

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Unacceptable

Appropriate

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Inappropriate

Response #2: Because we don’t have what’s called “parental instinct”.
On each of the following scales, circle the number that corresponds to your perceptions
of Michael’s answer. Is his reason for not having children:
Selfish

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Generous

Self-centered 1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Other-focused

Considerate

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Inconsiderate

Instinctive

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Unnatural

Controllable 1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Uncontrollable

Common

2

3

4

5

6

7

Uncommon

1
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Expected

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Unexpected

Positive

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Negative

Acceptable

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Unacceptable

Appropriate

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Inappropriate

Response #3: Because we wouldn’t be very good parents.
On each of the following scales, circle the number that corresponds to your perceptions
of Michael’s answer. Is his reason for not having children:
Selfish

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Generous

Self-centered 1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Other-focused

Considerate

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Inconsiderate

Instinctive

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Unnatural

Controllable 1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Uncontrollable

Common

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Uncommon

Expected

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Unexpected

Positive

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Negative

Acceptable

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Unacceptable

Appropriate

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Inappropriate

Response #4: Because the child would likely inherit a disease/defect from one of us.
On each of the following scales, circle the number that corresponds to your perceptions
of Michael’s answer. Is his reason for not having children:
Selfish

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Generous
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Self-centered 1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Other-focused

Considerate

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Inconsiderate

Instinctive

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Unnatural

Controllable 1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Uncontrollable

Common

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Uncommon

Expected

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Unexpected

Positive

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Negative

Acceptable

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Unacceptable

Appropriate

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Inappropriate

Response #5: Because we both had really lousy childhoods ourselves.
On each of the following scales, circle the number that corresponds to your perceptions
of Michael’s answer. Is his reason for not having children:
Selfish

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Generous

Self-centered 1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Other-focused

Considerate

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Inconsiderate

Instinctive

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Unnatural

Controllable 1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Uncontrollable

Common

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Uncommon

Expected

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Unexpected

Positive

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Negative

Acceptable

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Unacceptable

Appropriate

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Inappropriate
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Response #6: Because our jobs don’t give us enough time to raise a child
appropriately.
On each of the following scales, circle the number that corresponds to your perceptions
of Michael’s answer. Is his reason for not having children:
Selfish

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Generous

Self-centered 1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Other-focused

Considerate

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Inconsiderate

Instinctive

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Unnatural

Controllable 1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Uncontrollable

Common

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Uncommon

Expected

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Unexpected

Positive

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Negative

Acceptable

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Unacceptable

Appropriate

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Inappropriate

Response #7: Because not having a child gives us more time to spend together.
On each of the following scales, circle the number that corresponds to your perceptions
of Michelle’s answer. Is her reason for not having children:
Selfish

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Generous

Self-centered 1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Other-focused

Considerate

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Inconsiderate

Instinctive

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Unnatural

Controllable 1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Uncontrollable

123

Common

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Uncommon

Expected

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Unexpected

Positive

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Negative

Acceptable

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Unacceptable

Appropriate

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Inappropriate

Response #8: Because not having a child allows us to travel and pursue hobbies.
On each of the following scales, circle the number that corresponds to your perceptions
of Michelle’s answer. Is her reason for not having children:
Selfish

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Generous

Self-centered 1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Other-focused

Considerate

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Inconsiderate

Instinctive

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Unnatural

Controllable 1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Uncontrollable

Common

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Uncommon

Expected

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Unexpected

Positive

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Negative

Acceptable

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Unacceptable

Appropriate

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Inappropriate

Response #9: Because we dislike children.
On each of the following scales, circle the number that corresponds to your perceptions
of Michelle’s answer. Is her reason for not having children:
Selfish

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Generous
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Self-centered 1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Other-focused

Considerate

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Inconsiderate

Instinctive

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Unnatural

Controllable 1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Uncontrollable

Common

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Uncommon

Expected

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Unexpected

Positive

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Negative

Acceptable

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Unacceptable

Appropriate

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Inappropriate

Response #10: Because the idea of pregnancy and childbirth is unappealing.
On each of the following scales, circle the number that corresponds to your perceptions
of Michelle’s answer. Is her reason for not having children:
Selfish

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Generous

Self-centered 1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Other-focused

Considerate

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Inconsiderate

Instinctive

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Unnatural

Controllable 1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Uncontrollable

Common

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Uncommon

Expected

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Unexpected

Positive

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Negative

Acceptable

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Unacceptable

Appropriate

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Inappropriate
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Response #11: Because the world is too dangerous these days to have children.
On each of the following scales, circle the number that corresponds to your perceptions
of Michelle’s answer. Is her reason for not having children:
Selfish

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Generous

Self-centered 1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Other-focused

Considerate

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Inconsiderate

Instinctive

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Unnatural

Controllable 1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Uncontrollable

Common

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Uncommon

Expected

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Unexpected

Positive

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Negative

Acceptable

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Unacceptable

Appropriate

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Inappropriate

Response #12: Because there are already too many uncared-for children in the
world who need our attention.
On each of the following scales, circle the number that corresponds to your perceptions
of Michelle’s answer. Is her reason for not having children:
Selfish

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Generous

Self-centered 1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Other-focused

Considerate

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Inconsiderate

Instinctive

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Unnatural

Controllable 1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Uncontrollable
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Common

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Uncommon

Expected

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Unexpected

Positive

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Negative

Acceptable

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Unacceptable

Appropriate

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Inappropriate
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APPENDIX B
Michelle and her husband are an attractive couple in their mid-thirties. They have been
married for 7 years and do not have any children. They share a variety of interests and
enjoy spending time with family and friends. Both Michelle and her husband have been
steadily employed throughout their marriage and, together, they earn approximately
$80,000 per year. The following conversation occurs while Michelle is in the checkout
line at her local grocery store. While waiting, a stranger notices a child scanning a candy
display. The stranger smiles and begins to converse with Michelle.

Stranger:

“So, do you have any children?”

Michelle:

“No.”

Stranger:

“No kids? How come?”

Michelle:

“Well, my husband and I don’t really want to have children.”

Stranger:

“Really, how come?”

Michelle:

Because…(participants saw one of six accounts)

1. we both had lousy childhoods ourselves
2. the idea of pregnancy/childbirth is unappealing
3. we dislike children
4. not having a child allows us to spend more time together
5. the world already has too many uncared-for children
6. our jobs don’t allow us time to raise a child appropriately
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APPENDIX C
Survey for Michael/Michelle

SECTION 1
In light of the description of Michael/Michelle you just read, please answer the following
about your impressions of Michael/Michelle and his/her personality and goals. Indicate
your impression by circling the number that most closely corresponds to your perceptions.
1. Based on this description, do you perceive Michael/Michelle to be:
Caring

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Uncaring

Warm

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Cold

Kind

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Unkind

Nurturing

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Not nurturing

Sincere

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Insincere

Sensitive

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Insensitive

Traditional

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Non-traditional

Happy

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Unhappy

Well-adjusted 1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Not well-adjusted

Likable

2

3

4

5

6

7

Unlikable

1

Success-oriented

Ambitious

Not success-oriented

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Career-oriented

Not ambitious
Not career-oriented

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Not determined

Hardworking 1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Not hardworking

Determined
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Successful

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Not successful

Confident

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Not confident

Competent

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Incompetent

2. This person’s decision not to have children is:
Typical

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Atypical

Acceptable

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Unacceptable

Natural

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Unnatural

Ethical

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Unethical

Normal

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Abnormal

Responsible

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Irresponsible

Selfish

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Unselfish

Dangerous

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Not dangerous

Reversible

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Irreversible

For each of the following statements, please circle the degree to which you
feel each of the following describes you and your interactions with others.
1. I have respect for the authority figures with whom I interact.
Strongly agree 1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Strongly disagree

2. It is important for me to maintain harmony within my group.
Strongly agree 1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Strongly disagree

3. My happiness depends on the happiness of those around me.
Strongly agree 1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Strongly disagree

7

Strongly disagree

4. I would offer my seat in a bus to my boss or professor.
Strongly agree 1

2

3

4

5

6
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5. I respect people who are modest about themselves.
Strongly agree 1
2
3
4
5
6
7
Strongly disagree
6. I will sacrifice my self-interest for the benefit of the group I am in.
Strongly agree 1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Strongly disagree

7. I often have the feeling that my relationships with others are more important than my
own accomplishments.
Strongly agree 1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Strongly disagree

8. I should take into consideration my parents' advice when making education/career
plans.
Strongly agree 1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Strongly disagree

9. It is important to me to respect decisions made by the group.
Strongly agree 1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Strongly disagree

10. I will stay in a group if they need me, even when I'm not happy with the group.
Strongly agree 1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Strongly disagree

7

Strongly disagree

11. If a close familymember fails, I feel responsible.
Strongly agree 1

2

3

4

5

6

12. Even when I strongly disagree with group members, I avoid an argument.
Strongly agree 1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Strongly disagree

13. I'd rather say "No" directly, than risk being misunderstood.
Strongly agree 1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Strongly disagree

14. Speaking up during a class or meeting is not a problem for me.
Strongly agree 1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Strongly disagree

6

7

Strongly disagree

15. Having a lively imagination is important to me.
Strongly agree 1

2

3

4

5
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16. I am comfortable with being singled out for praise or rewards.
Strongly agree 1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Strongly disagree

17. I am the same person at home that I am at work or school.
Strongly agree 1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Strongly disagree

18. Being able to take care of myself is a primary concern for me.
Strongly agree 1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Strongly disagree

6

7

Strongly disagree

19. I act the same way no matter who I am with.
Strongly agree 1

2

3

4

5

20. I feel comfortable using someone's first name soon after I meet them, even when they
are much older than I am.
Strongly agree 1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Strongly disagree

21. I prefer to be direct and forthright when dealing with people I've just met.
Strongly agree 1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Strongly disagree

22. I enjoy being unique and different from others in many respects.
Strongly agree 1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Strongly disagree

23. My personal identity, independent of others, is very important to me.
Strongly agree 1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Strongly disagree

6

7

Strongly disagree

24. I value being in good health above everything.
Strongly agree 1

2

3

4

5

Below are a series of statements with which you may either agree or
disagree. For each statement, please indicate the degree of your
agreement/disagreement by circling the appropriate number from 1 to 7.
1. Some groups of people are simply not the equals of others.
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Strongly agree 1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Strongly disagree

2. It is not a problem if some people have more of a chance in life than others.
Strongly agree 1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Strongly disagree

6

7

Strongly disagree

3. In an ideal world, all nations would be equal.
Strongly agree 1

2

3

4

5

4. To get ahead in life, it is sometimes necessary to step on others.
Strongly agree 1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Strongly disagree

7

Strongly disagree

5. Increased social equality should be a country’s goal.
Strongly agree 1

2

3

4

5

6

6. If people were treated more equally, we would have fewer problems in this country.
Strongly agree 1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Strongly disagree

6

7

Strongly disagree

7. Some people are just more worthy than others.
Strongly agree 1

2

3

4

5

8. This country would be better off if we cared less about how equal all people were.
Strongly agree 1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Strongly disagree

6

7

Strongly disagree

5

6

7

Strongly disagree

5

6

7

Strongly disagree

9. Some people are just more deserving than others.
Strongly agree 1

2

3

4

5

10. Increased economic equality for all is desirable.
Strongly agree 1

2

3

4

11. All humans should be treated equally.
Strongly agree 1

2

3

4

12. It is important that we treat other countries as equals.
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Strongly agree 1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Strongly disagree

5

6

7

Strongly disagree

14. Some people are just inferior to others.
Strongly agree 1

Age:_____

2

Gender:

Racial background:

3

4

Male

Female

_____American Indian or Alaskan Native
_____Asian or Pacific Islander
_____Black
_____Caucasian/White
_____Hispanic/Latino
_____Other/Unknown

Below are three statements with which you may either agree or disagree. For each
statement, please indicate the degree of your agreement/disagreement by circling
the appropriate number from 1 to 4.
1. My religion influences the way I act.
Strongly agree

1

2

3

4

Strongly disagree

2

3

4

Strongly disagree

4

Strongly disagree

2. Religion is very important to me
Strongly agree

1

3. Going to religious services is a waste of time
Strongly agree

1

2

3

For each of the following questions, your honest thoughts are appreciated. Please
provide as much or as little detail as you wish.
1. Do you have children?
_____YES

Number of children_____

Age range of children_____

_____NO (go to question 3)
2. PARENTS:

What motivated or influenced your decision to have children?
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3. NONPARENTS:

Do you wish to have children at some point?
_____YES
_____NO
What motivates or influences this family planning decision?
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