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Three groups of yaung adult couples without children-were studied. 
They were assessed to be highly motivated to have children, moderately 
motivated to have children, and disinterested in having children. The 
groups did not differ in degree of mensured feminist sympathies nor 
in their memories of their own parents' degree of nurturance, de
mandingness, or attention. An extreme group analysis of those couples 
particularly motivated and unmotivated revealed differenct!s in levels 
of narcissism. There were no intracouple significant correlations for 
these variables with the exception of a significant correlation for femi
nism between partners i/1 highly and moderately motivated couples. 
There were some intercouple significant differences in the value as
cribed to having children, notably that low motivation women were 
concerned about their ability to parent and low motivation men were 
worried about their emotional immaturity. 

Decision making with regard to having children has become a major 
and difficult task of young adulthood. Research on fertility patterns has 
indicated that in the past, the decision to remain childless was generally 
made by default; delaying became actuality (Veevers, 1973). However, 
changes in sex-role norms as a result of the feminist revolution have 
resulted in more and more couples actively struggling with the feasibility 
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and desirability of having children. The struggle is sometimes brought 
to family therapists and counselors (Potts, 1980), and it often underlies 
and reflects conflicts in the second stage of the family life cycle: the 
transition from dyadic to a triadic structure. In the family literature, 
the movement from a two-person to a three-person system has been 
empirically studied principally from two viewpoints: factors affecting 
ease of transition to parenthood (Harriman, 1983; Hobbs & Cole, 1976; 
Rossi, 1968) and the effect of children on marital quality (Schram, 1979; 
Spanier & Lewis, 1980). 

However, very little is known about the core phenomenon underlying 
this life cycle stage--the wish for a child in young couples. Although a 
recent body of literature has revealed attitudes and personality traits that 
differentiate individuals high and low in parenthood motivation, there 
is practically no information available on the shared characteristics of 
couples eager to have children, couples not eager to have children, or 
couples of mixed or con-flieted motivation. Similarly, though there are 
some data on how parents perceive the value of having children differ
ently than do "delays" or childless individuals (Beckman, 1976; Bram, 
1975), there are practically no empirical data available that compare the 
value of having children for childfree couples who differ in degree of 
motivation. 

Family theorists have speculated about the transformations that occur 
when a child is added to a marital dyad. Bowen (1966) stresses that the 
family projection process is a key means of relieving anxiety due to 
spousal undifferentiation; typically one child is selected for projection of 
the parents' own infantile needs. Framo (1970) has developed a model 
of irrational role assignment derived from object relations family therapy. 
In his model children serve to enact their parents' internalized, but disso
ciated, unsatisfactory childhood relationships. In fact, though parent
child and particularly mother-child relationships have been studied ex
tenSively in the psychological literature, it is only the family literature 
that has begun to address expectations of having children, which, after 
all, are the foundation of the parenting experience. 

It is very possible that a deeper understanding of the perceived costs 
and benefits of children to couples will further account for the still-illusive 
factors that differentiate those who experience a comfortable versus un
comfortable transition to parenthood (Hobbs & Cole, 1976; Waldron & 
Routh, 1981). Moreover, an analysis of personality characteristics in high
motivation versus low-motivation couples may further delineate the com
plex relationship between having children and marital quality. 

In any event, it is imperative to begin to look at the wish for a child 
as occurring in a couple system (Belsky, 1981). What's more, from a 
counseling point of view, there is a clear need for reliable, psychometri,. 
cally sound data on expectations of parenthood. These data can provide 
a baseline for evaluating the presenting conflicts of a couple wrestling 
with the childbearing decision. 

In the present study, we chose to analyze whether couples high, low, 
or mixed in motivation differed in terms of the personality variables that 
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have emerged as significant in studies of parenthood motivation focused 
on individuals. We selected for study significant variables that seemed 
related to systemic hypotheses about couple motivation. Feminism has 
been cited as a key variable negatively related to the wish for a child 
(Beckman, 1976; Gerson, 1980; Lott, 1973) and affecting adaptation to 
parenthood by couples (Cowan & Cowan, 1981). Memories of early child
hood experiences have accounted for unique variance in both female and 
male parenthood motivation (Gerson, 1980, 1986; Lott, 1973) and underlie 
the projection process cited by Bowen (1966) and Framo (1970). Narcis
sism, the need to extract supplies from others (American Psychiatric 
Association, 1987) is highly relevant to the hypothesized use of a child 
to stabilize the anxiety level of spouses (Bowen, 1966). In sum, we looked 
at whether couples at varying levels of motivation would differ in degrees 
of narcissism, feminism, and the quality of their early memories of being 
parented. Secondly, we examined whether, and how, patterns of per
ceived costs and benefits of having children would emerge differently 
for those couples highly eager to become parents from those relatively 
disinterested. 

METHOD 

Subjects and Procedures 

A nonprobability, purposive sampling technique was used. Subjects 
were recruited through large metropolitan health centers when they ar
rived for a routine examination; a small number of subjects were part
time graduate students contacted at an urban university in New York 
City. The intent was to include in the sample individuals in varied occu
pations with different income and educational levels. 

The 66 couples studied had a mean age of 28.8. Approximately one 
third of the subjects were Protestant, one third Catholic, a quarter Jewish, 
and one tenth had other religious identifications. One tenth of the sub
jects had completed high school; two fifths of the sample completed 
college; approximately one half were enrolled in or had completed gradu
ate school or a professional program. One third of the subjects earned 
less than $20,000 per year, and one quarter earned more than $30,000, 
with the others in the middle of that range. Ten percent of the subjects 
were minority group members, including Black, Hispanic, and Oriental 
subjects. 

Sixty-five percent of the couples were married for an average of four 
years. Thirty-five percent described themselves as involved "in a serious 
relationship" of an average of two and a half years duration; slightly 
more than half of these "serious" couples were living together for an 
average of one and a half years. Married and nonmarried couples were 
included because counseling efforts focused on the childbearing decision 
have included both categories of relationship, and reports have indicated 
that childbearing conflicts function with equal intensity for nonmarried 
and married couples (Potts, 1980). 



337 The Wish for a Child 

On the basis of IPM scores (described in the Instruments section), 
which assessed degree of motivation, couples were divided into three 
categories as follows. Male and female scores were ranked on the lPM 
separately and the median score for each sex was detennined. In the 26 
high-motivation couples, both partners scored above the median on the 
IPM; in the 24-low-motivation couples, both partners scored below the 
median. Of the 16 mixed-motivation couples, 6 couples contained a male 
partner scoring above the median with a female partner scoring below, 
and 10 couples were of the opposite composition. These groups were 
compared. Results indicated that the couples did not differ in socioeco
nomic status (Hollingshead, 1965). Although there was no difference in 
the age of the men in the three groups, the women in the low-motivation 
group had an average age of 3D, which differed significantly from the 
average female age of 28 in the high-motivation and mixed-motivation 
couples. 

In order to detennine which costs and benefits discriminated couples 
who wanted children very much from those not eager to have children, 
an analysis was perfonned on an extreme group basis. Couples (N = 10 
pairs) of which both partners scored at or above the top quartile score 
on the IPM were compared to couples (N = 11 pairs) scoring at or below 
the bottom quartile IPM score. 

Questionnaire material took from 45 minutes to one hour to complete. 
Couples were specifically instructed not to discuss the questionnaire ma
terial until it was completed by each member of the couple. 

IIIs/fllI/lCllts 

Memories of Parents' Behavior. Perceptions of early chidhood care were 
investigated with the Parent-Child Relations Questionnaire II (Siegelman 
& Roe, 1979). Subjects are asked to recall parental behavior, not attitudes, 
"especially about the time before [they] were 12." Three stable factors 
have been extracted from the PCR II: Loving minus Rejecting; Casual 
minus Demanding; and Attention. The PCR has been used in over 30 
studies including three assessing motivation for parenthood (Gerson, 
1986; Rabin & Greene, 1968). 

Narcissism. Narcissism is consensually defined in the clinical literature 
as a personality trait involving disturbances in interpersonal relationships 
such as feelings of entitlement and hypersensitivity to the evaluations of 
others (APA, 1987; Kohut, 1971). Though narcissistic tendencies can be 
present in varying degrees in different personality constellations, these 
tendencies are most pronounced in individuals diagnosed as having a 
narcissistic personality disorder. Narcissism was assessed by the Narcis
sistic Personality Disorder MMPI scale developed by Ashby, Lee and 
Duke (1979). It is an empirically derived scale whose criterion for valida
tion and cross-validation was the diagnosis of narcissistic personality 
disorder, judged by psychotherapists with particular training in treating 
this disorder. 
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Feminism II. Sympathy for the principles of the women's liberation 
movement were measured by the Dempewolff Feminism II Scale, Form 
B (Dempewolff, 1972). Factor analysis indicated dominant loading on one 
factor "equal ability and freedom of action for women" in the "political, 
intellectual and economic spheres" (Dempewolff, 1972, p. 43). 

Socioeconomic Status (5£5). SES was measured by using the Hollings
head (1965) Two-Factor Index of Social Position. Occupation is coded and 
multiplied by highest educational level completed, to derive SES rating. 

Degree of Parenthood Motivation. Degree of motivation for parenthood 
was measured with the Index of Parenthood Motivation (IPM) (Gerson, 
1983); a scale that includes five categories of motivation. Internal reliabil
ity of the IPM was measured to be .89. 

The Perceived Value of Children. The perceived benefits and costs of 
having children was investigated with the Parenthood Motivation Ques
tionnaire (Kirchner & Seaver, 1977). Factor analysis yielded 12 female 
and 11 male positive or benefit factors, with an overlap of 7 factors; and 
10 female and male negative or cost factors, with 9 in common to both 
sexes. Internal reliability for the female and male, positive and negative 
subscales were all .95 or above (Kirchner & Seaver, 1977). 

RESULTS 

Personality Variables and Degree of Motivation 

There was no significant difference between the couples grouped ac
cording to degree of parenthood motivation in feminism scores (F(2, 129) 
= .02, n.s.) or in any of the perceptions of parents' behavior in child
hood. There was only a trend towards significance in levels of narcissism 
(F(2, 129) = 2.43, P < .10), as noted in Table 1. 

A further analysis of males alone revealed no significant differences 
between men in the three groups of couples; for females, a significant 
difference in mother's attention emerged (F(2, 63) = 3.73, P < .05), 
though Tukey's test failed to indicate a significant difference between 
mean attention scores. In the extreme group analysis, narcissism 
emerged as a more decisive discriminating variable (t = - 2.50, P < 
.05), with couples in the lowest quartile receiving significantly higher 
narcissism scores than couples in the highest quartile. All other differ
ences in the extreme group comparison were insignificant. 

An analysis of intracouple similarity on the two principal personality 
variables--feminism and narcissism-was performed. An examination 
of differences in intracouple correlations of feminism scores indicated 
that there was a significant positive correlation between partners' femi
nist sympathies in the high (r = .597, P < .01) and mixed (r = .634, P < 
.01) motivation couples and in the highest quartile couples (r = .720, P 
< .01) as noted in Table 2. There were no significant intra-couple correla
tions for narcissism scores. _ 
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TABLE 1
 
Degree of Feminism and Narcissism and Perceptions of Childhood
 

Experience for Couples with High, Low, and Mixed Parenthood
 
Motivation
 

Independent variable 

High 
(n = 26 pairs) 

M SO 

Low 
(n = 24 pairs) 

M SD 

Mixed 
(n = 16 pairs) 

M SD F 

Feminism 92.11 9.56 92.42 8.87 91.01 11.06 .02 
Narcissism 5.94 2.16 6.80 1.93 6.67 2.13 2.43 
Mother's love (PCR) 66.76 8.55 65.14 7.99 65.50 8.73 .51 
Mother's casualness 47.84 7.85 48.41 8.47 50.28 6.88 .99 
(PCR) 
Mother's attention 23.01 3.25 22.12 4.40 23.05 3.39 .90 
(PCR) 
Father's love (PCR) 61.42 10.97 57.26 11.65 59.86 10.63 1.76 
Father's casualness 47.00 9.60 49.21 9.97 46.87 8.65 .862 
(PCR) 
Father's attention (PCR) 21.79 4.72 20.23 4.28 21.39 3.27 1.76 

/' <.10 

Costs and Benefits of Having Children 

To investigate the qualitative differences in motivation, an analysis of 
ratings of the perceived costs and benefits of having children, which 
discriminated the highest quartile from the lowest quartile couples, was 
performed. Since benefits and cost factors emerged differently for 
women and men in the development of the Parenthood Questionnaire 
(Kirchner & Seaver, 1977), the comparison of factors was across groups 
for each sex separately. However, though the sentence stem weightings 
differed, almost all of the costs and the majority of the benefits are identi
cal for women and men. In fact the seven benefits common to both 

TABLE 2
 
Correlations of Feminism and Narcissism Scores for Partners in High,
 

Low, and Mixed Parenthood Motivation Couples; and Highest and
 
Lowest Quartiles of Motivation
 

Couples Feminism Narcissism 

High motivation (n = 26 pairs)J .597· -.082 
Low motivation (n = 24 pairs)3 .236 -.10 
Mixed motivation (n = 16 pairs) .634· -.126 
Highest quartile (n = 10 pairs) .720· -.349 
Lowest quartile (n = 11 pairs) -.122 -.196• 
"A median IPM sen.... was determined for males and females separately. Both partners IlCOred at or above the 
median for "high" fl:roup; both scored below for "low" Kroup; one scored above and one below for "mixed" 
~r"up. 

'" JlI 
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women and men were rated significantly higher by both partners in the 
highest motivation groups. Similarly, female and male benefits analo
gous to each other were rated significantly higher by this group, includ
ing "fulfiJIment through nurturance" (female: t = 5.13, P < .001) and 
"desire to be needed and loved" (male: t = 3.08, P < .01); and the 
pair of benefits "sex-role fulfillment" (female: t = 6.08, P < .001), and 
"pragmatism and normative behavior" (male: t = 2.19, p < .05). 

However, though the highest motivation women perceived children 
as providing "stimulation and feelings of pride" (t = 4.48, P < .01), men 
in the highest group did not see children as significantly "adding interest 
to family life" (t = 1.05, n.s.) relative to the lowest motivation men. 
There was no significant difference for women or men with regard to 
children providing "old age insurance" (women: t = .85, n.s.; men: t = 
.87, n.s.). 

In terms of the perceived costs of childbearing, for the mo?t part 
women and men emphasized the same or similar facto'rs in tl1e ftighest 
motivation and lowest motivation groups. Both men and women who 
are eager to have children are less concerned about "social and personal 
restrictions" (women: t = -4.85, P < .001; men: t = -4.32, P < .001) 
and "worries and responsibilities of rearing a child" (women: t::: - 3.68, 
P < .01; men: t :::;: -3.57, p < .01) than couples low in motivation. 
However, women with the least parenthood motivation expressed "con
cern about the ability to parent" (t = - 2.13, P < .05) whereas their male 
partners did not (t = -1.95, n.s.). However, the lowest motivation men 
expressed significant concern about their possible "emotional immatu
rity" (t = - 3.34, P < .05), whereas their female counterparts were un
concerned about this factor. 

DISCUSSION 

A striking finding in this study was that perceptions of past parental 
nurturance, discipline, and attention were not significantly related to 
parenthood motivation. Though the individual literature on parenthood 
motivation has stressed the importance of early experience, both theoreti
cally (Benedek, 1959; Erikson, 1959) and empirically (Gerson, 1980, 1986; 
Lott, 1973), couples at various levels of motivation apparently did not 
differ with respect to memories of parenting styles. One possible explana
tion is that the effect of perceptions of past experience has not appeared 
as strong for individuals in their middle and late 30s as for college
age individuals (Gerson, 1983); apparently, as individuals solidify their 
identity, they feel less dependent on childhood identifications in making 
important life choices (Erikson, 1959). This is not to say that congruence 
between couples on perceptions of past nurturance and socialization is 
unimportant; it may be a factor in partner selection, and, of course, may 
crucially effect actual parenting behavior. However, differences in this 
dimension did not account for variability in the wish for a child. 

It is interesting that narcissism did not significantly discriminate cou
ples at the three general levels of motivation, but did differentiate the 
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extreme groups of highest and lowest motivation couples. Though the 
family theory literature has stressed the possible projection onto children 
of narcissistic parental needs (Bowen, 1966; Framo, 1970), in an era of 
lessened pressure to have children, highly narcissistic individuals may 
dread parenthood because it involves the transfer of attention from the 
self to the child. Noteworthy is the finding that the intracouple correla
tion of narcissism was not significant; rather, it was the overall level of 
narcissism across individuals in the high.fst versus the lowest couple
groups. \' 

Feminism was notably not significant in accounting for differences 
in couple level of motivation, even in the extreme group comparison. 
However, a significantly positive intracoupJe relationship between femi
nism scores characterized all but the low and the lowest motivation cou
ples. Thus, feminist sympathies seemingly do not enhance or detract 
from the wish for a child. Perhaps, for this cohort of couples, all of whom 
have reached maturity in a feminist era, the prospective role of mother or 
father does not present a conflict to their work-oriented and professional 
identities. It is difficult to say whether disagreement about feminist ideals 
between partners in the low-motivation couples reflects general conflict 
levels, which in turn make these couples less eager to become parents 
together, or whether specific disagreement about division of family labor 
is a serious deterrent to the wish for a child. The answer awaits future 
research; however, past research on transition to parenthood indicates 
that shared involvement in household tasks increases role satisfaction 
for both partners, and positively influences self-esteem for women 
(Cowan & Cowan, 1981). 

In terms of cost evaluation, it is noteworthy that women with the 
lowest motivation are concerned about their ability to parent, whereas 
their male counterparts are not so concerned. It seems that performance 
in parenthood is more crucial to women than to men. Indeed, socializa
tion for women has always linked self-esteem and the fulfillment of 
affiliative needs (Miller, 1976). However, it is the high-motivation males 
who are concerned about their pOSSible "emotional immaturity/' which 
may reflect anxiety about the major role transition involved in having 
children-the renouncing of child status for adult status (Carter & McGol
drick, 1980). Perhaps the greater emotional dependency and neediness 
that men in their 20s and early 30s become aware of (Levinson, 1978) 
appears to them as an obstacle to successful role transition. 

CONCLUSIONS 

There are several implications for counseling efforts directed at couples 
struggling with decisions about childbearing. To begin with, though dis
cussion of past parenting styles in families-of-origin may appear useful, 
findings here suggest that it would be less useful than discussion of 
present marital attitudes. What is significant is that the "relationship 
identity" of the couple involve a reconstructing of past identifications to 
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include procreation as a shared meaning and goal (Wamboldt & Reiss, 
1989). 

Certainly the preliminary research results of this study suggest that 
attention to feminist principles be salient in the exploration of comple· 
mentarity between such couples. Feminist issues should be addressed 
on at least two levels: as an overarching construct representing the ex
change of nurturance and power, and as an organizational principle 
defining tasks and responsibilities within the marriage, including, hypo
thetically, childrearing. Needless to say, these levels are representative 
of each other, and the therapist and couple should be open to il point of 
transformation occurring at either level. 

It is equally important to note the gender differences in the costs associ
ated with childbearing for low-motivation couples. Perhaps the anxieties 
about "emotional immaturity" of husbands in the low-motivation cou
ples is related to their wives' emphasis on adequate performance in moth
erhood, or vice versa. It is the couples' therapist who can explore comple
mentary anxieties, helping, for example, a wife to feel more confident 
about motherhood if she and her husband redefine his adult competence. 

More than anything, however, is the necessity of the couples therapist 
to resist a prochildbearing bias. A family systems perspective should 
buttress the therapist's contextual perspective which focuses therapy on 
strengths rather than pathologies. Thus, a couple requiring intense, mu
tual mirroring and attunement, in a general narcissistic sense, may feel 
their intimacy threatened by a needy child; however, such couples often 
make whole-hearted, zestful commitments to people and causes outside 
the marital domain, expressing generativity in a wider context. The deci
sion to have or to forego having a child is one of the most crucial and, 
at a certain point. uniquely irrevocably decisions that individuals face; it 
merits serious and unbiased attention in family research and therapy. 
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