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Prevalence, age of decision, 
and interpersonal warmth 
judgements of childfree adults
Zachary P. Neal* & Jennifer Watling Neal

Childfree adults do not want to have children, making them distinct from parents and other adults 
without children. However, they are difficult to study because they cannot be identified using 
conventional data on fertility. We use data from a representative sample in the United States to 
examine the prevalence, age of decision, and interpersonal warmth judgments by and about childfree 
adults. Our prevalence estimates suggest that childfree adults are quite common, comprising over 
one-fifth (21.64%) of the population. Our analysis of age-to-decision suggests that most childfree 
adults reported that they decided they did not want children early in life. Finally, our analysis of 
interpersonal warmth suggests asymmetric affective polarization among parents and childfree adults 
driven primarily by parent’s ingroup favoritism. We discuss the implications of these findings for our 
understanding of childfree adults and for future research on this historically overlooked segment of 
the population.

In the United States and other Western industrialized countries, the majority of adults eventually become parents. 
However, fertility rates have  declined1–4 and fewer adults expect to have children during their lifetime than in 
the  past5,6. Many of these adults simply do not want  children6 and are characterized as childfree in the popular 
 press7–9 and academic  literature10–12. Childfree adults are distinct from childless adults who wanted children but 
were unable to have them, and from not-yet-parents who are planning to have children in the  future13. Because 
childfree adults explicitly do not want children, they are also different from adults who are undecided about 
whether they plan to have children, and from adults who do not plan to have children but are ambivalent or 
indifferent about whether they wanted children.

Understanding childfree adults is important because they may make up a sizeable portion of the  population13, 
and because declining fertility rates suggest that the number of childfree adults may be  growing1–6. Members of 
this large population experience unique barriers in the workplace and healthcare. For example, childfree adults 
are often neglected in discussions of work-life  balance14,15 and are commonly denied access to voluntary steri-
lization by their  physicians16. Childfree adults also experience stigmatization and are the recipients of negative 
stereotypes from parents and other adults without  children17–27.

Qualitative studies have yielded insight into the experiences of childfree  adults14,15,28–32, while quantita-
tive studies have attempted to estimate the prevalence of childfree  adults13,33–35 and measure attitudes toward 
 them13,17–19,21,23–25. However, many of these past studies are limited in their generalizability because they focus 
exclusively on  women33,34 or rely on non-representative  samples14,15,17,21,24,28–31. In this work, to be inclusive we 
examine the entire population, including both men and women, but report results separately for men and women 
in the Supplementary Information. Research on childfree adults that involves representative samples is chal-
lenging because few large-scale surveys directly measure whether respondents want to have children. Without 
such a direct measure, studies risk conflating childfree adults with other adults that do not have children, or 
inappropriately rely on biological indicators (e.g., fertility, or whether one is able to have children) to measure a 
non-biological status (i.e., whether one wants to have children)13,33. Indeed, infertile individuals may still identify 
as childfree if they explicitly do not want children. Additionally, infertile individuals who want children may still 
become parents through adoption or step-parenting.

These challenges have made it difficult to determine how many adults are childfree. Past estimates of the 
prevalence of childfree adults are typically low, ranging from 2.2% to 9%33,35,36. However, these estimates focused 
exclusively on women and used fertility-based measures, which may yield underestimates. More recent work 
that included men and directly measured of respondents’ desire to have children estimated a substantially higher 
prevalence of 27%13. In this paper, we use data from a large ( N = 1500 ) representative sample of adults in Michi-
gan to estimate the prevalence of childfree adults.
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A life-course perspective implies that individuals may change from planning to have children or being ambiv-
alent about having children to childfree over  time37. Recognizing that many individuals decide not to have chil-
dren, some research has sought to understand when they reach this decision. The existing literature suggests that 
people fall into two camps with respect to when they decide to become  childfree11,38–40. Early articulators decide 
to become childfree when they are quite young, often before marriage or partnership, and were estimated to 
account for only one-third of childfree adults in the  1970s39. In contrast, most childfree adults were estimated to 
be postponers39, who come to the decision to be childfree later in life. These individuals may have initially planned 
to have children or may have been undecided or ambivalent about having children. Postponers often decided to 
be childfree after delaying parenthood to meet other objectives, and may reach this decision individually or as 
part of a marriage or partnership. Consistent with this idea, longitudinal work has suggested that some adults 
switched from wanting to not wanting a child after delaying  parenthood41. In this paper, to understand whether 
childfree adults tend to be early articulators or postponers, we use retrospective methods to examine the age at 
which childfree adults decided they did not want children.

Although some research on childfree adults has focused on issues of prevalence and age, more research has 
examined perceptions of and feelings toward childfree adults.17–27. People perceive childfree adults as having 
more negative traits and less psychological fulfillment than  parents17,19–24,26,27. People also express more negative 
emotions such as moral outrage, pity, or disgust toward childfree adults than  parents17,19, and parents feel less 
warm toward childfree adults than childfree adults feel toward each  other13. Although this work suggests childfree 
adults occupy a marginalized status relative to parents, it has relied on non-representative college or convenience 
samples. In this paper, we use a representative sample to examine within- and between-group judgements of 
interpersonal warmth among parents and childfree adults.

Results
Prevalence. To determine the prevalence of childfree adults, we classified survey respondents into six mutu-
ally-exclusive reproductive statuses: parent, childfree, undecided, not-yet-parent, childless, and ambivalent. Fig-
ure 1 shows the estimated prevalence of each reproductive status as a percent of the total adult population, with 
the associated 95% confidence intervals. We find that childfree adults comprise 21.64% (SE = 1.65, 95% CI 
18.39–24.88) of the adult population in Michigan. The prevalence of childfree adults is second only to parents 
who comprise 49.62% (SE = 1.81, 95% CI 46.08–53.17) of the population. The other reproductive statuses are 
substantially less prevalent: Undecided (9.9%), Not-yet-parents (9.58%), Childless (5.72%), Ambivalent (3.55%). 
Supplementary Information S1 reports prevalence by gender subgroups, which revealed few differences.

These prevalence estimates describe the entire adult population of Michigan. However, decisions about 
whether or not to have children are particularly pressing and salient for women without children under age 40. 
In this critical subpopulation, most (36.71%, SE = 4.96, 95% CI 26.99–46.43) report planning to have children 
(i.e., are not-yet-parents). However, we find that more report not wanting to have children (30%, SE = 4.46, 95% 
CI 21.25–38.75) than being undecided (26.8%, SE = 4.29, 95% CI 18.39–35.22).

Age of decision. To determine when people decided to be childfree, we asked each survey respondent clas-
sified as childfree in what decade of life they reached this decision. Figure 2 shows the percent of the childfree 
population reporting that they decided they did not want children in each decade of life, with the associated 
95% confidence intervals. We find that most childfree adults report that they decided they did not want children 
during prime childbearing years, in their teens (34.04%, SE = 5.39, 95% CI 23.47–44.61) or twenties (31.84%, SE 
= 4.71, 95% CI 22.61–41.07). Fewer childfree adults report that they arrived at this decision later in life, in their 
thirties (17.14%), forties (6.46%), or later (6.91%), while a small percentage of childfree adults report that they 
knew before age 10 that they did not want children (3.6%). Supplementary Information S2 reports age of deci-
sion by gender subgroups, which revealed no differences.

One common response to a woman’s decision not to have children is that she will ‘change her mind’16,32. If 
childfree women did often change their mind and later become parents, we would expect that currently childfree 
women who decided early not to have children (i.e., early articulators) would be relatively young. However, we 
find that the average age of women who reported deciding to be childfree before age 20 is 38.58 (SE = 3.57). That 
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Figure 1.  Prevalence of reproductive statuses.
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is, on average, we observe that early articulator women are older and report that they made the decision to be 
childfree at least 18 years ago.

Interpersonal warmth judgements. To examine within- and between-group judgements of interper-
sonal warmth among parents and childfree adults, we asked both parent and childfree respondents how warmly 
they felt toward each other. Figure 3 summarizes the mean interpersonal warmth judgements of parents (dashed 
red line) and childfree adults (solid blue line), with the associated 95% confidence intervals. Supplementary 
Information S3 reports interpersonal warmth judgements by gender subgroups, which revealed few differences.

First, we find that parents feel significantly warmer toward parents ( M = 82.09 , SE = 0.81 ) than toward child-
free adults ( M = 68.17 , SE = 1.07 ; t(896) = −12.63 , p < 0.001 ) In contrast, childfree adults exhibit no significant 
difference in warmth felt toward parents ( M = 66.85 , SE = 2.44 ) and childfree adults ( M = 71.58 , SE = 1.98 ; 
t(231) = 1.9 , p = 0.058 ). That is, we observe ingroup favoritism among parents, but not among childfree adults.

Second, we find that parents feel significantly warmer toward parents than do childfree adults 
( t(1129) = −5.94 , p < 0.001 ). However, parents and childfree adults feel similar levels of warmth toward child-
free adults ( t(1129) = 1.52 , p = 0.13 ). That is, we observe that people are polarized in their feelings toward 
parents, but not in their feelings toward childfree adults.

Finally, we find that parents feel more ingroup warmth than childfree adults ( t(1129) = − 4.91 , p < 0.001 ). 
In contrast, parents and childfree adults feel similar levels of outgroup warmth ( t(1129) = − 0.49 , p = 0.621 ). 
That is, we observe that group differences in interpersonal warmth are driven by parents’ ingroup favoritism.

Discussion
Our analysis of prevalence suggests that childfree adults are or have become more common in the US than pre-
viously thought. Childfree adults comprised over one-fifth (21.64%) of the adult population in Michigan and 
were second in number only to parents. This means that childfree adults were the single largest group of adults 
without children, exceeding not-yet-parents as well as childless, undecided, and ambivalent adults. Moreover, we 
find that the prevalence is even higher (30%) among women of childbearing age who do not have children. These 
prevalence estimates are consistent with one recent estimate (27%) obtained using desire-based  measures13, but 
are substantially higher than past estimates (2.2–9%) obtained using fertility-based  measures33,35,36. There are 
multiple possible explanations for this discrepancy, including that past estimates systematically undercounted 
childfree adults by excluding infertile adults who did not want children, and that the prevalence of childfree 
adults has grown over time. In either case, our findings suggest that a large proportion of the adult population 
do not have children and do not want them. This is important because it suggests the size of this population has 
been underestimated, which may have implications for demographic and political trends. For example, although 
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Figure 2.  Age when childfree adults report that they decided to be childfree.
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Figure 3.  Interpersonal warmth felt by childfree adults and parents toward each other.
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US politicians often develop policies designed to support parents and  children42, they rarely focus on the needs 
of the large and potentially growing population of childfree adults.

Our analysis of age-to-decision suggests that the majority of childfree adults report that they are early articula-
tors who decided in their teens or twenties that they did not want children, rather than postponers who decided 
that they did not want children much later in life. This represents a shift in decision-making from the 1970s 
when only one-third of childfree adults were estimated to be early  articulators39. We also observe that the women 
who reported deciding in their teens and twenties that they did not want children are now in their late-thirties 
on average. This means that many of these women recall having made the decision to be childfree nearly two 
decades ago. The large number of early articulators, together with women’s reported persistence in their deci-
sion not to have children, could point to changing norms toward parenthood and increasing recognition of the 
childfree choice as a viable  alternative7–9,12. This is important because it suggests that when doctors greet “childfree 
women’s requests for sterilizations with hesitation [due to] fear that a woman will change her mind later”16, it is 
misinformed and paternalistic.

Our analysis of interpersonal warmth suggests affective polarization among parents and childfree adults, such 
that these groups exhibit significant differences in their feelings of warmth toward each other. However, these 
differences are not equal. We observe that the warmth parents feel toward other parents is particularly strong, 
which highlights that this polarization is asymmetric. Recent research on asymmetric affective polarization in 
US politics, which traces its “origins to the power of partisanship as a social identity”43, may offer some insight. 
The warmth differences we observe may be driven by parenthood as a social identity that is highly visible. The 
asymmetry in warmth differences may stem from the fact that choosing not to have children has not been a sali-
ent or publicly-disclosed social identity. However, the recent growth of  books7,  films8, and online  communities32 
focused on childfree adults may point to childfree-ness emerging as a distinctive social identity, which could 
serve to widen these differences in the future.

This research has several strengths that make important contributions to our understanding of US adults’ 
reproductive decisions. First, it uses a more nuanced classification of reproductive status than prior studies that 
shifts the focus from biology (e.g., ability to have children) to behavior (e.g., desire to have children). Second, it 
is among the largest representative-sample studies of childfree adults, and therefore offers greater generalizability 
than prior studies relying on convenience and non-representative samples. The findings also have important 
implications for US demography and reproductive freedom. First, they highlight the potential for continuing and 
accelerating declines in fertility rates, which may be accompanied by new household structures and new ways 
of ‘starting a family’ that do not involve having children. Second, by revealing the large number of adults who 
have decided not to have children, and their long-term persistence in this decision, it highlights for undecided 
and ambivalent adults that the childfree choice is a common alternative to parenthood.

These findings are subject to some limitations, which also highlight directions for future research. First, these 
data come from one US state (Michigan), albeit one that is both politically and demographically similar to the 
US as a whole. Thus, the findings require replication in other states and world regions. Second, these data were 
collected in Fall 2021, during the COVID-19 pandemic, which may have impacted respondents’ views about 
whether they want to have children. However, it seems likely that COVID-19 and other forms of uncertainty 
(e.g., climate  change44,45) will continue to have similar effects in the future. Third, these data are cross-sectional, 
which limits our ability to examine reproductive decision-making across the life course. In particular, there is 
the risk of survival bias in identifying childfree adults because we only observe adults who were childfree at the 
time of the survey, but not those who formerly were childfree but later became parents. To overcome this limita-
tion and better understand reproductive decision-making, future waves of national panel surveys such as the 
Panel Study of Income Dynamics may consider supplementing measurements of fertility with measurements 
of desire for having children.

This study offers critical insights on childfree adults, who are a demographically significant segment of the 
population, but whose numbers have been substantially underestimated in the past. We find that one-fifth of 
the adult population is childfree, and the majority of childfree adults report making the decision not to have 
children early in life. This means that many people may be at risk of the previously documented negative out-
comes experienced by childfree adults, including exclusion from work-life balance considerations, denial of 
medical care, and attribution of negative stereotypes. Clarifying the size of this population can not only direct 
attention toward reducing these negative outcomes, but also highlight for young adults that the decision not to 
have children is quite common.

Methods
Sample. We use data from the Michigan State of the State survey, conducted by the Institute for Public Policy 
and Social Research at Michigan State University in September 2021. The survey included a sample of 1000 
adults and an additional 500 parent oversample from Michigan who were matched on gender, age, race, and edu-
cation to the 2018 American Community Survey. Initial survey weights were computed using propensity scores 
based on 2020 Presidential vote, age, gender, race/ethnicity, and years of education. These initial weights were 
then post-stratified on 2016 Presidential vote choice, interest in news, political ideology, born again Christian 
identification, gender, age, race, and education to obtain the final weights. To ensure the sample is representa-
tive of the population, and to reduce sampling error, the results presented in the paper are obtained from the 
complete weighted N = 1500 sample. However, we obtain similar results when using the weighted N = 1000 
without the parent oversample, and when using the unweighted N = 1000 sample. These data are available at 
http:// ippsr. msu. edu/ survey- resea rch/ state- state- survey- soss/ soss- data.

In 2021, Michigan (MI) had an estimated population of 10,050,811. Based on 2021 US Census American 
Community Survey, its population was demographically similar to the United States as a whole in terms of child 
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population (percent under 18: 21.50% MI, 22.30% US), senior population (percent over 64: 17.70% MI, 16.50% 
US), race (percent white alone: 79.20% MI, 76.30% US), education (percent with BA: 29.10% MI, 32.10% US), 
and income (median household: $57,144 MI, $62,843 US). Michigan is also politically similar to the United 
States (percent voting for Biden in 2020: 50.62% MI; 51.3% US).

Classification of reproductive status. To classify survey respondents into mutually-exclusive reproduc-
tive statuses, we asked up to three binary questions as illustrated in Fig. 4. First, respondents were asked “Do 
you have, or have you ever had, any biological, step-, or adopted children?” Respondents who answered ‘yes’ 
were classified as parents ( N = 926 ). Respondents who answered ‘no’ were asked “Do you plan to have any 
biological or adopted children in the future?” Respondents who answered ‘yes’ were classified as not-yet-parents 
( N = 84 ) and respondents who answered ‘I don’t know’ were classified as undecided ( N = 103 ). Respondents 
who answered ‘no’ were asked “Do you wish you had or could have biological or adopted children?” Respondents 
who answered ‘yes’ were classified as childless ( N = 65 ), respondents who answered ‘I don’t know’ were clas-
sified as ambivalent ( N = 48 ), and respondents who answered ‘no’ were classified as childfree ( N = 244 ). This 
approach to measuring reproductive status mirrors earlier  studies13, but allows ‘I don’t know’ response options 
to the second and third questions, thereby ensuring that undecided and ambivalent adults are not misclassified, 
which could lead to overestimating the number of childfree adults. Due to missing data, we were unable to clas-
sify 30 (2%) respondents, who were dropped listwise from the analysis of prevalance.

Measurement of age of decision. To understand when survey respondents decided to be childfree, we 
asked all respondents classified as ‘childfree’: “How old were you when you decided you did not want to have 
children?” Because we anticipated that most respondents would have difficulty accurately recalling the exact age 
when they reached this decision, the response options included whole decades: ‘under 10’, ‘10-19 years old’, ‘20-
29 years old’, ‘30-39 years old’, ‘40-49 years old’, ‘50 or older’, and ‘I don’t know’. We verified that no respondent 
provided a response to this question that was inconsistent with their current age. Due to missing data, 60 (24.6%) 
of childfree respondents were dropped listwise from the analysis of age to decision.

Measurement of interpersonal warmth. Interpersonal warmth was measured using two feelings ther-
mometer questions: “On a 0 to 100 scale, where 0 means very cold or unfavorable, and 100 means very warm or 
favorable, how do you feel toward people who never want to have or adopt children?” and “On a 0 to 100 scale, 
where 0 means very cold or unfavorable, and 100 means very warm or favorable, how do you feel toward people who 
have children?” To avoid order effects, these two questions were presented in random order. Due to missing data, 
39 (3.3%) of childfree and parent respondents were dropped listwise from the analyiss of interpersonal warmth.

Analysis. Analyses were conducted in  R46 version 4.1.2. using the survey  package47. Because there are six 
possible within-group and between-group differences in interpersonal warmth that could be tested, we use a 
Holm-Bonferroni correction to ensure a familywise error rate of α = 0.05 across six tests.

Ethical approval. This study relies on data collected by the Institute for Public Policy and Social Research 
at Michigan State University, which was approved by the Michigan State University Institutional Review Board. 
The analyses reported here were performed in accordance with relevant guidelines and regulations.
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Figure 4.  Classification of respondents’ reproductive status.
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Data availability
The data and code necessary to replicate all results is available at https:// osf. io/ 8avrd/.

Received: 22 March 2022; Accepted: 28 June 2022

References
 1. Hamilton, B. E., Martin, J. A. & Osterman, M. J. K. Births: Provisional Data for 2019. Vital Statistics Rapid Release (2020). URL 

https:// www. cdc. gov/ nchs/ data/ vsrr/ vsrr-8- 508. pdf.
 2. Hamilton, B. E., Martin, J. A. & Osterman, M. J. K. Births: Provisional data for 2020. Vital Statistics Rapid Release (2021). URL 

https:// www. cdc. gov/ nchs/ data/ vsrr/ vsrr0 12- 508. pdf.
 3. Hoorens, S., Clift, J., Staetsky, L., Janta, B., Diepeveen, S., Jones, M. M. & Grant, J. Low Fertility in Europe: Is There Still Reason to 

Worry? Rand Corporation (2011).
 4. United Nations. World fertility patterns 2015–data booklet (st/esa/ser. a/370) (2015).
 5. Livingston, G. & Horowitz, J. M. Most parents and many non-parents don’t expect to have kids in the future (2018). URL https:// 

www. pewre search. org/ fact- tank/ 2018/ 12/ 12/ most- paren ts- and- many- non- paren ts- dont- expect- to- have- kids- in- the- future/.
 6. Brown, A. Growing share of childless adults in US don’t expect to ever have children (2021). URL https:// www. pewre search. org/ 

fact- tank/ 2021/ 11/ 19/ growi ng- share- of- child less- adults- in-u- s- dont- expect- to- ever- have- child ren/.
 7. Carroll, L. Families of Two: Interviews with Happily Married Couples Without Children by Choice (Xlibris Corporation, 2000).
 8. Trump, M. To Kid or Not Kid [Motion Picture] (Helpman Productions, 2018).
 9. Sandler, L. & Witteman, K. None is enough. Time Mag. 182(7), 38–46 (2013).
 10. Agrillo, C. & Nelini, C. Childfree by choice: A review. J. Cult. Geogr. 25(3), 347–363. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1080/ 08873 63080 24762 92 

(2008).
 11. Blackstone, A. & Stewart, M. D. Choosing to be childfree: Research on the decision not to parent. Sociol. Compass 6(9), 718–727. 

https:// doi. org/ 10. 1111/j. 1751- 9020. 2012. 00496.x (2012).
 12. Blackstone, A. Childfree by Choice: The Movement Redefining Family and Creating a new age of Independence (Dutton, 2019).
 13. Neal, J. W. & Neal, Z. P. Prevalence and characteristics of childfree adults in Michigan (USA). PLoS ONE 16(6), e0252528. https:// 

doi. org/ 10. 1371/ journ al. pone. 02525 28 (2021).
 14. Boiarintseva, G., Ezzedeen, S. R. & Wilkin, C. L. Work-life balance of dual-career professional couples without children: A qualita-

tive study. In Academy of Management Proceedings, 12462. https:// doi. org/ 10. 5465/ AMBPP. 2019. 12462 abstr act (2019).
 15. Boiarintseva, G., Ezzedeen, S. R. & Wilkin, C. Definitions of work-life balance in childfree dual-career couples: An inductive 

typology. Equal. Divers. Incl. Int. J.https:// doi. org/ 10. 1108/ EDI- 12- 2020- 0368 (2021).
 16. Tazkargy, A. S. From coercion to coercion: Voluntary sterilization policies in the United States. Law Ineq. 32, 135 (2014).
 17. Ashburn-Nardo, L. Parenthood as a moral imperative? Moral outrage and the stigmatization of voluntarily childfree women and 

men. Sex Roles 76(5–6), 393–401. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1007/ s11199- 016- 0606-1 (2017).
 18. Bahtiyar-Saygan, B. & Sakallı-Uğurlu, N. Development of attitudes toward voluntary childlessness scale and its associations with 

ambivalent sexism in Turkey. J. Fam. Issues 40(17), 2499–2527. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1177/ 01925 13X19 860168 (2019).
 19. Bays, A. Perceptions, emotions, and behaviors toward women based on parental status. Sex Roles 76(3–4), 138–155. https:// doi. 

org/ 10. 1007/ s11199- 016- 0655-5 (2017).
 20. Callan, V. J. Perceptions of parents, the voluntarily and involuntarily childless: A multidimensional scaling analysis. J. Marriage 

Fam. 47, 1045–1050. https:// doi. org/ 10. 2307/ 352349 (1985).
 21. Ciaccio, V., Bronson, C. A. & Contrada, R. J. Gender stereotypes and parental status: A comparison of fathers, mothers, and the 

childless-by-choice. Psychol. Men Masc. 22(1), 7. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1037/ men00 00311 (2021).
 22. Jamison, P. H., Franzini, L. R. & Kaplan, R. M. Some assumed characteristics of voluntarily childfree women and men. Psychol. 

Women Q. 4(2), 266–273. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1111/j. 1471- 6402. 1979. tb007 14.x (1979).
 23. Ekelund, M. & Ask, K. Stigmatization of voluntarily childfree women and men in the UK: The roles of expected regret and moral 

judgment. Soc. Psychol.https:// doi. org/ 10. 1027/ 1864- 9335/ a0004 55 (2021).
 24. Koropeckyj-Cox, T., Çopur, Z., Romano, V. & Cody-Rydzewski, S. University students’ perceptions of parents and childless or 

childfree couples. J. Fam. Issues 39(1), 155–179. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1177/ 01925 13x15 618993 (2018).
 25. Maftei, Alexandra, Holman, Andrei-Corneliu & Marchiş, Maria. Choosing a life with no children. the role of sexism on the 

relationship between religiosity and the attitudes toward voluntary childlessness. Current Psychology. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1007/ 
s12144- 021- 02446-4 (2021).

 26. Rowlands, I. & Lee, C. Choosing to have children or choosing to be childfree: Australian students’ attitudes towards the decisions 
of heterosexual and lesbian women. Aust. Psychol. 41(1), 55–59. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1080/ 00050 06050 03918 60 (2006).

 27. Vinson, C., Mollen, D. & Smith, N. G. Perceptions of childfree women: The role of perceivers’ and targets’ ethnicity. Journal of 
Community & Applied Social Psychology 20(5), 426–432. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1002/ casp. 1049 (2010).

 28. Stahnke, B., Blackstone, A. & Howard, H. Lived experiences and life satisfaction of childfree women in late life. Fam. J. 28(2), 
159–167. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1177/ 10664 80720 911611 (2020).

 29. Doyle, J., Pooley, J. A. & Breen, L. A phenomenological exploration of the childfree choice in a sample of Australian women. J. 
Health Psychol. 18(3), 397–407. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1177/ 13591 05312 444647 (2013).

 30. Ruegemer, A. M. & Dziengel, L. Why DID they have children? Rural midlife women who are childfree. J. Women Aginghttps:// doi. 
org/ 10. 1080/ 08952 841. 2021. 19440 02 (2021).

 31. Stegen, H., Switsers, L. & De Donder, L. Life stories of voluntarily childless older people: A retrospective view on their reasons and 
experiences. J. Fam. Issues 42(7), 1536–1558. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1177/ 01925 13X20 949906 (2021).

 32. Hintz, E. A. & Brown, C. L. Childfree and bingoed: A relational dialectics theory analysis of meaning creation in online narratives 
about voluntary childlessness. Commun. Monogr. 87(2), 244–266. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1080/ 03637 751. 2019. 16978 91 (2020).

 33. Abma, J. C. & Martinez, G. M. Childlessness among older women in the United States: Trends and profiles. J. Marriage Fam. 68(4), 
1045–1056. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1111/j. 1741- 3737. 2006. 00312.x (2006).

 34. Jacobson, C. K., Heaton, T. B. & Taylor, K. M. Childlessness among American women. Soc. Biol. 35(3–4), 186–197. https:// doi. 
org/ 10. 1080/ 19485 565. 1988. 99887 01 (1988).

 35. Martinez, G., Daniels, K. & Chandra, A. Fertility of men and women aged 15–44 years in the United States: National Survey of 
Family Growth, 2006–2010. Technical Report 51, Department of Health and Human Services (2012).

 36. Mosher, W. D. & Bachrach, C. A. Childlessness in the United States: Estimates from the national survey of family growth. J. Fam. 
Issues 3(4), 517–543. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1177/ 01925 13820 03004 006 (1982).

 37. Rybińska, A. & Philip Morgan, S. Childless expectations and childlessness over the life course. Soc. Forces 97(4), 1571–1602. https:// 
doi. org/ 10. 1093/ sf/ soy098 (2019).

 38. Avison, M. & Furnham, A. Personality and voluntary childlessness. J. Popul. Res. 32(1), 45–67. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1007/ s12546- 
014- 9140-6 (2015).

https://osf.io/8avrd/
https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data/vsrr/vsrr-8-508.pdf
https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data/vsrr/vsrr012-508.pdf
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2018/12/12/most-parents-and-many-non-parents-dont-expect-to-have-kids-in-the-future/
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2018/12/12/most-parents-and-many-non-parents-dont-expect-to-have-kids-in-the-future/
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2021/11/19/growing-share-of-childless-adults-in-u-s-dont-expect-to-ever-have-children/
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2021/11/19/growing-share-of-childless-adults-in-u-s-dont-expect-to-ever-have-children/
https://doi.org/10.1080/08873630802476292
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1751-9020.2012.00496.x
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0252528
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0252528
https://doi.org/10.5465/AMBPP.2019.12462abstract
https://doi.org/10.1108/EDI-12-2020-0368
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11199-016-0606-1
https://doi.org/10.1177/0192513X19860168
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11199-016-0655-5
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11199-016-0655-5
https://doi.org/10.2307/352349
https://doi.org/10.1037/men0000311
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1471-6402.1979.tb00714.x
https://doi.org/10.1027/1864-9335/a000455
https://doi.org/10.1177/0192513x15618993
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12144-021-02446-4
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12144-021-02446-4
https://doi.org/10.1080/00050060500391860
https://doi.org/10.1002/casp.1049
https://doi.org/10.1177/1066480720911611
https://doi.org/10.1177/1359105312444647
https://doi.org/10.1080/08952841.2021.1944002
https://doi.org/10.1080/08952841.2021.1944002
https://doi.org/10.1177/0192513X20949906
https://doi.org/10.1080/03637751.2019.1697891
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1741-3737.2006.00312.x
https://doi.org/10.1080/19485565.1988.9988701
https://doi.org/10.1080/19485565.1988.9988701
https://doi.org/10.1177/019251382003004006
https://doi.org/10.1093/sf/soy098
https://doi.org/10.1093/sf/soy098
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12546-014-9140-6
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12546-014-9140-6


7

Vol.:(0123456789)

Scientific Reports |        (2022) 12:11907  | https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-022-15728-z

www.nature.com/scientificreports/

 39. Veevers, J. E. Voluntary childlessness: A review of issues and evidence. Marriage & Family Review 2(2), 1–26. https:// doi. org/ 10. 
1300/ j002v 02n02_ 01 (1979).

 40. Houseknecht, S. K. Timing of the decision to remain voluntarily childless: Evidence for continuous socialization. Psychol. Women 
Q. 4(1), 81–96. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1111/j. 1471- 6402. 1979. tb007 00.x (1979).

 41. Heaton, T. B., Jacobson, C. K. & Holland, K. Persistence and change in decisions to remain childless. J. Marriage Fam. 61, 531–539. 
https:// doi. org/ 10. 2307/ 353767 (1999).

 42. Bryant, C. C. Democrats and republicans vie to be ‘the party of parents’. Christian Science Monitor (2021).
 43. Iyengar, S., Lelkes, Y., Levendusky, M., Malhotra, N. & Westwood, S. J. The origins and consequences of affective polarization in 

the united states. Annu. Rev. Polit. Sci. 22, 129–146. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1146/ annur ev- polis ci- 051117- 073034 (2019).
 44. Nakkerud, E. there are many people like me, who feel they want to do something bigger: An exploratory study of choosing not to 

have children based on environmental concerns. Ecopsychology 13(3), 200–209. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1089/ eco. 2020. 0057 (2021).
 45. Schneider-Mayerson, M. & Leong, K. L. Eco-reproductive concerns in the age of climate change. Clim. Change 163(2), 1007–1023. 

https:// doi. org/ 10. 1007/ s10584- 020- 02923-y (2020).
 46. R Core Team. R: A Language and Environment for Statistical Computing. R Foundation for Statistical Computing, Vienna, Austria 

(2021). URL https:// www.R- proje ct. org/.
 47. Lumley, T. Analysis of complex survey samples. J. Stat. Softw. 9(1), 1–19. https:// doi. org/ 10. 18637/ jss. v009. i08 (2004).

Author contributions
The authors contributed equally to this work.

Competing interests 
The authors declare no competing interests.

Additional information
Supplementary Information The online version contains supplementary material available at https:// doi. org/ 
10. 1038/ s41598- 022- 15728-z.

Correspondence and requests for materials should be addressed to Z.P.N.

Reprints and permissions information is available at www.nature.com/reprints.

Publisher’s note Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published maps and 
institutional affiliations.

Open Access This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International 
License, which permits use, sharing, adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or 

format, as long as you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the 
Creative Commons licence, and indicate if changes were made. The images or other third party material in this 
article are included in the article’s Creative Commons licence, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to the 
material. If material is not included in the article’s Creative Commons licence and your intended use is not 
permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly from 
the copyright holder. To view a copy of this licence, visit http:// creat iveco mmons. org/ licen ses/ by/4. 0/.

© The Author(s) 2022

https://doi.org/10.1300/j002v02n02_01
https://doi.org/10.1300/j002v02n02_01
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1471-6402.1979.tb00700.x
https://doi.org/10.2307/353767
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-polisci-051117-073034
https://doi.org/10.1089/eco.2020.0057
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10584-020-02923-y
https://www.R-project.org/
https://doi.org/10.18637/jss.v009.i08
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-022-15728-z
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-022-15728-z
www.nature.com/reprints
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

	Prevalence, age of decision, and interpersonal warmth judgements of childfree adults
	Results
	Prevalence. 
	Age of decision. 
	Interpersonal warmth judgements. 

	Discussion
	Methods
	Sample. 
	Classification of reproductive status. 
	Measurement of age of decision. 
	Measurement of interpersonal warmth. 
	Analysis. 
	Ethical approval. 

	References


