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ABSTRACT 

An exploratory study was conducted to identify and 

evaluate the consequences of lifelong childlessness as 

reported by older childless couples. The conceptual orient

ation was based on role theory concepts and data were 

obtained during semi-structured interviews with twenty 

volunteer childless couples ranging from 56 to 90 years of 

age. 

Thirty-five percent of the responses from the 

subject husbands and wives identified "Greater Freedom and 

Flexibility" as the primary advantage of not having had 

children. The most frequently identified disadvantage of 

lifelong childlessness was "A Sense of A1oneness" which was 

named by six (15X) subject husbands and wives. 

Fifty-eight percent of the subject husbands and 

wives said there were "no" disadvantages or did not identify 

disadvantages to being childless. Twenty—eight percent of 

the respondents said that there were "no" advantages or did 

not identify advantages to being childless. 

vi i i 



CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Social scientists and laymen have -frequently 

speculated about the consequences of married couples 

remaining childless. Religious beliefs, societal norms, 

and psychological theories all support the concept that 

parenthood is "natural" -for married couples. Despite these 

social pressures the incidence of childlessness varies with 

the times. It is currently estimated that ten percent of 

all married women remain childless (U.S. Bureau of the 

Census, 1979). This study explores the consequences of 

life-long childlessness as reported by older childless 

couples. 

Studies of childless couples may be considered 

studies of those who are voluntarily or involuntarily 

deviating from a powerful norm. People who examine family 

patterns have generally tended to accept the dominant 

cultural values that married couples should have children, 

and should want to have them. Parenthood has been exten

sively studied while the phenomenon of childlessness has 

been virtually ignored (Veevers, 1973). The lack of 

objective data concerning the characteristics of childless 

1 
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couples or the effects of nonparenthood have not prevented 

social scientists, or the public, from offering a number of 

implicit and explicit statements concerning the differences 

between parents and childless couples. The existence of 

negative stereotypes associated with childlessness may be 

attributed to the feeling by society that nonconformity to 

norms is perceived as a threat to "basic" beliefs (Polit, 

1978). Behavioral scientists have contributed to the 

stigma associated with the childless couple in our society. 

Beginning with Freud, who observed that the childless woman 

is the unfulfilled woman, Erikson, and other theorists have 

considered childlessness undesirable and even symptomatic 

of mental health problems. 

Advances in medical technology in the area of birth 

control and family planning now allow young married couples 

the option of postponing or avoiding parenthood. However, 

there is a dearth of information available to couples who 

are childless, voluntarily or involuntarily, regarding the 

consequences of childlessness during their later years. 

Consistent with the time-honored belief that one 

generation learns from its elders, the perspective of the 

older married childless couple has been sought to provide 

insight into the effects, advantages and disadvantages of 

lifelong childlessness. 
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Statement of the Problem 

The central question addressed in this study was: 

What were the consequences, advantages and disadvantages, 

o-f lifelong childlessness as reported by older childless 

couples? Research literature tells little about the expe

rience of being childless let alone the experience of aging 

as a childless couple. This study explored how older 

childless couples described the experience of being child-

childless and what they perceived to be the effects, both 

positive and negative, of the childless life-style. 

Significance of the Problem 

Historically, the birth rates in the United States 

have been declining steadily for two centuries. In the 

early nineteenth century the birth rate per 1000 papulation 

was over 50. The birth rate was less than 50 in 1850, 40 

in 1880, 30 in 1910, and 20 in 1940. The birth rate in 

1955 increased to 25, while in 1970 it was down to 18.4 

(U.S. Census Bureau, 1984a). The one major interruption of 

the decline in the birth rate was the "baby boom", which 

lasted in this country for about a decade during the mid 

20th century. The decline that has occurred since 1960 can 

be regarded as a resumption of a long—term downward trend 

in birth rate in the United States (Westoff, 1977). 



4 

Additionally, marriage patterns are changing and 

new family structures are emerging. One of these emerging 

patterns is intentional or voluntary childlessness and its 

accompanying childfree life-style (Goodbody, 1977). The 

changing status and role of women, the improvement in birth 

control technology, and the growing awareness of papulation 

pressures may all be expected to influence more couples in 

deciding not to have children. It is currently estimated 

that approximately ten percent of all ever-married women 

remain childless, with approximately five percent of them 

doing so voluntarily (Veevers, 1979). Veevers estimates 

voluntary childlessness is likely to reach a rate of at 

least ten percent. Whether it will go much higher is 

conjecture. 

The life expectancy and age distribution of the 

population of the United States has been undergoing note

worthy change. The average life expectancy was 47 years in 

1900 and only four percent of the population was 65 years 

of age or older. Since then, improvement in socioeconomic 

programs and health care have had remarkable influence. By 

1980, the average life expectancy was nearly 73 years and 

eleven percent of the papulation was 65 years of age or 

older (U.S. Census Bureau, 1984b). The U.S. Bureau of the 

Census data projects that seventeen percent of the 

population will be 65 years or older by 2030. When the 

phenomenon of an increasing number of childless couples is 
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combined with the projected increasing number of elderly 

people in our society, the conclusion must be that there 

will be an increasing number of older childless couples. 

Health care needs of individuals and families will 

undergo change as alterations occur in marriage patterns 

and family structures. The increasing number of older 

couples without children has implications for the nursing 

profession. 

Nurses practice in many areas of health care 

delivery, e.g. educators, counselors, clinicians, health 

service planners, and researchers. Nurses are involved in 

planning and providing health care services for young 

couples during their early family planning period and 

throughout their lives. It is necessary for the nurse to 

cultivate a knowledge base in order to provide proper 

assistance and necessary information to this childless 

couple. 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to identify and 

evaluate the positive and negative aspects of lifelong 

childlessness as reported by older childless couples. 

Conceptual Orientation 

This study explored the consequences of lifelong 

childlessness as reported by older married couples. Over 

the past five to ten years, the researcher and her husband 



have observed differences between their aging experiences 

and those of their contemporaries. Their siblings and a 

majority of their friends are parents. Knowing that a 

childless couple's life-style (roles) differs from the 

life-style experienced by parents, suggests that the aging 

experience of childless couples would also differ. A 

review of the literature revealed that consequences of 

aging as a childless couple are a relatively uninvestigated 

facet of the phenomenon of childlessness. Role theory and 

select role theory concepts of 1) concept of role, 2) role 

behaviors, 3) social position, 4) norms and role expecta

tions, and 5) role clarity and role insufficiency will be 

reviewed as they provided the conceptual orientation for 

this exploratory study. 

Role Theory 

The field of role has become known as "Role 

Theory." In reality, role theory is a body of knowledge 

based upon many hundreds of studies. However, there is no 

one grand "Theory." "Role theory represents a collection 

of concepts and a variety of hypothetical formulations that 

predict how actors will perform a given role, or under what 

circumstances certain types of behaviors can be expected" 

(Conway, 1978). In this study, the term "Role Theory" will 

be used with this understanding. 
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Concept of Role 

The concept of role is the central idea in role 

theory. "Role refers to the functions a person performs 

when occupying a particular characterization (position) 

within a particular social context" (Shaw and Constants, 

1970, p. 326). A role can also be defined as the pattern 

of wants and goals, beliefs, feelings, attitudes, values, 

and other actions which members of a community expect 

should characterize the typical occupant of a position 

(Biddle, 1979). Therefore, the concept of role is related 

to both the individual's behavior and social position, and 

to the expectations and norms of society. An individual 

fills a number of roles at any one time, as he is likely to 

perform occupational, family, and leisure roles, among 

others (Biddle, 1979). 

Role Behaviors 

The behavioral element of role is defined function

ally by activities or behaviors used in performing that 

role. Davis (1949, p. 90) describes the behavioral aspect 

of role as, "how an individual actually performs in a given 

position, as distinct from how he is suppose to perform. 

Role behaviors are not without effects, rather they 

are likely to have characteristic effects, or functions, 

within a social system. Examples of effects or functions 

of role behavior may be as follows: the physician who 
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wears a white coat in the hospital helps others to 

recognize him or her quickly and thus -follow his or her 

orders in an emergency; or, the grandmother who often 

provides babysitting services for her children and -family 

history -for her grandchildren. 

Social Position 

A common concept in role theory is that roles are 

associated with social positions (or statuses). In 

general, a position is an identity that designates a 

commonly recognized set o-f persons. Positions may be 

di-f-ferentiated on the basis o-f age, race, occupation, 

-family status, or some other characteristic (Hardy, 1978). 

Norms and Role Expectations 

Norms are rules that either prescribe or proscribe 

behavior. Norms are societies' expectations, standards, or 

quidelines that suggest what a person should or should not 

do, feel, or think (Hardy, 1978). Behavior is strongly 

influenced by the internalization of norms. An individ

ual's concept of role (role expectation) governs how he 

acts and also how he expects others to act. Role expecta

tions serve as significant guides and standards for 

appropriate conduct and behavior (Lum, 1976). 
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Role Clarity and Role Insufficiency 

Role clarity exists when role expectations are 

explicit (Lum, 1976). Role insufficiency (Ambiguity of 

Role) exists when definitions and role norms are not widely 

shared and supported within a given society. It may also 

be generated when perceptions or interpretation of role 

behavior cues are impaired or absent (Meleis, 1975). 

Kimmel (1974) describes an institutionalized social 

role or status as roles that are prescribed by social norms. 

An uninstitutianalized role is one that must be formulated 

with little outside support and with almost no normative 

quidelines. 

Summary 

This conceptual orientation has reviewed select 

role theory concepts such as, the concept of role, role 

behavior, social position, norms and role expectations, and 

role clarity and role insufficiency. Role theory concepts 

provide an approach to understanding social behavior and 

the effects of those behaviors. 

There are traditional patterns of behavior asso

ciated with parenthood, and there are clear expectations by 

society for the appropriate enactment of the parental role. 

However, the childless couple does not have such a set of 

prescribed behavioral guidelines. 
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Older adults who arm parents may experience the 

grandparent role and/or serve as respected -family elders. 

What is the role and/or function of the older childless 

adult? 

Veevers (1979) and Keith (1980) stated that the 

norm o-f society is for married couples to become parents 

and to age within a family environment. This study 

explored hew older childless couples described the 

experience of being childless and what they perceived to be 

the effects, advantages and disadvantages, of the childless 

life-style. 

Definition of Terms 

Terms used in this study are defined as follows: 

older childless couples - married couples who are 
each 60 or more years of age, who have been married 
to each other for at least 25 years, and have never 
had or reared children. 

childfree couples - couples who have chosen not 
to have children. 

childless couples - couples who are either 
voluntarily or involuntarily childless. 



CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

There is a paucity of research literature concerning 

the consequences of lifelong childlessness. When the 

phenomenon of childlessness is considered in the literature, 

topics that are frequently studied are the causation of the 

inability to have children, the motivation for choosing the 

childfree life-style, or the evaluation of the expected 

effects of childlessness on the lives of young couples. 

Except for one study presently being completed in Australia 

by Dr. Rowland (not available for review), all data 

pertaining to older childless adults have been collected 

incidentally during research overtly concerned with other 

themes. The review of literature for this study is 

organized according to the following areas; 

* perceptions of the childless couple 
* advantages of childlessness 
* disadvantages of childlessness. 

Perceptions of Childless Couples 

A number of authors have observed that the stereo

type of childless couples held by the general public depicts 

these couples in generally negative terms. Pohlman (1966) 

collected a series of statements from medical and social 

11 
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science publications that implied or stated that the delib

erately childless are usually somehow maladjusted. The 

childless are believed to be unhappy, selfish, immature, 

lonely, and emotionally unstable (Pohlman, 1970$ Roll in, 

1970). 

Pol it (1978) studied people's perceptions of those 

individuals who had had different numbers of children. The 

subjects for this study were predominantly white, middle-

class, and well-educated. Data relating to family-size 

stereotypes were obtained by asking respondents to describe 

their perceptions of biographical sketches of fictitious 

individuals assigned to one of six family size statuses, 

ranging from eight children to childless. The sketches 

described these individuals in terms of their physical 

appearance, occupation, age, characteristics of family of 

origin, and hobbies. It was recognized that many of these 

attributes could produce stereotyped responses unrelated to 

family size. The results of this study were presented in 

discussion form with no specific data being presented. 

The findings from this study showed that voluntarily 

childless individuals and parents of one child were viewed 

most negatively. Parents with eight children and involun

tarily childless individuals were rated highly in terms of 

social desirability. The positive rating for the involun

tarily childless persons was explained as "people probably 

felt sorry for persons who were described as sterile or 
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in-fertile and may have attributed desirable personality 

traits to them as a kind of compensation for their problem" 

(Polit, 1978:111). This study had a biased sample and due 

to the methodology has limitations; however, Pol it stated 

that the findings of his study supported the proposition 

that our society is basically pronatalist. "Parenthood and 

being the parent of the 'right' number of children is the 

behavior expected of all competent, well-adjusted, and 

'normal' married adults" (Polit, 1978:114). 

Jamison, Franzini, and Kaplan (1979) described two 

experiments conducted to assess students' perceptions of 

childfree men and women from written descriptions of 

voluntarily childfree women and men. The subjects in both 

experiments, 156 in the first and 119 in the second, were 

undergraduate students at San Diego University. In the 

first study, a hypothetical woman was described to have 

chosen to be sterilized in order to remain childfree and a 

second hypothetical woman was described as the mother of two 

children. The hypothetical woman and man in the second 

study were simply described as childfreo and other descrip

tive characteristics were the same as in the first study. 

In the first experiment, the sterilized childfree wife was 

rated as less sensitive and loving, less typical an American 

woman, more likely to be active in women's liberation, and 

as less happy, less well-adjusted, less likely to get 



14 

along with her parents, and less likely to be happy and 

satisfied at age 65, relative to an otherwise identically 

described mother of two. In the second experiment, similar 

differential trait ascriptions appeared for both childfree 

men and women except that the ratings of childfree men were 

less favorable than those for childfree women. 

Blake (1979) analyzed data concerning attitudes 

toward childlessness which were collected in a Gallup Poll 

Survey of 1600 Americans of voting age in 1977. Seven 

questions concerning possible advantages and disadvantages 

of childlessness farmed part of a battery of queries on 

attitudes toward childlessness and the one-child family. 

The respondents in this survey were asked to respond on a 

five point scale ranging from strongly agree to strongly 

disagree. The items concerning disadvantages were: 

* People who are childless are more likely to be 
lonely in their older years than persons who have 
had children (agree 64%). 

* Childless couples are more likely to lead empty 
lives than couples with children (agree 44%). 

» Childless marriages are more likely to end in 
divorce than are marriages where there are 
children (agree 34%). 

* A woman is likely to feel unfulfilled unless she 
becomes a mother (agree 45%) 

* If you have never had children, you are more 
likely to have a hard time financially when you 
are older (agree 15%). 
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The items concerning advantages were: 

# Having a child gets in the way of the closeness 
and intimacy of a couple's relationship (agree 
13%). 

* It seems to me that childless couples are the ones 
who are having the best time in life (agree 14X). 

When these seven items were compared with character— 

istics of the sample it was determined favorable attitudes 

toward childlessness were more likely to be found among the 

young than among the old; among the married or widowed than 

among the single or divorced; among Protestants than among 

Catholics or Jews; and among well educated persons than 

among less well educated persons (Blake, 1979). 

Advantages of being Childless 

Recent studies are beginning to focus attention on 

the childfree (voluntary childless) life—style. These 

studies are useful for the present study in that they tend 

to emphasize the expected advantages of remaining childless. 

J. E. Veevers, a sociologist, is credited with doing 

much of the research on the phenomenon of voluntary child

lessness. His research has been reported in numerous 

articles which culminated into a book, Childless bv Choice 

(1980). Veevers (1980) interviewed 156 voluntary childless 

persons (120 wives and 36 husbands) in Canada over a period 

of five years (1972-1977). The respondents ages ranged 

from 23 to 78 years of age with a mean of 34.1 for wives 

and 37.4 for husbands and they had been married for an 
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average of 9.6 years. The reported level of education was 

high in this sample as most of the persons interviewed had 

some univer— sity education and one—quarter had at least 

one advanced degree. 

Veevers' interviews were in-depth and covered 

various aspects of the childfree life-style. Character

istics of the childfree life-style were identified in this 

study. Freedom in its many manifestations was found to be 

a major focus of the childfree life-style. Remaining poten

tially mobile, both occupationally and geographically, was 

important and the significance attached to travel was 

noticeable. Spontaneity was valued especially in husband-

wife interactions. The marital relationship was found to be 

relatively egalitarian and at times involved an intense 

commitment. An improved financial status was mentioned and 

explained by (1) not having the expense of children and (2) 

having two incomes. 

Goodbody (1977) studied the psychosocial meaning 

of voluntary childlessness by interviewing six voluntary 

childless women. These women were white, middle-class, 

college-educated with above average incomes and who lived 

in a large urban area of the northeastern United States. 

The interviews were semi-structured and focused on the 

following areas; career, relationship with spouse, child

hood and present relationship to family, reasons for not 

wanting children, and support systems. 
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The major finding of this study was that the married 

woman's decision to remain childfree was perceived as a 

freedom-giving and growth-promoting choice. Career was an 

important aspect of the childfree woman's life-style. 

Marriage relationships were most frequently described in 

terms of parity and comradeship. Fourteen reasons for not 

wanting children were mentioned by the group. In descending 

order the five most frequently reported reasons were: a 

desire to fully pursue career interest; an unwillingness to 

make a long-term emotional commitment; a dislike of chil

dren; a dislike of the maternal role; and population and 

environmental concerns (Goodbody, 1977). 

Silka and Kiesler (1977) made a study of couples who 

chose to remain childless. Sixty-one couples from the 

University of Kansas responded to an advertisment solicita-

ting couples under 30 years of age who presently had no 

children. In 21 cases, both the husbands and wives were in 

agreement on the intention never to have children; another 

21 couples intended to have children at some later time; and 

19 couples, classified as unsure, had not arrived at a joint 

decision about whether or not to have children. These 

couples tended to make decisions about childbearing more 

carefully and deliberately than other couples, and were more 

open in talking about their decision with others. They 

appeared to be more successful and happier in their careers, 

and they did not appear to be more (or less) selfish or 
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immature than other couples. Nor were they more material

istic. They did seem to have less need for social inter— 

course, and tended to live further away from their own 

parents and to be engaged in more solitary occupations. The 

wives appeared to be more independent, self-reliant and 

skeptical than other wives, less easily influenced by others 

and inclined to place greater value on individual freedom. 

Childless marriages are often reported to have high 

levels of marital satisfaction. Renne (1976) reviewed the 

data collected on the health and well-being of 2,480 married 

couples in an urban area probability sample and claimed that 

childless couples tended to be healthier and happier in 

their marriages, and that their marriages were less likely 

to deteriorate with the passage of time. However, an 

implication is that unhappy or unsuccessful childless 

marriages are dissolved as there is no need to stay together 

"for the sake of the children." 

Campbell, Converse, and Rogers (1976) investigated 

satisfaction in marriage. Their respondents, in a large 

random survey of 2,164 adults, reported that happiness in 

marriage drops after children are born; couples with young 

children feel more stress and pressure than those without. 

This strain is attributed to economic pressure and the loss 

of companionship within the marriage after children are 

born. Childless husbands over the age of thirty reported 

the highest satisfaction with life of any age group, and 
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•Felt less pressure than most men. Childless wives over 

thirty were similarly satisfied, and couples described their 

relationship in very positive terms. Campbell (1975:39) 

concludes that: "The decision not to have children does not 

doom the couple to loneliness, despair, and misery as the 

prochild -forces have assumed for years." 

Pisadvantaoes of being Childless 

One theme in the literature implies that the child

less would be disadvantaged and encounter difficulties. 

Rowland (1982) studied young childfree couples in New 

Zealand to assess the decision-making process in deciding to 

be childfree. The sample was comprised of 183 men and 191 

women ranging in age from 20 to 59 years with a mean age of 

33 years for men and 30 for women. The reasons for choosing 

to remain childless which were considered important to the 

women were; 

* the career disadvantages which having children 
might create 

* the long-term commitment of children 

* uninterested in parenting 

* that the childfree choice allows more personal 
freedom, greater time and greater intimacy with 
partner 

The reasons given by the men were mainly; 

* the long-term commitment of children 

* that the childfree choice allowed for greater 
personal freedom, and more time for self and 
partner 
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In answer to questions on the disadvantages of being 

childfree, forty-three percent said there were no disadvan

tages to their choice of remaining childless, forty-two 

percent said there were disadvantages and fifteen percent 

were uncertain. There were four main disadvantages listed: 

* There was essentially "no family life" for the 
couple, "No family life" included having no one to 
inherit and no bloodline continued, no place in 
the generations and no one to be near in old age 

* The social isolation felt by respondents because 
they were a non-family unit 

* The positive aspects of child-rearing were lost to 
them 

* The "social pressure" and "jealousy" they 
experienced 

Respondents in this study noted that strong child-

free role models are not available to people considering the 

decision to remain childless and they could not get a sense 

of what aging outside the family context involved. 

Baum (1980) reports on the first stage of a research 

project designed to provide information on intentional 

childlessness in Britain. A primary aim of the study was to 

investigate the factors leading respondents to make their 

decisions regarding childbearing. Two hundred and thirty-

two <93% women) respondents, ranging in age from 18 to 62 

years of age with the majority being under 32 years old, 

were located by press and media advertisements. Data for 

this study were collected by using mailed questionnaires. 
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The main reason perceived by the wives for their 

decision not to have children was the value they placed on 

the freedom they consequently gained. Other -Frequently 

mentioned reasons for not having children were; desire to 

start or continue a career, dislike of prospect of rearing 

a baby, and the cost of living. Fifty-two percent of these 

repondents felt there were no disadvantages to being child

less. The remainder who felt that there were disadvantages 

identified these as; 1) missing the positive features of 

children, and 2) economic and social discrimination 

resulting from their childlessness. 

Townsend (1957) developed a social contact index as 

a measure of social isolation in old age in his classic 

study "The Family Life of Old People". The index reflected 

an elderly subject's number of social contacts per week. Of 

the 203 persons interviewed, the ten most isolated according 

to this index were all unmarried or childless. However, 

those persons living in relative social isolation, according 

to the index, did not report the greatest degree of loneli

ness. 

Twenty-two single elderly persons were interviewed 

in Detroit during a study of the social behavior of the 

aged. When asked about loneliness, their responses indicated 

that they were not lonely and did not perceive themselves as 

lonely (Gubrium, 1976). 
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It has been reasoned that living in a childless 

status over a lifetime would result in isolation and demor— 

alization in old age. Blake (1979) stated that "there is 

substantial agreement that children are a hedge against 

loneliness in old age" in her study of attitudes toward 

childlessness (1979, p. 251). Bardwick (1974) contended 

that most of the gratification provided by children cannot 

be satisfied by .other sources, while Beckman (1981) main

tained that much of the satisfaction provided by children is 

exchangeable, that is, it may also be provided by friends, 

relatives, or members of social groups. 

Keith (1983), compared the personal and social 

resources, and correlated psychological well-being of 

parents and the childless based upon interviews with 103 

childless persons and 438 parents, all 72 years of age or 

older. Data for this study were obtained from structured 

interviews conducted during the second phase of a longi

tudinal study of the aged. Personal resources were assessed 

in three areas, education, income, and health. Measures of 

social resources involved both availability and use of 

informal and formal resources. Satisfaction with life and 

perceptions of death were used as indices of well-being. 

The analyses of this data indicated that children 

had a direct influence on only two of the nine resources; 

1) total number of family members who visited, and 2) 

education. Parents reported a significantly larger total 
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number of family members who visited them (F = 35.15; 

p <.001). The childless had significantly more education 

than parents (F = 6.10; p <.01). Parents and the childless 

did not differ significantly in their appraisals of life or 

of death. Keith (1983) concluded that children did not 

assure these older parents less loneliness, more positive 

appraisals of life, or greater acceptance of death. 

Neither did the presence or absence of children seem to 

appreciably alter the lives of the very old. 

Summary 

Research literature on aging, family studies and 

the phenomenon of childlessness have been reviewed. 

Specific studies focusing on the advantages and disadvan

tages of childlessness and the perception of the childless 

couples have been reported. No prior research was found 

that reported the effects of lifelong childlessness as 

perceived by older childless couples. 



CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGY 

The methodology used to answer the research 

questions for this study are described in this chapter. 

Information on study design, subjects, and methods of 

obtaining subjects are presented. Data collection methods, 

study questionnaire, and data analysis are also discussed. 

Study Desion 

This study used an exploratory design to identify 

and clarify positive and negative aspects of childlessness 

as reported by older childless couples. An exploratory 

design was used because it afforded the flexibility needed 

to generate data and permit consideration of different 

aspects of the phenomenon of childlessness. No specific 

sample size was required in this exploratory design study 

since the objective was to generate insight into the 

effects of the phenomenon and not to generalize to a 

population (Selltiz, Wrightsman, and Cook, 1976). 

Subjects 

A convenience sample of twenty couples who 

voluntarily responded to a printed advertisement and met the 

24 
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criteria listed below comprised the sample. The subjects 

were couples who: 

* had been married to each other -For at least 
25 years 

* were individually at least 60 years of age 

* had never reared children (even in an 
earlier marriage) 

* could communicate fluently in the English 
1anguage 

* were Caucasian 

Eight couples who met the stated criteria declined 

to participate in the study, three wives declined when 

contacted by telephone and five couples declined when 

contacted in person by the researcher. The reasons given 

for not participating were poor health and/or simply not 

wishing to answer questions. One wife stated that she 

"would break down" if she had to talk about not having had 

children. The author gained the impression the topic of 

childlessness remained an emotional or sensitive issue for 

some of these couples. An unknown number of potential 

sample couples were aware of the study, but never 

identified themselves to the researcher. 

Method of Obtaining Sample 

The sample was obtained by the following methods: 

* An advertisement was placed in the Senior- Times, 

a newspaper published in San Jose, California, for the 

Council on Aging Agencies serving the combined communities 
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of the San Francisco-San Jose peninsula. 

* Nine nutritional sites were visited, some 

several times, with the verbal permission of the site 

managers. The proposed study was briefly explained to 

individuals and small groups of prospective subjects. 

Leaflets advertising the study were distributed. 

* Seven Senior Centers were visited, some several 

times, with the verbal permission and assistance of each 

center's director. The study was explained to individuals 

and small groups of center members; and brief announcements 

at several class and activity events were made. Leaflets 

were distributed and placed on appropriate bulletin boards. 

* Administrators of fourteen senior residential 

facilities were contacted for permission to place leaflets 

on bulletin boards and to visit with residents. 

* Officers of service organizations, including 

AARP (American Association of Retired Persons), "Fun after 

Fifty" clubs, Senior clubs, the Order of the Eastern Star, 

and the Lions Club were contacted for assistance in 

advertising the proposed study. 

Geographical Area of Study 

San Mateo County is located directly south of San 

Francisco, California and north of San Jose, California. 

The city of San Mateo has the largest population of any city 

in San Mateo County, with an estimated SO,940 residents in 



January 1984. The median age of city residents is 35.5 

years, somewhat higher than the county's average of 27.5 

years. In 1980, the age distribution of San Mateo County 

was estimated to be 25.7 percent under 18 years of age, 54.6 

percent between 18 and 54 years of age, and 19 percent 55 

years of age or above. The papulation is 83.7 percent 

white, 7.7 percent Asian, 3.6 percent black and 5.1 percent 

other races. Persons of Hispanic origin comprise 9.2 

percent of the total. The 1979 median household income in 

San Mateo was $22,196, slightly less than the county 

average (San Mateo Local Agency Formation Commission, 

1984). 

Method of Data Collection 

The sample was composed of those couples who 

responded to the advertisements or leaflets (Appendix A). 

In some cases the sample couple was referred to the 

investigator by a third party. An interview was scheduled 

for a time and a place that was convenient for both the 

respondents and the researcher. Fifteen interviews were 

conducted at a nutritional site or a senior center. Five 

interviews were conducted in the respondent's home. The 

location of the interview was selected to provide an 

atmosphere which was conducive to a private (confidential) 

conversation. 



This study was approved by the Human Subjects 

Cammittee at the University of Arizona before the study was 

begun (Appendix B). Prior to the interview, the Subject 

Disclaimer (Appendix C) was given to the volunteer couple. 

The couple were interviewed together; therefore, a 

statement (Appendix D) was made to the couple stating that 

information from each participant was important and husband 

and wife's responses would be recorded separately. Prior 

to the interview each person was provided a copy of the 

questionnaire, prepared in large type. A semi-structured 

interview followed the questionnaire. The questionnaire 

contained predetermined open-ended questions which allowed 

for either follow-up by the interviewer, or allowed the 

respondent to raise issues or questions which the inter— 

viewer had not previously considered. A semi-structured 

questionnaire tends to ensure that all people interviewed 

respond to the questions the interviewer wished to have 

answered, yet allows a variety of unstructured ideas to 

emerge (Selltiz et al., 1976). A coding system in which 

each subject received an identification number was used on 

the questionnaires. The time required for each interview 

varied from 30 to 45 minutes with one interview requiring 

two hours. 
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Study Questionnaire 

The development of the questionnaire used in this 

study was based on "Questionnaire Construction and Inter

view Procedure" as outlined by Kornhauser and Sheatsley 

(Selltiz et al., 1976). The information this questionnaire 

elicited, namely identification of the effects of lifelong 

childlessness and its life-style as reported by older 

couples, conforms directly to the objective of the study. 

The questionnaire contained ten demographic questions which 

were developed for the purpose of describing the sample. 

The remainder of the questionnaire contained twenty 

questions which were intended to elicit information 

pertaining to childlessness in the following areas: 

* their choice of the life-style and level of 
satisfaction with the childless life-style 

* advantages and disadvantages of being childless 

* their agreement with certain positive and 
negative descriptions of childless people 

* their use of community service agencies 

* their recommendations or advise for present or 
future childless couples 

Husband and wife's responses were recorded 

separately. All questions were open-ended and exploratory 

in design except for: 

* Nos. 11 and 12 which elicited the couple's 
choice of and concern with being childless. 
The response was limited to a simple yes or no, 
comments were recorded but not solicited. 



* Nos. 13 and 14 which determined the couples*s 
level of satisfaction with being childless at 
two different times periods; 1) during the early 
years of their marriage, and 2) at the present 
time. The responses were limited to; 1) very 
disappointed, 2) slightly disappointed, and 3) 
not disappointed. 

* No.21 which determined the couple's agreement 
with ten positive and negative descriptions of 
childless people. The responses were limited 
to yes, no, and do not know. 

The questions were developed by the researcher 

based on a literature review and the researcher's own 

experience. The data obtained from these questions were 

compared with information collected in previous studies 

pertaining to childlessness in younger people and to 

provide the basis for future research into the phenomenon 

of childlessness. 

The two couples interviewed in the pre-test were 

similar to those in the final study except younger than the 

specified minimum age of sixty years. The pre-test was 

used to identify problems in the administration of the 

questionnaire, such as duration, or the phrasing and 

sequence of questions. A pre—test can indicate the need 

for the addition or elimination of questions (Selltiz et 

al., 1976). 

A review of the pre-test by research advisors 

resulted in the deletion and substitution of one question, 

on the basis that the objective of the study would be better 
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served. Minor changes were made in the format and order of 

the demographic questions. The final form of the interview 

questionnaire appears in Appendix D. 

Data Analysis 

Hinshaw (1979) states that there needs to be 

logical consistency between the theoretical, design, and 

analysis structure of a study. This study was grounded on 

a conceptual orientation with an exploratory type design 

using unstructured techniques, i.e., open-ended questions 

in an semi-structured interview. Therefore, the analysis 

structure needed to include taxonomies, percentages, and 

frequencies. The "positivist attitude" as described by 

Selltiz et al., (1976), states that all the data of social 

science can be measured or classified. The researcher's 

task is to categorize and refine unquantified data. 

Therefore, the demographic data were tabulated and examined 

for frequencies, percentages, and patterns. The 

responses to the questions referring to childlessness were 

analyzed and placed into categories based on the central 

theme of the responses. Categorized data were reviewed by 

another registered nurse to assess the reliability of the 

researcher's categorization. 

Study Bias 

Palmare (1979) has noted, social surveys of older 

people using probability samples have a bias in the 
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direction of higher socioeconomic status and persons 

characterized by more active lives. Consequently, this 

sample represents a more advantaged segment of the 

population than would be observed through random selection. 

The sample couples were interviewed together, as 

apposed to being interviewed separately, and the researcher 

was aware that in some instances this setting may have 

restricted or biased some answers. However, the study was 

focused on the effects of childlessness on the older couple 

and not on the older individual. 

The term "childless couples" was used throughout 

the questionnaire. The term "childless" is considered by 

some to be pejorative, in that it seems to imply 

negativity, a lack, or a flaw. Persons with this opinion 

prefer the term "childfree", which is considered to have a 

more positive connotation. The use of the term "childless" 

in the questionnaire may have conveyed to some respondents 

an implication of bias in the study. 



CHAPTER IV 

PRESENTATION AND ANALYSIS OF DATA 

The data presented in this chapter pertains to the 

consequences of lifelong childlessness as reported by older 

childless couples. The characteristics of the sample 

couples are presented and the responses to the questions 

regarding the phenomenon of childlessness are discussed. 

Characteristics of Sample Couples 

The twenty couples who volunteered to participate 

in the study were from the San Mateo County of California. 

They all met the study criteria, as listed in Chapter three, 

with the exception of one couple in which the husband was 

56 and his wife was 62 years of age. The researcher felt 

that this couple should be included in the study because of 

their sharply expressed viewpoint and the strong likehood 

that their opinion and viewpoint would not change in the 

next four years. 

Age 

The age of the participants was determined at two 

points of time; 

* at the time of the interview 
* at the time of their marriage 

33 
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The ages at the time of the interview of the 

husbands ranged from 56 to 90, with a mean of 74.8 years 

and the ages of the wives were 60 to 87, with a mean of 

72.1 years (Table 1). The ages at the time of marriage of 

the husbands ranged from 20 to 50, with a mean of 32.2 

years and the ages at the time of marriage of the wives 

ranged from 17 to 45, with a mean of 29.3 years. Eight 

wives (40%) and ten husbands (50%) were 30 years of age or 

older at the time of their marriage. The subject couples' 

average length of marriage was 42.6 years, with a minimum 

of 26 and maximum of 65 years. 

Education 

The distribution of subject couples' education 

level is presented in Table 2. Seventeen wives (85%) and 

fifteen husbands (75%) reported that they had completed 

four years of high school; of these fourteen wives (70%) 

and twelve husbands (60%) had at least one year of college. 

Ten wives (50%) and eight husbands (40%) had four or more 

years of college, while one wife (5%) and two husbands 

(10%) had completed elementary school. 

Occupations 

The occupations of each subject couple are listed 

individually in Table 3. The occupations of the men were 

categorized as; eight professional (nos. 4, 8, 10, 12, 13, 

14, 15, and 19), eight businessmen (nos. 1, 3, 7, 9, 11, 



Table 1. Age at the Tiae of IntervieH, Length of Marriage, and Age at Tiie of Harriage 
of each Subject Couple (N = 20) 

Saiple Husband's Age Wife's Age Length of Husband's Age Wife's Age 
couple at Tiae of at Tiae of Harriage at Tiae of at Tiae of 
Nuaber IntervieH IntervieH in Years Marriage Marriage 

I 72 70 42 30 28 
2 67 63 46 21 17 
3 83 66 39 44 27 
4 68 70 48 20 21 
5 72 67 34 37 32 
6 76 73 34 42 38 
7 76 72 50 26 22 
8 76 71 26 50 45 
9 82 80 46 36 34 
10 85 77 60 25 17 
11 90 87 65 25 22 
12 78 75 51 26 24 
13 66 70 30 36 40 
14 56 62 35 21 27 
IS 83 80 43 40 37 
16 78 80 36 42 44 
17 75 73 47 28 26 
18 76 72 50 26 22 
19 64 60 35 29 24 
20 73 73 34 39 39 

Hean Age 74.8 72.1 42.6 32.2 29.3 
Hiniaua Age 56 60 26 20 17 
Haxiaua Age 90 ' 87 65 50 45 
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Table 2. Frequency Distribution of Subject Couples 
Educational Level (N = 20) 

Educational Level Husbands 
# */. 

Wi ves 
* 7. 

Total 
# '/. 

COLLEGE: 
4 years or more 8 40 

1 to 3 years 4 20 

High School: 
4 years 3 15 

1 to 3 years 3 15 

Elementary: 2 10 

Total 20 100 

10 50 

4 20 

3 15 

2 10 

1 5 

20 100 

18 45 

8 20 

6 15 

5 12.5 

3 7.5 

40 100 
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Table 3. Occupations of Subject Couples (N = 20) 

Couple 
Nuaber Husband Wife 

1 Owned Hardware Store(B) Assisted Husband(B) 

2 Skilled labor(S) Housewife; Sales Clerk; 
Doaestic labor(S) 

3 Regional Director Entertainient Co.(B) Schoolteacher; Housewife(P) 

4 Retired Hilitary(P) Telephone Operator(S) 

5 Draftsaan/Surveyor(S) Bookeeper; Housewife(S) 

b Furrier(S) Schoolteacher(P) 

7 Regional Manager Oil Coapany(B) Housewife 

8 Horticulturist(P) Biocheaist(P) 

9 Florist; Store ownertB) Assisted husband(B) 

10 Physician(P) Housewife 

11 Contractcr/Sales«an(B) Accountant(S) 

12 Transportation Engineer(P) Nurse(P) 

13 Engineer(P) Secretary(S) 

14 University Professor(P) Housewife/Artist(P) 

15 Airport Supervisor(P) Bank Officer(B) 

16 Insurance Sales/Manager(B) Manager, Book Club(B) 

17 Hardware Store OwnertB) Schoolteacher(P) 

18 Luaber Industry Labor(S) Housewife 

19 School Administrator(P) Nurse; Gerontologist(P) 

20 Sales(B) Public Health Nurse(P) 

B = Businessperson, P = Professional, and S = Skilled Trades 
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16, 17, and 20), and -four were employed skilled tradesmen 

(nos. 2, 5, 6, and 18). The occupations of the women were 

categorized as; eight professionals (nos. 3, 6, 8, 12, 14, 

17, 19, and 20), four businesswomen (nos. 1, 9, 15, and 

16), five were employed in skilled trades (nos. 2, 4, 5, 

11, and 13), and three women reported having never worked 

outside of their homes (nos. 7, 10, and 18). 

Socio-Economic Class and Living Arrangement 

The couples were asked to which of five socio

economic classes they felt they belonged, namely, high, 

upper middle, middle, lower middle, and lower. No defini

tions were given for the levels, by the researcher, and the 

respondents selected the level based on their own 

perception of their socio-economic class. Nine couples 

(45%) selected upper middle, nine (45X) middle class, one 

(5%) lower middle, and one couple (5%) selected lower 

class. 

All twenty couples interviewed, reported that they 

lived alone with their spouse. Thirteen couples (65%) 

lived in a private home, four couples (20%) in an apart

ment, two couples (10%) in a condominium, and one couple 

(5%) in a trailer park. 

Religious Affiliation 

The data for each couple's stated religious 

affiliation are presented in Table 4. Three couples (15%) 



Table 4. Frequency Distribution of Subject Couples 
by Religious Affiliation (N = 20) 

Couple's Responses 
Religious Affiliation Number Percent 

Roman Catholic 6 30 

Protestant 6 30 

Presbyterian 2 10 

Christian 2 10 

Masonic 1 5 

None 3 15 

Total 2o"~ 100 
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reported no religious affiliation, six couples (30%) 

claimed Catholicism, and the remaining eleven couples <55%) 

reported various protestant affiliations. Measurement of 

their religiosity was not attempted. 

Discussion of Data Related to Childlessness 

Voluntary or Involuntary Childlessness 

When the subject couples were asked, "Were you 

childless by choice?", four couples (20%) replied yes, and 

16 (80%) replied no. When asked, "Did you considered your 

not having children a critical event or decision in your 

lives?", five couples (25%) replied "yes", and IS (75%) 

answered "no". 

Level of Disappointment 

Husbands and wives were requested to specify the 

level of disappointment they experienced, because they had 

not had children, at two different times periods during 

their marriage; 1) in the early years of their marriage and 

2) at the present time. 

Presented in Table 5 are the levels of disappoint

ment for the individual couples as well as their responses 

to whether they were childless by choice. The level of 

disappointment, in not having had children, decreased 

between the early years of the subject couples' marriages 

and at the present time. During the early years of their 



Table 5. Level of Disappointient and Childless by Choice as Reported 
by Husbands (H) and Hives (M) IN = 40) 

LEVELS QF DISAPPOINTMENT CHILDLESS 3Y CHOICE 

Couple 
Early in the Marriage 

Very Slightly Not 
At the Present Tiie 

Very Slightly Not Yes No 

1. V H H H X 

2. H H HN X 

3. HH HH X 

4. HH H H X 

S. HH HH X 

6. HH HH X 

7. HH HH X 

a. HN HN X 

?. HH HN X 

10. H H H H X 

n. H H HH X 

12. HH HH X 

13. HH HH X 

14. HH HH X 

15. HH HN X 

16. HH HH i 

17. H H HN X 

13. H H HH X 

19. HH HN X 

20. HH HH X 

TOTAL 4 15 21 0 7 33 4 16 
PERCENTAGE IOX 37.51 52.5X 17.51 82.5X 20X BOX 
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marriage, four subjects (10%) reported having been "very" 

disappointed, 15 subjects (37.5%) had been "slightly" 

disappointed, and 21 subjects (52.2%) reported that they had 

"not" been disappointed about being childless. However, at 

the present time 33 subjects (82.5%) report that they were 

"not" disappointed, seven subjects (17.5%) were "slightly" 

disappointed, and no one reported being "very" disappointed 

in not having had children. Three couples (nos. 8, 13, 14) 

of the four couples who responded affirmatively to being 

childless by choice ranked their level of disappointment as 

"not" in both measurements. 

Identified Advantages 

Two questions were used to elicit positive aspects 

or advantages of not having children. The subject couples 

were asked Question No.16 (Q16): "What have been the advan

tages of being childless?" and Question No.18 (Q18) "What 

do you think was the best part about not having children?" 

Q16 was a comprehensive question eliciting multiple 

answers, while Q18 was more specific eliciting a single 

answer in all but two cases. The responses to these 

questions are presented and analyzed separately. 

Advantages of Being Childless 

Husbands* and wives' responses to Q16 were recorded 

separately; there were a total of 49 responses. The 
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responses were analyzed and placed into categories which 

were determined by the cental theme in the response. 

Subjects' raw data by category is in Appendix E. 

The categories and the number and percentage of responses 

in each category are presented in Table 6. "Greater 

Freedom and Flexibility", was the most frequently mentioned 

category with 17 responses (35%) referring to freedom, 

mobility, independence, and spontaneity. Eight of the 

seventeen responses contained the words free or freedom. 

Examples of these responses are: 

* "We could come and go whenever we wanted" 
* "Freedom to change course of life to more 

rewarding ones" 
* "I have been free to move from area to area in 

order to get work" 

"Financial and Occupational Advantages" were 

reported nine times (18%). Four responses (8%) were 

reported with "Better Relationships" as the theme. The 

relationships cited by the respondents included relation

ships with spouse and with other family members. Five 

responses (10%) were categorized as "Fewer Worries and 

Responsibilities." Examples in this category are: 

* "Not having the problems - Teenagers and all 
that" 

* "Not having worries of them getting into trouble 
with drugs and bad company" 

* "No responsibilities" 

Eleven respondents (22%), six husbands and five 

wives, did not identify any advantages to being childless, 



Table 6. Frequency Distribution of Husbands and Wives 
Responses to "Advantages of Being 

Childless" (N = 40) 

Categories Number 
Responses 

Percent 

Greater 
Freedom and Flexibility 

F i nanci al/Occupati onal 
Advantages 

Fewer Worries/ 
Responsi bi1i ti es 

Better Relationships 

"No Advantages" 

Unable to or Did Not 
Identify Advantages 

Total 

17 

4 

3 

1 1  

49# 

35 

18 

10 

8 

6 

22 

100 

•Subjects identified multiple advantages 
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while three respondents (6%), two husbands and one wife, 

stated that there were "no advantages" to being childless. 

Best Part About Not Having Children 

Answers to the second question used to identify 

advantages of childlessness, Q18: "What do you think was 

the best part about not having children?", were a subset of 

the more general question referring to advantages. 

Appendix F contains the categorized raw data responses to 

• IS. 

The categories and the number and percentage of 

responses in each category are listed in Table 7. "Greater 

Freedom and Flexibility" (23%) and "Fewer worries and 

Responsibilities" (21%) were the two most frequently 

identified categories of "best part" of not having children. 

"Financial and Occupational Advantages", the second most 

frequent response to Q17, was not mentioned in response to 

"the best part." 

Eleven respondents <26%) did not identify or 

specify, "the best part", of these, five had not identified 

any advantages of being childless. Seven respondents (16%) 

stated that there was "no best part" about not having chil

dren, and two of these had previously stated that there 

were "no advantages" to being childless. 
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Table 7. Frequency Distribution of Husbands and Wives 
Responses to the "Best Part of Not 

Having Children" (N = 40) 

Responses 
Categories Number Percent 

Greater 
Freedom and Flexibility 10 23 

Fewer Worries/ 
Responsibilities 9 21 

Better Relationships 4 9 

Other 2 5 

No "Best Part" 7 16 

Unable to or Did Not 
Identify "Best Part" 11 26 

Total 43* lOO 

•Subjects identi-fied multiple "best parts" 
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Identified Disadvantages 

Two questions ware used to identify disadvantages 

of not having children. The couples Mere asked Question 

No.17 (Q17) "What have been the disadvantages of being 

childless?" and Question No.19 (Q19) "What do you feel is 

the worst part about not having children?", Q17 was always 

restated by the researcher as, "What have you missed by not 

having children?" Q17 was a general question, while Q19 

was more specific; however, each elicited only one answer 

from each participant. Responses to Q17 and Q19 are 

presented and analyzed separately. 

Disadvantages of Being Childless 

The participants' responses to Q17, were analyzed 

and placed into categories which were determined by the 

cental theme in the response. Twenty-seven responses 

(62.5%) either stated that there were no disadvantages or 

did not identfy disadvantages to childlessness, or con

versely, identified advantages to being childless. The 

remaining fifteen responses (37.5%) were placed in four 

categories as follows; a sense of aloneness, a lack of 

fulfillment, a sense of nan—continuance, and other. 

Subject's raw data by category is in Appendix G. 

The categories and the number and percentage of 

responses in each category are presented in Table 8. The 

theme of six responses (15%) expressed a desire for the 
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Table 8. Frequency Distribution o-f Husbands and Wives 
Responses to "Disadvantages of Being 

Childless" (N = 40) 

Responses 
Categories Number Percent 

A Sense of 
A1oneness 6 15 

A lack of 
Fulfillment 4 10 

A Sense of 
Non-Continuance 3 7.5 

Other - Disadvantages 2 5 

Advantages 2 5 

"No Disadvantages" 13 32.5 

Unable to or Did Not 
Identify Disadvantages 10 25 

Total 40 100 
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company or support o-f children and were categorized as "a 

sense of aloneness". Examples of these responses are: 

* "Now that I have retired it would be nice to 
have a son or daughter - miss their company" 

* "Nothing until recently and now I would like to 
have a son to help me manage my finances" 

* "It would be nice to know there was a son or 
daughter out there to help us" 

Four responses (10%) were placed in a category, "a lack of 

fulfillment." Examples of these responses are: 

* "I have not done anything in my life - nothing 
to show for my life" 

* "Love and nuture of children is an entire career 
we've missed" 

* "Not having your own to give to - to nuture and 
teach" 

Three responses <7.5%) expressed "a sense of non-

continuance" by noting there was no one "to carry on our 

genes", "to continue life line", or "to take over the 

hardware store". Two responses (5%) were not compatible 

with the established categories and were listed as "other." 

Worst Part About Not Having Children 

Responses given by the participants to the second 

question used to identify disadvantages of childlessness, 

(Q19: "What do you feel was the worst part about not 

having children?") were a subset of the responses to the 

first question referring to disadvantages. Appendix H 

contains raw data by category. 
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Table 9. Frequency Distribution of Husbands and Wives 
Responses to ."Worst Part about Not 

Having Children" (N = 40) 

Responses 
Categories Number Percent 

A Sense of 
Non-Continuance 8 20 

A sense of 
Aloneness 5 12.5 

No "Worst Part" 8 20 

Unable to or Did Not 
Identify "Worst Part" 19 47.5 

Total 40 100 
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The categories and the number and percentage of 

responses in each category are listed in Table 9. Nineteen 

respondents (47.57.) did not identify or specify the "worst 

part", while, eight respondents (20%) stated that there was 

"no worst part" about not having children. The remaining 

13 responses (32.5%) were placed into two categories 

previously established for the responses to 317. Eight 

responses (20%) had a central theme of "a sense of 

non-continuance." The remaining five responses (12.5%) 

expressed "a sense of aloneness." 

Descriptions of Childless Couples 

A list of ten descriptive statements, referring to 

childless couples, was compiled from papular and research 

literature. The list contained five positive (Nos. 1, 3, 

5, 7, and 10) and five negative (Nos. 2, 4, 6, 8, and 9) 

attitude statements. The sample couples were read the 

statements and asked to respond "Yes, No, or Do Not Know," 

if they felt these descriptions of childless couples were 

accurate. Husbands' and wives' responses were recorded 

separately. 

The results of the participants' responses to the 

descriptions of childless couples are presented in Table 10. 

All of the positive statements received a majority of the 

yes responses, confirming their accuracy in the opinion of 

these participants, except for statement number seven. No. 



Table 10. Husbands and Hives Responses to Descriptions of Childless Ccoupes (N = 40) 

Descriptions of Childless Couples Used in 
Both Popular and Research Literature 

Agree 
* I 

Disagree 
« X 

1 1 
Do Not Knox ! 
* I I 

f 1 

HHEN COMPARED HITH COUPLES MHO ARE PARENTS, 

1 1 
1 1 

CHILDLESS COUPLES: 1 1 
Statement 1 1 
Nuaber 1 1 

1 

1. HAVE FEHER FINANCIAL PROBLEMS. Husband 16 80 3 15 1 
1 

5 : 
(Positive) Wife 16 BO 3 15 1 5 ! 

1 
2. ARE UNHAPPIER. Husband 0 0 17 85 3 

1 
is : 

(Negative) Hife 0 0 15 75 5 25 : 
i 

3. HAVE 6REATER FLEXIBILITY. Husband 16 80 I 5 3 
i 

15 i 
(Positive) Hife 15 75 2 10 3 15 ! 

1 
4. ARE LONELIER. Husband 3 15 13 65 4 

1 
20 : 

(Negative) Hife 2 10 16 80 2 10 i 
i 

S. HAVE MORE INDIVIDUAL FREEDOM. Husband 17 85 3 15 0 
i 

o : 
(Positive) Hife 17 85 2 10 1 5 ! 

1 

6. ARE MORE SELFISH. Husband 4 20 11 55 5 
1 

25 : 
(Negative) Hife 3 15 11 55 6 30 : 

i 

7. HAVE HAPPIER MARRIAGES. Husband 8 40 2 10 10 
i 

so : 
(Positive) Hife 9 45 3 15 8 40 ; 

i 

8. ARE MORE EMOTIONALLY UNSTABLE. Husband 0 0 14 70 6 
i 

30 : 
(Negative) Hife 0 0 14 70 6 30 : 

i 

9. HILL HAVE NO-ONE TO BE NEAR IN OLD A6E. Husband 8 40 10 50 2 
i 

10 : 
(Negative) Hife 8 40 10 50 2 10 : 

i 
Husband 18 90 0 0 2 

i 
10 : 

10. HAVE 6REATER FREEDOM TO TRAVEL. Hife 17 85 1 5 2 10 : 
(Positive) 



53 

7, "Childless couples have happier marriages", was consid

ered accurate by 17 respondents and inaccurate by -Five 

respondents; however, eighteen respondents stated they "did 

not know" the accuracy of this statement. The participants 

disagreed with the accuracy of the negative statements by 

giving a majority of no responses to all five statements. 

Data Not Analyzed 

The responses to six questions, used during the 

interview, were not analyzed due to the minimal (zero to 

three) responses generated by the questions. These 

questions were: 

No. 15. How do people respond to you or what 
reaction do you get from people when they find out 
that you do not have children? 

No. 20. Since you are childless — do you feel you 
have substituted anything in your life to replace 
having children? 

No. 22. Knowing you were going to remain childless 
did you do anything when you were younger to 
prepare for your retirement years? 

No. 23. Do you do any volunteer service for any 
community agency at the present time? 

No. 24. Do you receive regular assistance from any 
community service? 

No. 27. Are you acquainted with or know of any 
childless couples who have achieved public acclaim? 

Short-Term Support Systems 

The subject couples were asked, "Who would you call 

on for help if one or the other of you were ill and you 
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needed help?" Thirty-five various resources were named. 

Resources were categorized into "in-formal support", support 

coming from parsons and "formal support" that coming from 

organizations. 

Short-term support systems, the frequency and 

percentage of times mentioned are presented on Table 11. 

Informal supports (57 X) were named more often than were 

formal supports (43%). Friends, family, 911, and neighbors 

were the four most frequently named short-term support 

systems. Ninety-five percent of the couples could readily 

name the resource or support they intended to use when the 

need arose. One couple maintained they would take care of 

each other and would name no other option. No attempt to 

identify long term support systems was made in the present 

study. 

Acquaintance of Other Childless Couples 

The subject couples were asked, "How many other 

childless couples do you know?" The responses are 

presented on Table 12. Five couples (257.) reported none or 

don't know, while, fifteen couples (75%) knew from one to 

quite a few other childless couples. A distinction was not 

made as to whether these other childless couples were; 

younger than the participants, their peers, or older 

couples who may have served as their role models. 
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Table 11. Frequency Distribution of Short-Term Support 
Systems Named by Subject Couples (N = 20) 

Short-term 
Support Systems 

Responses 
Number Percent 

Informal Support 

Friends 

Neighbors 

Relatives 
Si ster 
Niece/Nephew 
Wife's Mother 
Cousi n 

Themselves 

Sub-Total 

1 
3 
1 
1 

8 

5 

6 

23 

14 

17 

20 57 

Formal Support 

911 

Public Agencies 

Medical Facilities 
Family Doctor 1 
Kaiser (HMO) 1 

Paid Aid 

Sub—Total 

6 

2 

2 

17 

6 

6 

13 43 

Total 35* 

*Couples named multiple support systems 

100 
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Table 12. Number of Other Childless Couples Known by 
Subject Couples (N = 20) 

Subject 
Couple Other Childless Couples 

Two 

One 

One to Six 

Two 

One 

One or Two 

Three 

Quite a few 

None 

Several 

None - Never thought it 
important to know 

12. Don't know 

13. Several 

14. Four - Rarely think about it 

15. None - right now 

16. Two - when we were younger 

17. Two to three over the years 

18. None 

19. Very Few 

20. Very Few 

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 

6. 

7. 

8. 

9. 

10. 

1 1 .  
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Advice for Young Couples 

The subject couples were asked, "Do either of you 

have any recommendations or advice for young couples who 

are choosing or just beginning the childfree life-style?" 

Twenty-two responses were evoked by this explorative 

question (Subjects* raw data by category in Appendix 1). 

Ten couples replied "no", or declined to give 

advice. Five responses expressed the theme that "Everyone 

must live their own life." Seven responses gave advice to 

"Prepare for Retirement." Examples are as follows: 

* "Save some money - provide for their old age 
financially". 

* "Own their own home before they retire - need to 
have a home to go to". 

* "Be yourselves and develop your potentials to 
the maximum, making sure you have enough 
interests to fill your life when retired." 

Three respondents advised young couples to use 

"planned parenthood" because: 

* "Use planned parenthood - parenthood is a 
seri ous step". 

* "Let them know they don't have to have children 
to be happy. There are other things they can 
do with their life." 

* "Young couples of today should carefully 
consider if they want children. They have a 
choice now days and its' (childless) a good 
life. At least our life has been good." 

Additional advice was given as follows: 

* Keep smiling 

* Enjoy each other 
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* Childless people have the option to work with 
children or young people in many situations if 
they feel the need to be around children. 

* The same advice I would give any young couple 
(who asked); Go to live far from parents and 
relatives. 

Necessary Information or Services 

When the twenty subject couples were asked, "Based 

on your experience, do you think it necessary to offer any 

information, service or type of support to young couples 

who are just learning of their childless future?", they 

replied no or none seventeen times (85%). Of these 17 

couples, five explained that they felt there were enough 

services available at the present time. Two couples 

expressed a need to inform young couples that they do not 

have to have children to be happy; both of these couples 

were childless by choice. One couple suggested some form of 

educational service to provide information both the 

advantages and disadvantages of becoming parents and of 

remaining childless in order for young couples to make an 

informed choice in their life-styles. 

Other Ideas or Thoughts 

The participants were asked if they had any other 

ideas or thoughts about being childless that they wished to 

share with the researcher. Their comments are listed below 

because of their relevance to this subject; 
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* "We have had a good life - do not know how 
different it would have been with children." 

* "Selecting an executor for your will is 
difficult for the childless couple, as this is 
usually a duty assigned to a son or daughter." 

* "One has to accept the facts of life." 

* "We know a number of couples who have grown 
children and the children never or rarely visit 
or call the parents. This causes the couples 
to be upset with the children. We sometimes 
think how lucky we were not to have children." 

* "We have always had children around - friends, 
nephew, and his family - children have always 
liked us and we have liked them. We haven't 
missed having our own children as there have 
always been other people's children around our 
home." 

* "We never thought about being childless. We 
just never had children." 

* "If we would have had children, they would have 
been just the right age to be involved in World 
War II, so we didn't have that worry." 

* "Many couples we know at the Senior Clubs have 
children but they aren't helping them (the 
older couple), in fact in many cases the older 
couples are still giving to their children." 

* "Having children presents an automatic yardstick 
against which one (a parent) measures one's own 
age. The oldest people I know are parents 
about my own chronological age." 

* "We would have liked to have children but we 
didn't. We have had a happy life and a good 
marriage. If we had it to do over we would 
have married younger and then maybe we would 
have had a family." 

* "If God would have sent children it would have 
been a blessing, but without children there are 
other things to do with your life." 

* "We have several nieces and nephews whom we love 
very much." 
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* "We have traveled a great deal, loved each other 
very much, and enjoyed our lives. Doubt if it 
Mould have been much different if we would have 
had children." 

* "We have had a good life. It is hard to know 
what we missed by not having children, can't 
miss what you have never had." 

* "Sometimes I feel sorry for older couples with 
children as they seem to have lived their lives 
for their children. All of their thoughts and 
actions revolve around their families, seem to 
have lost their individualism as a couple -
individual." 

' * "I don't see that our friends who have children 
and grandchildren have gained that much 
satisfaction from their families." 

* "I suppose there are compensations to both 
parents and nonparents, probably balance each 
other out." 

* "Some of our old (long-time) friends are 
beginning to die. Our long-time friends mean 
so much to us, maybe because we don't have 
children." 

* "We don't feel being childless has been a minus 
or a negative in our lifes." 

* "Just because you have children is no guarantee 
that everything is going to be alright in your 
old age." 

* "I think that if a couple is unhappy and they 
are childless, they will blame their 
unhappiness on their childlessness. When in 
fact they probably would be unhappy whatever 
the case." 

* "I don't think parents can expect their children 
to take care of them in their later years. So 
we are not that much different in having to be 
independent." 



CHAPTER V 

FINDINGS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

The purpose of this study was to identify and 

evaluate the positive and negative aspects of lifelong 

childlessness as reported by older childless couples. The 

sample was comprised of twenty volunteer couples who met 

the established criteria for this study which stated that a 

subject couple had been married to each other for at 

least 25 years, were individually at least 60 years of 

age, and had never reared children. The data collection 

was done during semi-structured interviews. The bulk of 

previous research on the phenomenon of childlessness has 

focused either on exploring the young childless couples' 

reasons for choosing the childfree life-style or the 

causation of their inability to have children. In this 

exploratory study an attempt was made to develop insight 

into the consequences of the childless life-style from the 

expressions of older couples who have experienced lifelong 

childlessness. This chapter contains a discussion of the 

findings as they relate to previous data reported in the 

review of literature and to the conceptual orientation. 
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Conclusions are presented and their implications for the 

nursing profession are discussed. 

Discussion of Findings 

Previous studies pertaining to childlessness which 

were reviewed in Chapter Two cited data obtained from young 

(mean ages ranging from 30 to 35 years) voluntarily child-

free persons. While the data reported in the present study 

were obtained from older (mean age 73 years) childless (20% 

voluntary and 80% involuntary) couples. The following 

discussion will compare data from these two groups of 

childless persons. 

Findings Related to Review of Literature 

Veevers (1980) reported that freedom in its many 

manifestations was a major focus of the childfree life

style. When the subject couples in the present study were 

asked to identify the advantages of being childless, the 

most frequent category of responses (individual husband and 

wives* response were recorded separately) was "Greater Free

dom and Flexibility" with 17 responses (35%). The words 

free or freedom were mentioned in eight separate responses. 

These responses described advantages of being free and 

flexible in the couples' social and occupational activities. 

Goodbody (1977) and Rowland (1982) found career to 

be an important aspect of the childfree woman's life—style. 

Seventeen (85%) of the wives in the present study reported 
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being employed outside of the home and three wives (15%) 

specifically mentioned their occupations as advantages of 

being childless. The second largest category of responses 

was "Financial and Occupational Advantages" with nine (18%) 

responses. 

Rowland (1982) identified the disadvantages as well 

as the advantages of the childfree life-style. Four main 

disadvantages were identified in Rowland's study, the first 

was that there was essentially "No Family Life" for the 

childless couple. When the subject couples in the present 

study were asked to identify the disadvantages of being 

childless, the largest category of their responses was "A 

Sense of A1oneness" with six (15%) responses. These 

husbands and wives did not specifically report being lonely 

but stated they missed the support and/or company children 

might provide. Eight responses (20%) to the question, 

"what was the worst part about not having children?", were 

categorized as "A Sense of Non—Continuance." The themes 

of these two categories "A Sense of A1oneness" and "A Sense 

of Non-Continuance" were included in Rowland's category of 

"No Family Life." 

Forty-three percent of the respondents in Rowland's 

study said that there were no disadvantages to the child-

free life-style. In comparison, 23 (58.5%) respondents 

(husbands and wives) in the present study said that there 

were no disadvantages or did not identify any disadvantages 
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to being childless and 27 <67.5%) said that there was "no 

worst part" or did not identify any worst part about not 

having children. Conversely, when the respondents were 

asked to identify advantages and the best part about not 

having children, 14 <2B%) said that there were no 

advantages or could not identify any advantages to being 

childless. While, IS (42%) said that there was no best part 

or could not identify any best part about not having 

children. 

Rowland (1982) asked the respondents in her study 

if they had regrets about their decision to remain child-

free and most respondents (80% men, 73% women) did not. In 

the present study the subject couples were asked the degree 

of disappointed they experienced due to being childless at 

two different times in their marriage; 1) during the early 

years of their marriage and 2) at the present time. During 

the early years of the subject couples* marriage, four 

(10%) husbands and/or wives reported that they were "very" 

disappointed, 15 <37.5%) were "slightly" disappointed, and 

21 (52.5%) were "not" disappointed. The level of disap

pointment decreased over the years of marriage and at the 

present time seven individuals (17.5%) reported that they 

were "slightly" disappointed and 33 <82.5%) were "not" 

disappointed. According to Feldman <1981), the element of 

choice may be one of the most significant determinants of 

satisfaction with a particular life-style. 
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The U.S. Bureau of the Census reported that in 

1982, 47% of Caucasians who were 65 years of age or more 

had completed four years of high school. In terms of 

higher education, 10% of this age group had attended four 

or more years of college and 50X would have "some college 

education" (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1983). While, 32 

husbands and wives (80%) in the present study had completed 

four years of high school, 26 (65%) had "some college 

education," and 18 (45%) had completed four or more years 

of college. 

Findings Related to the Conceptual Orientation 

The conceptual orientation of this study was based 

on role theory and specific role theory concepts. The 

concept of role is related to both the individual's 

behavior and to the expectations and norms of society. 

The behavioral element of role (life-style) is 

defined functionally by activities or behaviors used in 

performing that role. Based on their experience of lifelong 

childlessness the subject couples identified the following 

positive characteristic of the childless life-styles 

freedom, flexibility, mobility, independence, fewer worries, 

less responsibility, better relationships (spouse and 

family), financial, and occupational advantages. When asked 

to identify the negative aspects of the childless life-style 

the responses were categorized as follows; a sense of 



66 

aloneness, a lack of fulfillment, and a sense of non-

continuance. 

An individual's concept of role (role expectation) 

is strongly influenced by societies* expectations or guide

lines which determines appropriate behavior. Childless 

individuals and couples have been described in popular and 

research literature in both positive and negative terms. 

The subject couples were asked to determine the accuracy 

or inaccuracy of a list of ten descriptive statements of 

childless people. Fifty percent to eighty—five percent of 

the husband and wife respondents disagreed with the 

accuracy of the five negative descriptions of the childless 

as being; unhappier, lonelier, more selfish, more 

emotionally unstatable, and not having anyone to be near in 

old age. Further, 75% to 95% of the respondents agreed with 

the accuracy of four of the five positive descriptions of 

the childless as having; fewer financial problems, greater 

flexibility, more individual freedom, and greater freedom 

to travel. The fifth positive description, "childless 

couples have happier marriages" was thought to be accurate 

by 40% of the husbands and 45% of the wives. However, 50% 

of the husbands and 40% of the wives did not know whether 

this statement was accurate or inaccurate. A number of 

respondents felt marital happiness was not determined by 

the presence or absence of children. 
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Many of the subjects' responses throughout this 

study have reflected their role behaviors and expectations, 

and the influence of societies' guidelines as well as 

themes found in the review of literature. Whether there 

are patterns of behavior associated with the older 

childless couple remains unclear. This exploratory study 

was a beginning effort to identify the effects, advantages 

and disadvantages, of lifelong childlessness as reported by 

older childless couples. 

Conclusions 

The findings from this study are preliminary and 

have been based on the responses given by the twenty older 

childless couples who volunteered to participate in the 

study. The study findings include the following: 

* A majority (33 or 82.5X) of the husbands and 
wives reported that they were not disappointed 
at the present time because they did not have 
children. 

* Thirty-five percent of the responses (17) from 
the subject husbands and wives identified 
freedom and flexibility as the primary 
advantages of not having children. 

* Sixty—three percent (25) of the subject husbands 
and wives (25) did not identify disadvantages to 
being childless. 

* "A sense of aloneness11 was the disadvantage of 
being childless that was identified most 
frequently (6 times or 15%) by subject husbands 
and wives. 

* The subject husbands and wives have achieved a 
higher level formal education than the average 
educational level reported for their age group. 
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* A majority (50+X) of the subject husband and 
wives agreed with the accuracy o-f describing 
childless couples as having fewer financial 
problems, greater flexibility, more individual 
freedom and greater freedom to travel than 
parents. 

* A majority (50+X) of the subject husband and 
wives disagreed with the accuracy of describing 
childless couples as unhappier, lonelier, more 
selfish, more emotionally unstable, and having 
no one to be near in old age than parents. 

* The ninety-five percent of the subject couples 
were able to identify a short-term support 
system (person or agency) that they would call 
if one or the other of them were ill or they 
needed help. 

Further research is needed to test these conclusions. 

Implications for the Nursino Profession 

The nursing profession is involved in all aspects 

of planning and providing health care services for both the 

individual and the family. An awareness of the advantages 

and disadvantages of childlessness as reported by older 

childless couples will be helpful to health care providers 

when; 1) counseling the young couple in family planning 

decisions, 2) counseling and supporting the maturing couple 

throughout their life cycle, and 3) planning and providing 

health care delivery systems for older persons. 

The findings in this study indicates a need for 

the nursing profession to be aware of the increasing 

number of both voluntary and involuntary childless couples. 

Further, the nurse should be aware that childlessness maybe 

a sensitivity and emotional issue for a number of older 
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childless couples. Ninty—Five percent of the subject 

couples in this study readily identified a short—term 

support system they could call on i-f they needed help. 

Further study is needed in order to identify the long—term 

support systems used by older childless couples in place of 

children and to determine the adequacy of these long-term 

support systems. 

"A Sense of A1oneness" and "A Sense of Non-

Continuance" were the two most frequently named disadvan

tage to being childless. Thus, it may be indicated that 

childless couples need to be encouraged to develop social 

networks that include all age groups especially younger 

people in an attempt to prevent the sense of aloneness and 

to promote a sense of continuance in their later years. 

Recommendations for Future Research 

* The study should be replicated with a larger 
sample of older childless couples. 

* The study should be replicated with a different 
segment of the older childless population, e.g.; 
the older childless widow and widower and the 
single never-married older adult. 

* The age criteria of "older childless adult" can 
be lowered to just beyond the normal reproductive 
age. 

* The study can be modified by comparing older 
non-parents with older parents. 

* Questionnaire can be revised 

- to include a full range of positive and 
negative responses when this option is 
appropriate. 



to include more specific questions in 
attempt to eliminate the respondent's 
inability to answer a broad question. 

to attempt to elicit ranked or scaled 
answers to allow quantification of the 
effects of lifelong childlessness. 



APPENDIX A 

ADVERTISEMENT/LEAFLET 
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VOLUNTEERS ARE NEEDED FOR A STUDY 

CONDUCTED BY 

THE UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA COLLEGE OF NURSING 

******** 

MRS. ANN WILSON, RN., IS SEEKING THE PARTICIPA

TION OF COUPLES FOR A STUDY OF NONPARENTHOOD — ASPECTS, 

ADVANTAGES AND DISADVANTAGES. THIS RESEARCH IS BEING 

CONDUCTED UNDER THE DIRECTION OF THE UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA 

COLLEGE OF NURSING. VOLUNTEER COUPLES WILL BE ASKED TO 

PARTICIPATE IN AN INTERVIEW WITH MRS. WILSON AT A LOCATION 

THAT IS CONVENIENT FOR THEM. 

INTERESTED COUPLES SHOULD: 

* BE 60 YEARS OF AGE AND OLDER 

* HAVE BEEN MARRIED TO EACH OTHER FOR 25 YEARS 
OR LONGER 

* HAVE NEVER REARED CHILDREN 

LITTLE IS KNOWN ABOUT THIS SECTOR OF THE POPULATION 
AND WE ARE DEVELOPING INFORMATION TO BE USED AS A RESOURCE 
FOR PRESENT AND FUTURE NONPARENTS AND THE HEALTH CARE 
PROFESSIONS• 

DO YOU KNOW ANY NONPARENTS WHO MAY BE INTERESTED 
IN THIS STUDY? PLEASE ASK THEM TO CALL ANN WILSON. 

ALL INFORMATION WILL BE HELD IN STRICT CONFIDENCE. 

INTERESTED COUPLES PLEASE CONTACT: 

MRS. ANN WILSON AT 415-591-6068 
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HUMAN SUBJECTS APPROVAL 

T H E  U N I V E R S I T Y  O F  A R I Z O N A  

T U C S O N .  A R I Z O N A  8 5 7 2 1  

C O L L E G E  O F  N U R S I N G  

MEMORANDUM 

TO: Esther Ann Wilson, BSN 
709 Old Country Road, Apt. D 
Belmont, CA 94402 

Ir ̂  
FROM: Ada Sue Hinshaw, PhD, RN^7 Katherine Young, PhD, RN 

Director of Research Chairman, Research Committee 

DATE: July 17, 1985 

RE: Human Subjects Review: The Consequences of Life-Long 
Childlessness as Reported by Older Childless Couples 

Your project has been reviewed and approved as exempt from University 
review by the College of Nursing Ethical Review Subcommittee of the 
Research Committee and the Director of Research. A consent form with 
.subject signature is not required for projects exempt from full 
University review. Please use only a disclaimer format for subjects 
to read before giving their oral consent to the research. The Human 
Subjects Project Approval Form is filed in the office of the Director 
of Research if you need access to it. 

We wish you a valuable and stimulating experience with your research. 

ASH/fp 
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APPENDIX C 

SUBJECT DISCLAIMER 

I AM REQUESTING YOUR VOLUNTARY PARTICIPATION IN 

THIS INTERVIEW ENTITLED, "THE CONSEQUENCES OF LIFELONG 

CHILDLESSNESS AS REPORTED BY OLDER CHILDLESS COUPLES." THE 

PURPOSE OF THIS STUDY IS TO IDENTIFY AND EVALUATE THE 

POSITIVE AND NEGATIVE ASPECTS OF CHILDLESSNESS AS REPORTED 

BY OLDER CHILDLESS COUPLES. IF YOU DECIDE TO PARTICIPATE, 

PLEASE ANSWER AS MANY OF THE QUESTIONS AS YOU ARE ABLE TO 

ANSWER WITH CONFIDENCE. BY RESPONDING TO THE INTERVIEW, YOU 

WILL BE GIVING YOUR CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN THE STUDY. 

YOUR NAME IS NOT ON THE QUESTIONNAIRE, AND YOU MAY CHOOSE 

NOT TO ANSWER SOME OR ALL OF THE QUESTIONS, IF YOU SO 

DESIRE. YOU ARE FREE TO ASK QUESTIONS AND RECEIVE ANSWERS 

TO THEM AT ANY POINT. YOU ARE FREE TO WITHDRAW FROM THE 

STUDY AT ANY TIME WITHOUT INCURRING ILL WILL. THERE ARE NO 

KNOWN RISKS TO PARTICIPATING IN THIS STUDY. 

ANN WILSON 
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INTERVIEW QUESTIONNAIRE 
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INTERVIEW QUESTIONNAIRE 

Questionnaire Code Nuiber 

THE CONSEQUENCES OF LIFELONG CHILDLESSNESS AS 
REPORTED BY OLDER CHILDLESS COUPLES. 

INFORMATION FROM EACH PARTICIPANT IN THIS STUDY IS 
IMPORTANT AND HUSBAND AND WIFE'S RESPONSE HILL BE RECORDED 
SEPARATELY. YOU HAY CHOOSE NOT TO ANSNER SOME OR ALL OF THE 
QUESTIONS IF YOU SO DESIRE. YOUR NAME HILL NOT BE ASSOCIATED 
HITH ANY OF THE INFORMATION ON THIS QUESTIONNAIRE. 

1. HON MANY YEARS HAVE YOU BEEN HARRIED? _ 

2. HUSBAND'S OCCUPATION? 
IF RETIRED- HHAT HAS HUSBAND'S PRINCIPAL OCCUPATION. 

3. HIFE'S OCCUPATION? 
IF RETIRED- WHAT HAS HIFE'S PRINCIPAL OCCUPATION 

4. RACE. CAUCASIAN... HISPANIC... BLACK... ASIAN... OTHER ... 

5. YEARS OF SCHOOL COMPLETED: 
HUSBAND HIFE 

COLLEGE: 4 YEARS OR MORE 
1 TO 3 YEARS 

HIGH SCHOOL: 4 YEARS 
I TO 3 YEARS 

ELEMENTARY 

6. TO HHICH SOCIO-ECONOMIC CLASS DO YOU FEEL YOU BEL0N6? 
HIGH UPPER MIDDLE MIDDLE LOHER MIDDLE LOH 

7. (OPTIONAL) RELIGIOUS AFFILIATION 

B. HHAT IS YOUR LIVIN6 ARRANGEMENT? 
a) ALONE HITH SPOUSE PRIVATE HOME 
b) LIVE HITH OTHERS RENTAL HOME/APT 
COMMENTS: INSTITUTION 

OTHER 

9. HUSBAND'S PRESENT AGE AGE AT TIME OF MARRIAGE 

10. HIFE'S PRESENT AGE. A6E AT TIME OF MARRIAGE. 



11. NERE YOU CHILDLESS BY CHOICE YES NO. 
COHHENTS: 

12. DID YOU CONSIDER YOUR NOT HAVIN6 CHILDREN A CRITICAL 
EVENT OR DECISION IN YOUR LIVES? 

YES NO 
CAN YOU EXPLAIN: 

13. IN YOUR EARLY YEARS OF MARRIAGE NERE YOU DISAPPOINTED NOT TO 
HAVE CHILDREN? 

HUSBAND 
VERY SLIGHTLY NOT 
3 2 1 

WIFE 
VERY SLI6HTLY NOT 
3 2 1 

COMMENTS: 

14. ARE YOU DISAPPOINTED NON THAT YOU HAVE NOT HAD CHILDREN? 

HUSBAND 
VERY SLIEHTLY NOT 
3 2 1 

NIFE 
VERY SLISHTLY NOT 
3 2 1 

COHHENTS: 
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IS. HON DO PEOPLE RESPOND TO YOU OR WHAT REACTION DO YOU SET 
FROTT PEOPLE WHEN THEY FIND OUT THAT YOU DO NOT HAVE 
CHILDREN? 

16. NHAT HAVE BEEN THE ADVANTA6ES OF BEING CHILDLESS? (NHAT 
OPPORTUNITIES HAVE YOU HAD OR ACTIVITIES YOU HAVE 
PARTICIPATED IN THAT HOULD NOT HAVE BEEN POSSIBLE IF YOU HAD 
CHILDREN?) 

I 
i 

HIFE: 

17. NHAT HAVE BEEN THE DISADVANTAGES OF BEING CHILDLESS? (NHAT 
HAVE YOU HISSED BY NOT HAVING CHILDREN?) 

HUSBAND: 

HIFE: 

18. HHAT DO YOU THINK HAS THE BEST PART ABOUT NOT HAVING 
CHILDREN? 
HUSBAND: 

HIFE: 

19. HHAT DO YOU FEEL IS THE HORST PART ABOUT NOT HAVING 
CHILDREN 

HUSBAND: 

HIFE: 



20. SINCE YOU ARE CHILDLESS - DO YOU FEEL YOU HAVE SUBSTITUTED 
ANYTHING IN YOUR LIFE TO REPLACE HAVIN6 CHILDREN? (SUCH AS 
OCCUPATION, PARTICIPATION HITH FAMILY, HOBBY, RECREATIONAL 
ACTIVITIES, AND COMMUNITY SERVICE FOR EXAMPLE). 
YES NO COMMENTS: 

21. CHILDLESS COUPLES HAVE BEEFJ OESCRIBED IN VARIOUS HAYS IN 
BOTH POPULAR AND RESEARCH LITERATURE. I AN 60IN6 TO READ A 
SHORT LIST OF THESE DESCRIPTIONS TO YOU AND ASK YOU TO 
RESPOND NITH -- YES, NO, OR DO NOT KNOW - IF YOU FEEL 
THESE DESCRIPTIONS OF CHILDLESS PEOPLE ARE ACCURATE OR 
INACCURATE. 

CODE ANSHER HITH H FOR HUSBAND AND H FOR HIFE 

YES NO DO NOT KNOW 

HHEN COMPARED HITH COUPLES WHO ARE PARENTS, CHILDLESS 
COUPLES: 

* HAVE FEHER FINANCIAL PROBLEMS. 
* ARE UNHAPPIER. 
* HAVE GREATER FLEXIBILITY. 
* ARE LONELIER. 
» HAVE MORE INDIVIDUAL FREEDOM. 
* ARE MORE SELFISH. 
* HAVE HAPPIER MARRIA6ES. 
» ARE MORE EMOTIONALLY UNSTABLE. 
* HILL HAVE NO-ONE TO BE NEAR IN OLD ABE. 

« HAVE GREATER FREEDOM TO TRAVEL. 

22. KN0HIN6 YOU HERE 60IN6 TO REMAIN CHILDLESS DID YOU DO 
ANYTHIN6 HHEN YOU HERE YOUNGER TO PREPARE FOR YOUR 
RETIREMENT YEARS? 
HUSBAND 

HIFE 



23. DO YOU DO ANY VOLUNTEER SERVICE FOR ANY CONNUNITY 
A6ENCY AT THE PRESENT TINE? YES...NO... 
H » HUSBAND N - WIFE B = BOTH 
HONE HELP: 
HEALS-ON-NHEELS: 
HONE NURSING SERVICE:... 
FRIENDLY VISITORS: 
FRATERNAL ORGANIZATIONS: 
CHURCH ORGANIZATIONS: 
HOSPITALS 
OTHER 

24. DO YOU RECEIVE REGULAR ASSISTANCE FROM ANY CONNUNITY 
SERVICE? YES NO 
H = HUSBAND N = WIFE B - BOTH 
HONE HELP: 
HEALS-ON-NHEELS: 
HONE NURSING SERVICE: 
FRIENDLY VISITORS: 
FRATERNAL ORGANIZATIONS: 
CHURCH ORGANIZATIONS: 
OTHER: 

23. NHO MOULD YOU CALL ON FOR HELP IF ONE OR THE OTHER OF YOU 
HERE ILL AND YOU NEEDED HELP? 

26. HON NANY OTHER CHILDLESS COUPLES DO YOU KNOW?. 
COMMENTS! 

27. ARE YOU ACQUAINTED NITH OR KNOW OF ANY CHILDLESS COUPLES NHO 
HAVE ACHIEVED PUBLIC ACCLAIN? 

28. DO EITHER OF YDU HAVE ANY RECOMMENDATIONS OR ADVICE FOR 
Y0UN6 COUPLES NHO ARE CHOOSING OR JUST BEGINNING THE 
CHILDFREE LIFESTYLE ? 



29. BASED ON YOUR EXPERIENCE, DO YOU THINK IT NECESSARY TO OFFER 
ANY INFORHATION, SERVICE OR TYPE OF SUPPORT TO Y0UN6 COUPLES 
HHO ARE JUST LEARNING OF THEIR CHILDLESS FUTURE? 
PLEASE DESCRIBE 

30. AS NE HAVE BEEN TALKING, HAVE ANY IDEAS OR TH0U6HTS CONE TO 
HIND ABOUT THIS SUBJECT - THAT OF BEIN6 CHILDLESS- THAT 
YOU COULD SHARE HITH HE? 

THANK YOU. 



APPENDIX E 

CATEGORIZED RESPONSES TO QUESTION 16 

"WHAT HAVE BEEN THE ADVANTAGES OF BEING CHILDLESS?" 

Listed by Couple Number and Husband (H) or Wife (W) 
(49 Total Responses) 

GREATER FREEDOM AND FLEXIBILITY 

1W. We could come and go whenever we wanted 

2H. I have been free to move from area to area in order 
to get work 

3H. Traveled extensively 

6W. Traveled with my husband 

7H. Traveled a lot in my work 

10H. More Freedom 

10W. Being free 

10W. Able to take classes 

10W. Participation in and having parties 

11H. Free to come and go as we pleased; 

14H. We wouldn't be doing what we'er doing now (University 
Professor) 

14W. Freedom to change course of life to more rewarding ones 

14W. Opportunity to share both labors and pleasures of 
husband's career, and to promote it without extraneous 
considerations. 

14W. Freedom to travel and live in foreign countries on 
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18W. We were .-free to do whatever we pleased 

19H. Opportunity to have second career 

19W. We have been able to reach our potential - We are 
sel-f actualized 

FINANCIAL / OCCUPATIONAL ADVANTAGE 

3W. We have a -financial advantage 

8W. I enjoyed my occupation (biochemist). 

12W. Just devoted 41 years o-f my life to the Nursing field 

15W. May be an advantage when both members of the couple 
work. 

17H. Possibly we are better off financially since we didn't 
have the expense of raising and educating children. 

19W. Career advantage 

19W. Fewer financial problems 

20H. Economic advantage - no expense of raising and 
educating children and two incomes 

20W. Financial advantages 

FEWER WORRIES/RESPONSIBILITIES 

1H. We didn't have the teenage problems 

6H. Not having to worry about them getting into drugs and 
other trouble 

8W. I think it was an advantage not having to worry about 
children 
getting into trouble. Drugs are a big problem to 
parents today. 

11W. Foot loose and fancy free., no responsibilities. 

18H. We could enjoy other peoples children, but not have 
the 24 hour responsibility. 
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BETTER RELATIONSHIPS 

4W. I have taken cara of other children and my mother 

7M. Spent a lot of time with nieces and nephews and had a 
special relationship with them 

10W. My husband to myself 

12W. Caring for family members 

NO ADVANTAGES 

SH. I don't think my life would have changed that much if 
I would have had children when I was younger 

9H. I don't think our lives would have been any different 
with children. I don't feel there have been any 
advantages or disadvantages to not having children. 

9W. Same 

NONE IDENTIFIED 

2W. None that I can think of 

4H. None Identified 

SH. I really don't know 

5W. None that I can think of 

12H. None Identified 

13H. None Identified 

13W. None Identified 

1SH. Can't name any advantages to not having children 

16H. None Identified 

16W. None Identified 

17W. None that I can think of 



APPENDIX F 

CATEGORIZED RESPONSES TO QUESTION 18 

"WHAT DO YOU THINK WAS THE BEST PART 
ABOUT NOT HAVING CHILDREN?" 

Listed by Couple Number and Husband (H) and Wife (W) 
(43 Total Responses) 

GREATER FREEDOM AND FLEXIBILITY 

3W. I think we are self-directed. We don't have to think 
about children first or do what's best for the 
children. 

7H. Could travel and therefore accept job advancement that 
required traveling 

8H. We can come and go as we wish. 

11H. Freedom to travel. 

14H. Freedom 

16H. We traveled a great deal and visited many foreign 
countries. 

17W. We could come and go when we wished. 

17W. We traveled a lot especially when we were younger. 

19W. Freedom to explore new careers and other activities 

19W. We could do things we could not have done with 
children, improve our education and participate in 
civic activities 

HAVE FEWER WORRIES / RESPONSIBILITIES 

1H. Not having the problems - Teenagers and all that 
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2H. Didn't have to worry about their getting into trouble. 

6H. Not having worries of them getting into trouble with 
drugs and bad company. 

8W. Not having to worry about children getting into 
trouble - drugs or the wrong friends. 

11W. No responsibilities 

13W. No heartaches because of their behavior 

17H. Not having to worry about their getting into trouble, 
especially grandchildren as these days there are so 
many opportunities to get into trouble. 

18H. Having grandchildren today would be such a worry, about 
drugs and getting into trouble. 

18W. Little children are very upsetting to me now, so I am 
glad I don't have grandchildren. 

BETTER RELATIONSHIPS 

3H. I could take my wife with me everywhere 1 went. 

7W. Had special close relationship with nieces and nephews 

14W. A closeness between spouses that appears to be 
impossible, or nearly so, when there are children. 

16W. We had a very close relationship and good marriage. 

OTHER 

14H. Privacy 

14H. Eternal youth 

NO "BEST PART" 

1W. No best part 

4H. There is no best part 

4W. There is no best part 
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9H. No best part 

9W. No best part 

20H. No best part 

20W. No best part 

NONE IDENTIFIED 

2H. None Identified 

SH. I don i*t know 

5W. I don i't know 

6W. None Identified 

10H. None identified 
* 

10W. None identified 

12H. None identified as best 

12W. None identified as best 

13H. None identified as best 

15H. None identified 

15W. None identified 



APPENDIX 6 

CATEGORIZED RESPONSES TO QUESTION 17 

"WHAT HAVE BEEN THE DISADVANTAGES OF BEING CHILDLESS?" 

Listed by Couple Number and Husband (H) and Wife (W) 
(40 Total Responses) 

A SENSE OF ALONENESS 

1H. Now that I have retired it would be nice to have a son 
or daughter - miss their company 

2H. I worry about my wife having to live alone when some 
thing happens to me. 

6W. Not having the excitement of having young people around 

11H. Nothing until recently and now I would like a son to 
help me manage my finances 

11W. It would be nice to know there was a son or daughter 
out there to help us. 

20W. I miss not having young people around, I miss their 
liveliness and/or high activity level 

A LACK OF FULFILLMENT 

2W. I have not done anything in my life - nothing to to 
show for my life. 

SH. We perhaps missed meeting people thru school activities 

10H. Love and nuture of children is an entire career we've 
mi ssed. 

17W. Not having your own to give to - to nuture and teach. 

88 



89 

A SENSE OF NON-CONTINUANCE 

3W. No one to carry on our Genes 

15H. No one to continue life line. 

17H. Not haying a son to take over the Hardware store that 
we had built up - we sold it. 

ADVANTAGES 

14H. A worrisome stake in the future, thank God. 

14W. A lot of worry 

OTHER 

16H. If you have 'good* children then the children are 
probibly a big advantage, but, if you have 'bad' 
children then the children are a disadvantage. 

19W. Maybe our holidays were not as rich as they would have 
been if we would have had a family 

NO DISADVANTAGES 

1W. I don't think we have missed anything 

4H. Nothing 

4W. Nothing 

7W. Don't think there were any disadvantages 

8H. Nothing 

8W. Nothing 

9H. No disadvantages 

9W. No disadvantages 

10W. Nothing 

18H. No disadvantages 

18W. No disadvantages 



19H. No disadvantages 

20H. No disadvantages 

UNABLE TO OR DID NOT IDENTIFY DISADVANTAGES 

3H. Do not know 

5W. Same 

6H. Can't think of any 

7H. None Identified 

12H. None Identified 

12W. None Identified 

13H. None Identified 

13W. None Identified 

15W. None Identified 

16W. Don't know 



APPENDEX H 

CATEGORIZED RESPONSE TO QUESTION 19 

"WHAT DO YOU FEEL IS THE WORST PART 
ABOUT NOT HAVING CHILDREN?" 

Listed by Couple Number and Husband <H) and (N) 
(40 Total Responses) 

A SENSE OF NON-CONTINUANCE 

3W. No grandchildren 

4H. The family name comes to an end 

4W. No grandchildren 

SH. Not having hairs 

5W. Same 

14H. Having to worry about how to make out you will 

17H. Having to sell my business to strangers. 

17W. Don't know it is the worst or not, but, having no one 
to who I can give my sentmental belongings. 

A SENSE OF ALONENESS 

1H. Being alone now that we are older 

2H. The wife would have been happier to have had children 

6W. Old age and not having young people around. 

11H. Concern about what will happen to us when we become 
ill. 

11W. Not having someone to take care of us now that we are 
old. 
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NO "WORST PART" 

1W. No worst part 

9H. No worst part 

9W. No worst part 

14W. I know of nothing bad about not having children. 

19H. No worst part 

19W. No worst part 

20H. No worst part 

20W. No worst part 

NONE IDENTIFIED 

2W. None identified 

3H. None identified 

6H. None identified 

7H. None identified 

7W. None identified 

a
 

X
 

00 

None identified 

aw. None identified 

10H. None identified 

low. None identified 

12H. None identified 

12W. None identified 

13H. None identified 

13W. None identified 

15H. Don' b know 

1SW. Don* t know 



16H. Nana identified 

16W. None identified 

18H. None identified 

18W. None identified 



APPENDIX I 

CATEGORIZED RESPONSES TO QUESTION 28 

"DO EITHER OF YOU HAVE ANY RECOMMENDATIONS OR ADVICE 
FOR YOUNG COUPLES WHO ARE CHOOSING OR JUST 

BEGINNING THE CHILDFREE LIFESTYLE?" 

Listed by Couple Number and Husband (H) or Wife (W) 

NO ADVICE 

IH. No generalized advice 

2. No — 

4. No 

S. No 

6. No 

9. No advice - Everyone must live their own life 

10. No 

11. You can't give anyone else advice about how to 
live their life. They probably wouldn't listen 

12. No 

USE PLANNED PARENTHOOD 

3H. Use Planned parenthood - Parenthood is a 
serious step. 

8H. Let them know they don't have to have children 
to be happy. There are other things they can do with 
their life. 

18. Young couples of today should carefully 
consider if they want children. They have a choice now 
days and its' (childless) a good life. At least our 
life has been good. 
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FOLLOW OWN DESIRES 

7. Follow your desires 

15. No advice - Everyone must live their own life. 

16. Everyone should live their own life. 

17. Live your own life. 

PREPARE FOR RETIREMENT 

11. Save some money - provide for their old age 
financially. 

11. Own their own home before they retire - need 
to have a home to go to. 

13. Be yourselves and develop your potentials to 
the maximum, making sure you have enough interests to 
fill your life when retired. 

OTHER ADVICE 

1W. Keep smiling 

8W. Childless people have the option to work with children 
or young people in many situations if they feel the 
need to be around children. 

14. The same advice I would give any young couple (who 
asked): Go to live far from parents and relatives. 
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