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Abstract  

The relationship between parenthood and well-being has become a hot topic among scholars, 

media, and general public alike. The research, however, has been mixed—some studies indicate 

that parents are happier than nonparents, whereas others suggest the reverse. We suggest that the 

question of whether parents are more or less happy than their childless peers is not the most 

meaningful one. To reconcile the conflicting literature and expand understanding of the 

emotional experience of parenthood, we present a model of parents’ well-being (Figure 1) that 

describes why and how parents experience more or less happiness than nonparents (i.e., 

mediators of the link between parenthood and well-being). We then apply this model to explain 

when parents are more likely to experience more or less happiness (i.e., moderators of parents’ 

well-being, such as parent age or child temperament; see Table 3 for a summary of the findings). 

Supporting our model, we review three primary methodological approaches: studies comparing 

parents and nonparents, studies examining changes in well-being across the transition to 

parenthood, and studies comparing parents experiences while with their children to their other 

daily activities. Our review suggests that the relationship between parenthood and well-being is 

highly complex. We propose that parents are unhappy to the extent that they encounter relatively 

greater negative emotions, magnified financial problems, more sleep disturbance, and troubled 

marriages. By contrast, when parents experience greater meaning in life, satisfaction of their 

basic needs, greater positive emotions, and enhanced social roles, they are met with happiness 

and joy.  
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The Pains and Pleasures of Parenting:  

When, Why, and How Is Parenthood Associated With More or Less Well-Being?  

 �The birth of a child instantly changes how we define ourselves. Women become mothers. Men 
become fathers. Couples become parents. Our priorities shift in fundamental ways. Parenting 

may be the most rewarding experience, but it is also the hardest and most humbling.�  
~ Sheryl Sandberg, Lean In 

 
Children are the fount of our greatest joys and the source of our greatest sorrows. Many 

parents consider raising children to be one of the most blissful and gratifying—but also one of 

the most stressful and challenging—undertakings of their lives. The evolutionary and 

developmental importance of parenting (Gerson, Berman, & Morris, 1991; Kenrick, 

Griskevicius, Neuberg, & Schaller, 2010), as well as its associated costs and rewards 

(Nomaguchi & Milkie, 2003), has led many social scientists to ask whether parents are better or 

worse off than their childless peers. Research on this topic has captured both the highs and lows 

of having children, with some studies indicating that parenthood is associated with higher well-

being (Aassve, Goisis, & Sironi, 2012; Ballas & Dorling, 2007; Herbst & Ifcher, 2013; Myrskyla 

& Margolis, 2012; Nelson, Kushlev, English, Dunn, & Lyubomirsky, 2013), and others 

suggesting the reverse (Evenson & Simon, 2005; Glenn & Weaver, 1979; McLanahan & Adams, 

1987). 

Accordingly, the association between parenthood and well-being has become a hot topic 

among sociologists, psychologists, and economists, as well as the media and the general public. 

To our knowledge, however, researchers have yet to synthesize or explain the conflicting 

findings on parents’ well-being. We suggest that the question of whether parents are more or less 

happy than their childless peers is not the most meaningful one. Rather, the inconsistencies in the 

literature can be better understood by exploring the factors that contribute to parents’ happiness, 

and by examining the conditions that may lead some parents to experience more or less 
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happiness than nonparents. Thus, our main goals in this paper are to provide a comprehensive 

review of when and why parenthood is associated with higher or lower well-being and thereby 

stimulate new research based on this richer understanding of parents’ emotional experience.  

To this end, our parent well-being model, depicted in Figure 1, draws on theory and 

research to propose psychological mechanisms (e.g., social roles) that mediate the relationship 

between parenthood and well-being.1 We believe our model is positioned to illuminate the 

specific circumstances that relate to parents’ happiness (and unhappiness) and to begin to explain 

their underlying mechanisms. Accordingly, we apply our model to explain why particular 

demographic factors (e.g., child age) and psychological factors (e.g., social support) moderate 

parents’ well-being. In addition, we offer readers guidelines for interpreting findings from three 

different study designs commonly used to investigate parents’ well-being, as well as specific 

recommendations for drawing conclusions from this literature and suggestions for future 

directions. Finally, our analysis of the existing literature allows us to identify areas where 

conclusions are strongly supported and areas where additional research is needed to inform 

understanding of parents’ well-being.  

Notably, the majority of the studies we review were conducted with primarily Western 

samples. Accordingly, little is known about how these findings might generalize to other 

cultures. For example, the experience of parenthood is likely markedly different in nonwestern, 

developing, poor, and/or autocratic nations, such as indigent rural Chinese or tribal cultures in 

Africa, and the processes we identify in the current review may not apply to parents in these 

cultures.  

Defining Well-Being  

Although happiness has been a popular topic for writers, poets, philosophers, and social 
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critics for centuries, psychological scientists have only embraced the construct in the past several 

decades (Diener, 1984; Diener, Suh, Lucas, & Smith, 1999; Ryan & Deci, 2001; Ryff, 1989). In 

this paper, we review studies that assess one or more components of well-being in parents, 

including emotional experience, subjective happiness, and life satisfaction, as well as related 

constructs, such as self-esteem, depression, and psychological distress (see Table 1 for a 

complete list, along with common measures). Theorists have conceptualized well-being in 

multiple ways (Busseri & Sadava, 2011; Diener et al., 1999; Ryff, 1989). Our own 

conceptualization is an adaptation of the causal model proposed by Busseri and Sadava (2011), 

positing that positive and negative emotions are predictors of overall well-being. Mirroring some 

of the ambiguity present in the well-being literature, we use the terms well-being, subjective 

well-being, and happiness interchangeably throughout this paper to characterize well-being in its 

broadest representation (see Lyubomirsky, Sheldon, & Shkade, 2005). When describing 

particular investigations, we generally refer to the construct measured by the authors. 

Although a large literature explores the link between parenthood and marital satisfaction, 

the focus of this review is not on marital satisfaction for several reasons. First, a comprehensive 

meta-analysis has already provided an excellent summary of research on the relationship 

between parenthood and marital satisfaction (Twenge, Campbell, & Foster, 2003). Second, given 

our goal to present a broad overview of the literature on parenting and well-being, we have 

chosen to focus on constructs representing well-being in general (e.g., life satisfaction) rather 

than well-being in specific domains (e.g., work or relationship satisfaction). However, marital 

satisfaction is undoubtedly related to more general life satisfaction (with the correlation varying 

from small to large depending on how the question is asked; see Schwarz, 1999, for a review). 

Accordingly, we examine marital satisfaction as a possible mediator of the effect of having 
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children on more general well-being measures, thus conceptualizing it as a predictor of well-

being rather than an outcome variable.  

Is Parenthood Associated With More Well-Being or Less? 

Evidence From Three Types of Investigations  

Researchers have primarily examined the relationship between parenthood and well-

being with three types of methodologies. First, and most commonly, studies have simply 

compared parents and nonparents. Second, investigators have explored changes in parents’ well-

being across the transition to parenthood. Third, they have compared parents’ experiences while 

they are with their children with their experiences during other activities. Because each of these 

three empirical approaches has unique advantages and addresses somewhat different questions 

about parents’ well-being, a review of the literature would not be complete without considering 

the results of all three types of studies.  

Parents vs. Nonparents  

Description and evidence. The most common approach to evaluating the relationship 

between parenthood and well-being has been to compare parents and nonparents on global 

measures of well-being, including happiness, life satisfaction, and depression, which tap into 

people’s general evaluations of their lives. Findings based on such global measures have been 

mixed: Compared with nonparents, parents have been found to experience lower levels of well-

being (Evenson & Simon, 2005; Glenn & Weaver, 1979; McLanahan & Adams, 1987, 1989), 

higher levels of well-being (Aassve et al., 2012; Nelson et al., 2013), and similar levels of well-

being (Rothrauff & Cooney, 2008). One study, for example, found that parents reported less 

happiness than nonparents (Glenn & Weaver, 1979), whereas another study found the reverse 

(Nelson et al., 2013). As we discuss in more detail later, research has demonstrated that parents’ 
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well-being is, not surprisingly, moderated by such factors as age, gender, or residence of child 

(e.g., Hansen, Slagsvold, & Moum, 2009; Keizer, Dykstra, & Poortman, 2010; Mirowsky & 

Ross, 2002). The contradictory findings of the above investigations may be partially explained 

by the extent to which their samples differ in these moderating factors, as well as by the specific 

measure of well-being used (e.g., happiness, life satisfaction, depression, worry, efficacy, 

anxiety, or psychological well-being).  

Interpretations, strengths, and limitations. Studies comparing parents with nonparents 

directly address the question: Do parents experience greater well-being than their childless 

counterparts? These studies serve as an important first step by simply informing investigators 

whether, in a randomly chosen sample of parents and nonparents, one group is happier than the 

other. Notably, however, as with all investigations of parenthood and well-being, studies using 

this design cannot establish whether these group differences are caused by the presence of 

children. Even if such investigations employ causal modeling and control for additional factors 

that may explain the link between parenthood and well-being, causal claims are inappropriate 

with this type of design.   

In an attempt to isolate causality in cases in which random assignment is impossible, 

many investigators treat parents’ demographic characteristics (e.g., gender, marital status, age) as 

confounds and control for their influence on well-being. Many studies using this approach find a 

net zero or small negative association between parenthood and well-being (e.g., Bhargava, 

Kassam, & Loewenstein, in press; Blanchflower & Oswald, 2004; Caporale, Georgellis, 

Tsitsianis, & Yin, 2009; Ferrer-i-Carbonell, 2005). However, a review of this literature noted that 

such investigations have produced mixed findings (Dolan, Peasgood, & White, 2008). The 

conflicting results may arise from the fact that these studies often do not use consistent statistical 
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controls or reference groups, thus producing results that are difficult to equate. In addition, 

statisticians have noted problems with interpreting the effects of variables for which variance due 

to other factors has been removed (Lynam, Hoyle, & Newman, 2006). They argue, for example, 

that attributing effects to the variable of interest is impossible when the coefficient changes 

direction after controlling for additional factors. Indeed, this exact pattern has appeared in 

analyses of the association between parenthood and well-being, such that the bivariate 

association is positive (Nelson et al., 2013), but the relationship becomes negative when 

controlling for additional variables (Bhargava et al., in press). Finally, distinguishing between 

moderators and confound variables is particularly important because once a variable has been 

established as a significant moderator of a relationship, considering it as a control in subsequent 

analyses is inappropriate (Cohen & Cohen, 1983; see also Nelson, Kushlev, Dunn, & 

Lyubomirsky, in press).   

Many psychologists, sociologists, and economists have compared parents and nonparents 

by analyzing large-scale, nationally representative datasets (e.g., Evenson & Simon, 2005; 

Nelson et al., 2013; Nomaguchi & Milkie, 2003). These datasets are valuable because they 

comprise representative samples of respondents, allowing researchers to avoid sampling biases. 

In addition, because many such datasets include parents across a wide range of ages and cohorts 

(from teens to the very old), they offer researchers an opportunity to study the relation between 

parenthood and well-being from a life-course perspective. Finally, many of these datasets also 

include extensive information about each respondent (e.g., age, marital status, occupation, 

income, social support), allowing investigators to test the moderating effects of numerous 

demographic and psychological factors.  
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Despite these noted benefits, studies comparing the relative well-being of parents and 

nonparents also have their flaws. Large-scale national surveys typically rely on single-item 

measures of happiness or life satisfaction. Although single-item measures of well-being have 

been found to be moderately correlated with other well-being measures (Sandvik, Diener, & 

Siedlitz, 1993), they are less reliable and revealing than fully-validated multi-item scales 

(Krueger & Schkade, 2008).  

Who are the nonparents? An important issue to consider when making group 

comparisons involves the characteristics of the comparison group—in this case, nonparents. 

Among adults ages 45 and older, 86% of women and 84% of men have children (Child Trends, 

2002), thus making nonparents a minority. In today’s child-centered climate, nonparents may 

feel abnormal and face disapproval and even discrimination. Hence, they may experience less 

happiness not because they are missing out on the pleasures of having children but as a result of 

violating cultural norms (cf. Chadi, 2012). Furthermore, comparisons between parents and 

nonparents in middle age are relatively more likely to capture nonparents who regret not having 

children. By contrast, many nonparents in their 20s and 30s will eventually have children (Child 

Trends, 2002). Accordingly, younger nonparents may be childless for very different reasons than 

older nonparents, and therefore the questions being answered when comparing parents with 

younger vs. older nonparents are somewhat different.  

Parents (or nonparents) by choice? In both the young and middle-aged, however, 

parents’ well-being is in part contingent on the issue of choice. Specifically, very different 

conclusions about parents’ well-being may emerge when comparing nonparents with people who 

have become parents by choice vs. those for whom the arrival of a child is unplanned. Similarly, 

comparing middle-aged parents with middle-aged nonparents who remained childless by choice 
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is likely to lead to different conclusions than comparing them with involuntarily childless adults. 

For example, involuntarily (relative to voluntarily) childless individuals may experience regret, 

anguish, and frustration for failing to fulfill their desire to become parents. Indeed, in one 

investigation, women who chose not to have children did not differ from mothers on happiness 

levels, but infertile women were significantly less happy than both groups (Callan, 1987). In 

short, whether one’s parenthood status is chosen is an important consideration in studies that 

compare the well-being of parents and nonparents. 

Transition to Parenthood  

Description and evidence. A second approach to understanding how parenthood is 

related to well-being is to examine shifts in parents’ happiness before and after the birth of a 

child. Using this method, many studies have explored changes in parents’ mental health and 

well-being across the transition to parenthood. One such study indicated a boost in life 

satisfaction during pregnancy and immediately after the birth of a child, but a return to pre-

pregnancy well-being within 2 years (Dyrdal & Lucas, 2013). Other work, however, has 

indicated that personal and marital stress increase during this transition and that, although new 

parents experience an increase in well-being soon after the birth of their child, this increase 

dissipates within the first year (Clark, Diener, Georgellis, & Lucas, 2008; Miller & Sollie, 1980). 

A meta-analysis of this literature revealed different effects across the transition to parenthood 

depending on the component of well-being measured. After the birth of their child, parents 

reported a boost in life satisfaction followed by a decline, but an overall rise in positive emotions 

(Luhmann, Hofmann, Eid, & Lucas, 2012).  

Interpretations, strengths, and limitations. Studies investigating the transition to 

parenthood allow researchers to determine whether having a child is associated with changes in 
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parents’ well-being. A strict interpretation of this design involves specifying changes in well-

being relative to the timing of the baseline well-being assessment (e.g., pregnancy, pre-

pregnancy, pre-adoption proceedings, etc.), as well as the timing of the follow-up. For example, 

as discussed in more detail below, if baseline well-being is only assessed during pregnancy, 

researchers should interpret subsequent changes in well-being as changes from pregnancy levels, 

not changes from a “true” baseline, as pregnancy itself is likely to be associated with its own 

well-being shifts. Ideally, the baseline should be established over multiple assessments prior to 

pregnancy or adoption. Furthermore, researchers would do well to interpret research findings on 

the transition to parenthood in light of this particular brief stage in the family life course, rather 

than an enduring impact of parenthood on well-being.  

This approach is advantageous in that it avoids selection biases—specifically, that happy 

people are more likely to have children (Luhmann et al., 2012; Luhmann, Lucas, Eid, & Diener, 

2013). In addition, the longitudinal within-subject nature of this design provides for more 

powerful analyses, as this design also controls for variance due to additional individual factors, 

such as gender, marital status, and income, to the extent that these factors remain stable across 

the transition to parenthood. As with studies comparing parents and nonparents, investigations 

examining the transition to parenthood commonly use large-scale national datasets. As discussed 

above, these datasets allow researchers to draw on representative samples, which permit broader 

generalization of findings. Furthermore, such datasets often provide substantial demographics (as 

well as some psychological variables) on each respondent, presenting researchers an opportunity 

to test the moderating influence of multiple individual difference factors on the extent to which 

becoming a parent is associated with well-being. 
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A few limitations must be considered when interpreting the findings of these 

investigations. Studies examining well-being across the transition to parenthood commonly only 

assess parents’ well-being over a relatively small period of time. Baseline well-being is typically 

measured within one year prior to childbirth, and follow-up periods rarely exceed 5 years 

(Luhmann et al., 2012). Given that children typically reside with their parents for close to two 

decades and maintain relationships with their parents throughout their lives, examining parents’ 

well-being in the first 5 years of their child’s life can yield a narrow perspective. Furthermore, as 

previous research has indicated that raising young children may be wrought with relatively high 

levels of sleep deprivation and worry (e.g., Nomaguchi & Milkie, 2003), studies focusing on the 

first few years of the child’s life may overestimate the adverse effects of having children on 

parents’ well-being.  

The timing of baseline well-being assessments is also important to consider in studies of 

the transition to parenthood. Previous research has demonstrated that couples experience a boost 

in life satisfaction one year before they get married that lasts up to 2 years after marriage (Lucas, 

Clark, Georgellis, & Diener, 2003), and the average relationship length when couples have their 

first child is approximately 3 years (Claxton & Perry-Jenkins, 2008). Accordingly, if pre-

pregnancy baseline well-being is assessed within the first 2 years of marriage—or during the 

“honeymoon period” of a couple’s relationship—well-being estimates may be inflated due to the 

well-being boost of marriage or new love. Supporting this notion, a recent meta-analysis 

revealed that individuals’ well-being in the months before childbirth is higher than the estimated 

population level of well-being (Luhmann et al., 2012). Accordingly, this approach potentially 

distorts estimates of change across the transition to parenthood and makes it difficult to 
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disentangle whether changes in well-being are a normative representation of declines after 

marriage or are specifically related to having children.   

Parents’ Experiences While With Their Children  

Description and evidence. A final approach to assessing parents’ well-being has been to 

compare the well-being associated with childcare with the well-being associated with other daily 

activities. In daily diary studies using the Day Reconstruction Method (DRM), participants are 

asked to describe what they were doing during specific episodes from the previous day (e.g., 

taking care of children, working, watching TV, housework, etc.), and to rate how they felt during 

each episode (e.g., happy, friendly, frustrated, worried). When positive affect ratings are ranked 

by activity, childcare appears to be about as enjoyable as doing housework or surfing the web, 

and somewhat less enjoyable than shopping or watching TV. One study found that childcare 

ranked 12th on a list of 16 daily activities for women (Kahneman, Krueger, Schkade, Schwarz, & 

Stone, 2004), while another study found it to be 9th out of a list of 18 daily activities for both 

men and women (White & Dolan, 2009). However, when the positive affect parents experience 

when they are taking care of their children is compared with that experienced during the rest of 

the day, childcare is associated with greater positive affect than other daily activities (Nelson et 

al., 2013, Study 3). 

Interpretations, strengths, and limitations. Studies comparing parents’ experiences 

with their children to their other daily activities allow researchers to draw conclusions about 

whether parents are actually happy (or unhappy) when they are spending time with their kids. By 

contrast, the other two categories of investigations—comparisons of parents and nonparents and 

transition-to-parenthood studies—may be reflecting parents’ sense of well-being away from their 
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children. For example, while at work, a father may report high life satisfaction when he recalls 

an idealized image of his son but may be miserable when actually caring for him at home. 

 However, because these designs compare momentary emotional experience during 

specific times of the day, no conclusions can be made about the overall well-being (emotional or 

cognitive) of parents as a group. For example, even if parents’ experiences with their children are 

frequently dismaying, taxing, or exasperating, they could still boast high well-being overall if 

they experience high positive emotions during other parts of their days, perhaps when they recall 

how grateful or fulfilled they feel as parents. In other words, finding that childcare ranks fairly 

low on the list of daily activities in terms of positive emotions (e.g., Kahneman et al., 2004) is 

not incompatible with finding that parents experience more positive emotions overall than 

nonparents (Nelson et al., 2013; Study 2), or the reverse. 

To draw conclusions about parents’ well-being from these designs, we recommend a 

statistical comparison of parents’ emotions during time with their children to their other daily 

activities (e.g., Nelson et al., 2013, Study 3) rather than providing a rank order of activities by 

their associated levels of positive emotions (e.g., Kahneman et al., 2004). The rank ordering of 

activities (e.g., childcare versus television) may be misleading because differences between 

means may not be statistically meaningful. Furthermore, some activities at the top of the list may 

be comparatively rare (e.g., prayer or sex), making it difficult to interpret the meaning of 

comparisons with more common activities, as novel and unexpected experiences are more likely 

to generate strong emotional reactions (Ortony, Clore, & Collins, 1988) and could bias daily 

well-being ratings. Comparisons of parents’ experiences with the other activities they actually 

performed on a given day will allow investigators to make more accurate conclusions about how 

much happiness is associated with caring for children.  
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Studies using this design have several additional strengths. First, like transition-to-

parenthood studies, this within-subjects design minimizes selection biases. Second, studies using 

this methodology aim to tap into people’s moment-to-moment emotional experiences during 

particular activities rather than their preconceptions about how they should feel during those 

activities or how happy they should feel overall as parents. Third, as highlighted above, DRM 

and experience sampling designs that compare childcare with other activities can be used to 

specifically examine the effect of time with children on well-being; by contrast, the results of 

studies comparing parents and nonparents or examining the transition to parenthood could be 

driven by parents’ experiences when they are not with their children.  

Despite these benefits, investigations comparing parents’ time with their children to their 

other activities also have their drawbacks. Parents’ emotions during time spent with children 

undoubtedly depend on the specific “childcare” activity being rated (e.g., involving discipline vs. 

play). Sampling a wide range of parent–child activities will avoid these activity biases. 

Furthermore, as previously mentioned, these studies preclude any conclusions regarding global 

well-being, as they only tap into momentary experiences. Finally, this design provides a limited 

portrait of parenthood, as it only reflects parents’ experiences after they have had children. 

Accordingly, no conclusions can be made about the overall hedonic impact of having (or 

foregoing) children.   

General Methodological Considerations  

Each of the three approaches to studying parents’ well-being—comparing parents to 

nonparents, assessing parents’ well-being across the transition to parenthood, and comparing 

parents’ emotions when they are with their children vs. when they are not—has a unique set of 

strengths and limitations. Because the drawbacks of one design are often offset by the strengths 
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of another, we recommend that investigators use multiple methodological approaches. For 

example, if researchers find that parents are happier than nonparents, they should acknowledge 

the possibility that happier people may be more likely to become parents, rather than argue that 

children must bring greater happiness. Although the use of multiple methodologies does not 

establish causality, if investigators wish to boost their confidence that children make parents 

happy, their next step could be to compare parents’ well-being before and after having children. 

Researchers could also take a mixed methodological approach by combining the designs 

described above in a single study—for example, by comparing changes in well-being among a 

group of parents across the transition to parenthood to the changes in well-being among a group 

of nonparents over the same period of time (cf. Lawrence, Rothman, Cobb, Rothman, & 

Bradbury, 2008; Wolfson Sirignano & Lachman, 1985). These two designs together should 

provide stronger and clearer evidence for the effect of children on parents’ well-being than either 

methodology alone.    

Measurement bias. Social and cultural expectations to place a high value on parenthood, 

as well as the motivation to reduce dissonance (e.g., “I have sacrificed so much for my children, 

so it must be worth it”; Eibach & Mock, 2011), may bias parents’ self-reports of their own well-

being. We believe that most of the studies reviewed here are not highly susceptible to such social 

desirability and dissonance response biases because parents are not explicitly asked to report 

how their children have affected their happiness. Moreover, questions about children and about 

well-being are often embedded among many other items, which reduces the possibility that well-

being estimates are biased by questions that remind respondents that they are parents. 

Nonetheless, avoiding such biases should be a priority in future studies.  
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Causality. Although the use of triangulating methodologies can provide tentative 

evidence for causality, because people cannot be randomly assigned to have or to forego 

children, researchers cannot conclusively answer the causal question of whether parenthood 

improves well-being. Therefore, as discussed previously, it is important to consider alternative 

explanations for why parents might be happier (or less happy in some circumstances) than their 

childless peers. One particularly important alternative explanation that is supported by recent 

evidence is that happier people are more likely to become parents (Luhmann et al., 2012, 2013). 

Additionally, for some people, parenthood may co-occur with other outcomes (e.g., marriage, 

stable employment) that confer greater happiness. These outcomes may precede or follow the 

decision to become parents, but nonetheless could be major factors in any differences in well-

being observed between parents and nonparents. Because these and many other alternative 

accounts are plausible, researchers should be particularly sensitive to making causal claims 

regarding the effect of children on parents’ happiness.  

Summary  

To review the findings so far, whether one is comparing studies of the same design or 

comparing across designs, the results of three types of studies examining the association between 

parenthood and well-being point to widely varying conclusions. These disparities may stem from 

different analytic strategies, as well as from demographic differences among samples (e.g., some 

investigations focus only on one gender or one level of socioeconomic status; see Table 2 for 

details of each study). Unfortunately, the comparisons afforded by these designs are limited in 

the kinds of conclusions that can be drawn. To provide a more complete understanding of the 

emotional experience of parenthood, and thereby explain the discrepant findings, we suggest a 

number of mediators and moderators of the relationship between parenthood and well-being.   
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Why Does Parenthood Relate to Well-Being? Exploring Mediators  

Perhaps more than any other human endeavor, having a child is a lifelong commitment 

that has consequences for a large range of psychological outcomes and life circumstances. 

Hence, children likely impact their parents’ well-being by influencing multiple aspects of their 

parents’ lives, from the satisfaction of basic human needs and the fulfillment of social roles, to 

their influence on financial status and sleep. Despite their plausible connections to parents’ well-

being, many of these factors have yet to be empirically tested. Consequently, this section of our 

review is largely theoretical. We first introduce our model of parents’ well-being by postulating 

the factors theorized to mediate the relationship between parenthood and increased well-being 

and then those theorized to mediate the relationship between parenthood and reduced well-being 

(see Figure 1). Using this model, we use our theoretical predictions to make recommendations 

for specific future research to further elucidate the processes that bring more—or less—

happiness to parents.  

Why Children Might Lead To Greater Happiness 

Folk wisdom and anecdotal evidence suggest that children are a source of great happiness 

in their parents’ lives (Caplan, 2011; Hansen, 2012). Parents often refer to their children as 

“bundles of joy” or the “light of my life,” and research indicates that young adults consider 

having children a valuable part of adult life (Gerson et al., 1991); accordingly, 85% proceed to 

become parents by age 45 (Child Trends, 2002). Furthermore, 94% of parents say that having 

children is worth it despite the costs (Martinez, Chandra, Abma, Jones, & Mosher, 2006), and 

parents report that having children is the most positive event in their lives (Bernsten, Rubin, & 

Siegler, 2011). In a sample of older adults, no parents reported regret over having children, yet 

some childless individuals regretted not having children (Hattiangadi, Medvec, & Gilovich, 
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1995). Below, we review both theory and empirical evidence that point to several mechanisms 

by which having children may be associated with greater happiness: by providing goals to pursue 

and purpose in life, by satisfying human needs, by infusing positive emotions into a parent’s life, 

and by boosting a parent’s identity with multiple social roles (see top of Figure 1).  

Purpose and meaning in life. Theory and research suggest that a sense of purpose and 

pursuit of significant life goals are critical to achieving meaning in life (Emmons, 2003; Steger, 

2009). To the extent that having children provides valuable goals for parents to pursue (e.g., 

supply food, shelter, affection, guidance, and education for their children; Della Fave & 

Massimini, 2004) and contributes to parents’ understanding of their life purpose (e.g., by 

illuminating their legacies and contributions to society), parenting should be a source of meaning 

in people’s lives. Indeed, theory emphasizes a heightened sense of purpose and meaning as an 

outcome of becoming a parent (Baumeister, 1991).  

Supporting this notion, empirical evidence from multiple methodologies consistently 

indicates that parenting is challenging, meaningful, and rewarding (Della Fave & Massimini, 

2004; Nelson et al., 2013; Umberson & Gove, 1989; White & Dolan, 2009). A representative 

sample of U.S. parents reported more frequent thoughts about meaning in life than nonparents 

(Nelson et al., 2013, Study 1). In addition, parents who were paged at various points in their days 

reported more meaningful moments than nonparents (Nelson et al., 2013, Study 2). Finally, 

parents reported experiencing more meaning in life specifically during time spent with their 

children (Nelson et al., 2013, Study 3). Mirroring these findings, in a representative sample of 

U.S. adults, having a child in the home was associated with lower levels of meaninglessness 

(Umberson, 1989). Finally, in a DRM study of daily activities, participants were asked how 

personally meaningful and rewarding was each episode. Time spent with children was found to 
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be highly personally rewarding, ranking 4th on the list of 18 activities, only after volunteering, 

prayer, and work; more passive experiences, such as television, on the other hand, were much 

less rewarding (White & Dolan, 2009).  

Current theory and research suggest that meaning and purpose are likely to promote 

subjective well-being. Activities and personal projects that are found to be challenging, 

meaningful, and rewarding are often experienced as enjoyable and satisfying (Csikszentmihalyi, 

1990; Reker & Wong,1988; Ryan & Deci, 2001; Ryff, 1989; Steger, Oishi, & Kashdan, 2009), 

and a sense of meaning and purpose has been conceptualized as integral to global well-being 

(Ryff, 1989; Steger, 2009). Thus, the meaning parents experience as a result of having children is 

likely to contribute to global happiness. 

Human needs.  

Evolutionary perspective. Modern evolutionary theorists position parenting at the top of 

the pyramid of human needs—not only above immediate physiological needs, but above needs 

such as affiliation, esteem, and mate acquisition (Kenrick et al., 2010). Although evolution 

undoubtedly serves to maximize gene survival rather than to maximize well-being, it would be 

adaptive for the satisfaction of basic human needs to have rewarding and psychologically 

pleasing outcomes. If satisfying basic needs were psychologically rewarding, then humans would 

be motivated to work towards them, thus enhancing their survival. Indeed, the satisfaction of 

each of the fundamental human needs prioritized before parenting has been shown to predict 

greater well-being (see Lyubomirsky & Boehm, 2010, for a review). It will surprise no one, for 

example, that satisfying their physiological need for food makes people happy (Desmet & 

Schifferstein, 2008; Macht & Dettmer, 2006; Smith, Kendrick, Maben, & Salmon, 1994). 

Furthermore, the satisfaction of higher-order needs—affiliation, self-esteem, mate acquisition—



PARENTHOOD AND WELL-BEING 21 

is consistently associated with greater well-being (Diener & Diener, 1995; Knowles & Gardner, 

2008; Lucas et al., 2003). Because parenting is postulated to be the highest human need—one 

that is evolutionarily adaptive and hard-wired—successfully raising children to adulthood should 

be related to relatively greater well-being as well (Schaller, Neuberg, Griskevicius, & Kenrick, 

2010). 

Two issues need to be considered when evaluating the effect of parenthood on well-being 

from the evolutionary need perspective. First, working towards the satisfaction of a fundamental 

need is not the same as satisfying that need. Just as running from a tiger for safety is not 

psychologically pleasant, but successfully managing to escape with one’s life is, so many of the 

activities associated with raising children may not be rewarding in and of themselves. Rather, the 

psychological benefits of having children may be reaped only when the goal of parenting—to 

raise children who will be able to pass on one’s genes—is being fulfilled (e.g., one’s children 

take their first steps, learn to read, graduate, or find a high quality mate; Schaller et al., 2010). 

Second, successfully accomplishing high-level needs (e.g., having children) will not bring 

happiness if low-level needs (e.g., hunger or safety) remain unfulfilled. Thus, parents who are 

chronically hungry or reside in dangerous neighborhoods, for example, are unlikely to feel happy 

regardless of how successful their children might be. From this perspective, to the extent that 

parenting might interfere with some of the other basic needs, such as safety, affiliation, or mate 

retention, parenting may compromise rather than enhance well-being.  

Psychological need satisfaction perspective. A parallel perspective on human needs 

comes from self-determination theory, which postulates that humans have three basic needs—

autonomy (a sense of control over one’s own choices), connectedness (feeling close and 

connected to others), and competence (feeling that one is effective and skilled)—and that the 
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fulfillment of these needs promotes optimal well-being (Deci & Ryan, 2000, 2008). Thus, to the 

extent that parenthood enhances feelings of autonomy, connectedness, and competence, it should 

be associated with greater well-being.  

Research has provided preliminary support for the role of these three needs in parents’ 

well-being. First, overall family efficacy, and parental sense of efficacy specifically, significantly 

predicts greater satisfaction with family life (Bandura, Caprara, Barbaranelli, Regalia, & Scabini, 

2011). Furthermore, parental confidence, a related construct, is linked to higher emotional well-

being (Williams et al., 1987). Despite this preliminary evidence, to our knowledge, no studies 

have tested whether having children increases parents’ sense of general competence, or whether 

parental competence boosts overall happiness. Future research should explore in more detail the 

role of general competence (in addition to parental competence) in parents’ well-being.  

Second, children may serve as continual sources of love and closeness, which are 

important components of connectedness. For example, one potential indicator of connectedness 

with a child—parent–child attachment—has been theorized to emerge within a year after the 

child’s birth and to enhance well-being (Bowlby, 1982). Further supporting the role of 

connectedness, one study showed that mothers who described their relationships with their 

toddlers relatively more positively, and especially if that positivity continued to grow over the 

year, experienced greater joy and pleasure (Aber, Belsky, Slade, & Crnic, 1999). On the other 

hand, conflict with children, which may compromise feelings of connectedness, has been linked 

to lower well-being among parents (Birditt, Fingerman, & Zarit, 2010; Kiecolt, Blieszner, & 

Savla, 2011). 

Having children may also provide parents with new opportunities to develop 

relationships with family, friends, and neighbors. Indeed, one study found that new parents 
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showed higher levels of social integration with friends, relatives, and neighbors than those who 

remained childless (Nomaguchi & Milkie, 2003). As with competence, understanding the role of 

connectedness is a fertile area for further research on parents’ well-being. Future studies might 

aim to demonstrate the mediational role of connectedness—for example, by using longitudinal 

designs to test whether increases in connectedness with children are associated with subsequent 

increases in well-being.  

Finally, parenthood may increase feelings of autonomy because, perhaps more than any 

other life passage, having a child heralds one’s debut into adulthood and signifies having control 

over one’s actions and outcomes (Benson & Furstenberg, 2006). In turn, this increase in 

autonomy is likely to lead to improvements in well-being (cf. Reis, Sheldon, Gable, Roscoe & 

Ryan, 2000). For example, autonomy during pregnancy predicts well-being across the transition 

to parenthood (Grossman, Pollack, Golding, & Fedele, 1987), and sense of control is associated 

with fewer symptoms of anxiety and depression across the transition to parenthood (Pierce 

Keeton, Perry-Jenkins, & Sayer, 2008). 

By contrast, parenthood may not lead to greater autonomy when daily (as opposed to 

global) autonomy is considered. For example, a new mom may feel a loss of control over her 

time when her infant dictates her schedule with his needs for feeding, diapering, and napping. 

Supporting this alternative hypothesis about the influence of parenthood on day-to-day 

autonomy, parents have relatively less leisure time, and these declines in leisure are associated 

with lower marital quality (Claxton & Perry-Jenkins, 2008); to our knowledge, however, no 

study has examined the influence of parents’ leisure time on global well-being. Future research 

could investigate the interplay between global and daily feelings of autonomy to understand its 

overall influence on parents’ well-being.  
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In short, both evolutionary and self-determination theory provide clues about why 

parenting may be associated with the satisfaction of fundamental human needs and how this path 

promotes well-being. Much more research, however, is needed to fully understand the 

relationship between parenting and need satisfaction. Future investigators could examine more 

directly the effect of parenthood on the satisfaction of people’s basic needs of autonomy, 

relatedness, and competence—and their downstream consequences for parents’ well-being—by 

examining these needs across the transition to parenthood, between parents and nonparents, and 

during parents’ time spent with children.  

Positive emotions. Most children infuse a great deal of positive emotions into their 

parents’ lives. Parents may experience profound feelings of pride and joy from witnessing their 

children’s first words or steps, or from watching them win an award, graduate from high school, 

or get married. Similarly, anecdotal evidence suggests that children are a reliable source of 

positive emotions because they can be amusing, entertaining, and simply fun to be around. 

Parents undeniably enjoy listening to and sharing their child’s stories, and popular media has 

capitalized on this phenomenon in programs such as Kids Say the Darndest Things. The 

experience of a range of pleasant emotions is an important component of well-being and 

contributes to what makes one “feel alive” (Loewenstein & Ubel, 2008). In addition, positive 

emotions are linked to the experience of other rewarding aspects of life, such as enhanced life 

satisfaction (e.g., Schimmack, Diener, & Oishi, 2002).  

Multiple investigations using different methodologies support the link from parenthood to 

enhanced positive emotions. Experience sampling and daily diary studies show that parents 

experience more positive emotions in their daily lives than nonparents (Nelson et al., 2013; 

Study 2) and more positive emotions when they are with their children than during their other 
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daily activities (Della Fave & Massimini, 2004; Nelson et al., 2013; Study 3). Moreover, fathers 

with children in the home experience greater positive emotions than nonparents (Umberson & 

Gove, 1989). Mothers experience more positive emotions from positive events experienced with 

their children than from positive events experienced without their children (Impett, English, & 

John, 2011). Finally, work has also indicated that both mothers and fathers experience more 

positive emotions following the birth of their child than during pregnancy (Chalmers & Meyer, 

1996; Feldman & Nash, 1984).  

In addition to being a direct source of positive emotions themselves (Nelson et al., 2013; 

Study 3), children may also enhance positive emotions by injecting a greater variety of 

experiences into their parents’ lives. Past research has demonstrated that variety is an important 

predictor of sustained well-being (Sheldon, Boehm, & Lyubomirsky, 2012; Sheldon & 

Lyubomirsky, 2012). Being a parent may increase well-being through its influence on the 

intensity and variety of positive experiences. By continually changing and growing, children 

bring novelty, variety, and surprise into their parents’ lives, which can forestall hedonic 

adaptation to positive circumstances and prevent boredom. Despite evidence for the role of 

variety in well-being in general, no studies have examined the impact of variety specifically on 

parents’ happiness. Future research examining this possibility would advance understanding of 

parents’ sources of positive emotions.  

Social roles. Research on social roles suggests that holding multiple roles is 

advantageous for both mental and physical health (Barnett & Hyde, 2001; Thoits, 1992), in part 

because the rewards or successes in one role can offset the stresses or disappointments of 

another. Fathers, for example, are less likely to feel distress after negative experiences at work 

when they have positive relationships with both their wives and their children (Barnett, Marshall, 
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& Pleck, 1992). This research suggests that parents may benefit from their parenting role via 

positive relationships with their children. In turn, parenthood may be associated with higher 

ability to deal with stress in other domains, thus potentially enhancing overall well-being.   

Social roles may be particularly beneficial when one feels called to fulfill those roles 

(Bellah, Madsen, Sullivan, Swidler, & Tipton, 1985). A calling invokes themes of identity, 

passion, life purpose, meaningful contribution, and awareness of the role (Coulson, Oades, & 

Stoyles, 2012), and parenting has been theorized as a role that people naturally feel called to 

fulfill (Baumeister, 1991). Indeed, because evolutionary theorists have placed parenting at the 

top of the pyramid of human needs (Kenrick et al., 2010), being a parent may be a social role that 

people are hardwired to fulfill.   

Despite the strong theoretical reasons for postulating that parenthood may be a calling for 

most parents, little empirical evidence exists to support the idea directly. Research suggests, 

however, that being a parent is indeed associated with a greater sense of purpose and meaning 

(Nelson et al., 2013; Umberson & Gove, 1989; White & Dolan, 2009), which provides indirect 

evidence that parenting enriches one’s identity. Future research should directly explore the extent 

to which becoming a parent is associated with enrichment of one’s identity and with feeling 

called to the parenting role, as well as the conditions under which the role of being a parent 

(versus a spouse, worker, etc.) predicts well-being.  

Why Children Might Lead To Less Happiness  

Just as anecdotal evidence indicates that children are a fount of happiness, it also suggests 

that they are a source of stress (Hansen, 2012). In the words of one psychologist, “[Children] are 

a huge source of joy, but they turn every other source of joy to sh*t” (Senior, 2010, p.1). Hence, 

theory and empirical evidence suggest multiple reasons that children might be associated with 
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decreased well-being: negative emotions, sleep disturbance and fatigue, strained partner 

relationships, and financial strain. 

Negative emotions. Just as raising a child may provide many opportunities for positive 

emotions, such as delight or pride in the child’s accomplishments, it may also provide many 

opportunities for negative emotions, such as frustration with a toddler’s defiance, disappointment 

over a middle schooler’s laziness, or worry over a teen’s moodiness. Of all these negative 

emotions, anxiety and worry may be the most prevalent. To some degree, parents’ vigilance and 

concern are evolutionarily adaptive, as parents must protect their vulnerable offspring from 

potential threats (Hahn-Holbrook, Holbrook, & Haselton, 2011). Yet, parents often worry 

excessively about their children’s safety. Supporting this claim, one study revealed that parents 

worry a great deal about their children’s welfare, including concerns about their children’s health 

(e.g., that they would get cancer) and safety (e.g., that they would be abducted). Indeed, parents 

were more troubled about these negative outcomes than the statistical risk of such outcomes 

warranted (Stickler, Salter, Broughton, & Alario, 1991). In addition, a nationally representative 

study comparing the emotions reported by parents and nonparents revealed that parents report 

more negative feelings associated with anxiety, such as being fearful, restless, and worried 

(Simon & Nath, 2004). 

Like worry and anxiety, caring for children may also be associated with frustration and 

anger, in part due to children’s defiance of parents’ authority. Indeed, several studies have shown 

that, as compared to nonparents, parents report feeling more anger (Ross & Van Willingen, 

1996; Simon & Nath, 2004) and caring for children was ranked as one of the most negative-

affect-eliciting activities (second to working; Kahneman et al., 2004). In sum, parenthood may 

reduce well-being by heightening negative emotions—especially worry, anxiety, and anger.  
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Sleep disturbance and fatigue. Parents may also be more susceptible than their childless 

counterparts to experiencing sleep disturbance and fatigue, especially when children are young. 

In one survey, for example, insufficient sleep was one of the most commonly reported problems 

experienced in the first months of parenthood (Chalmers & Meyer, 1996). In addition, studies 

using both self-report and objective measures of sleep have shown that people report relatively 

more sleep problems after the birth of a child (Gay, Lee, & Lee, 2004; Lee, Zaffke, & McEnany, 

2000; Yamazaki, Lee, Kennedy, & Weiss, 2005). These disturbances may be one source of 

decreased well-being, especially among parents of infants and toddlers. In fact, a restful night’s 

sleep and early bedtime are associated with cheerfulness the following day (Totterdell, Reynolds, 

Parkinson, & Briner, 1994), whereas sleep deprivation is followed by increases in levels of anger 

and hostility (Selvi, Gulec, Agargun, & Besiroglu, 2007) and decreases in friendliness, elation, 

and positive mood (Acheson, Richards, & de Wit, 2007). In addition, sleep deprivation 

negatively impacts many cognitive resources, such as cognitive flexibility (Leonard, Fanning, 

Attwood, & Buckley, 1998) and attention (Van Dongen, Maislin, Mullington, & Dinges, 2003), 

that may be particularly valuable for regulating emotion and solving problems endemic to the 

challenges of childrearing (Medina, Lederhos, & Lillis, 2009). Consistent with all of the above 

findings, sleep deprivation has been shown to predict parental depression after childbirth 

(Evenson & Simon, 2005). 

In addition to the disruptions to sleep that parents typically experience when their 

children are young, the many tasks and chores associated with parenthood may contribute to 

persistent fatigue, which can also depress well-being among parents. Consistent with this 

argument, a recent meta-analysis revealed that parents, who were less physically active than 

nonparents, cited fatigue as a primary barrier to activity (Bellows-Riecken & Rhodes, 2008). In 
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addition, childcare is associated with higher levels of tiredness than virtually all other daily 

activities except, not surprisingly, napping (Kahneman et al., 2004), and a majority of parents 

report that their least enjoyable aspect of parenthood is being “on call” 24/7 and having little 

time for themselves (Feldman & Nath, 1984). Finally, and not surprisingly, new mothers and 

fathers report greater fatigue after the birth of their child than during the final month of 

pregnancy, with higher levels of fatigue being associated with higher rates of depression and 

lower marital satisfaction (Elek, Hudson, & Fleck, 2002).   

In short, extensive evidence suggests that parents of young children are especially prone 

to experiencing sleep disturbances, which in turn have been associated with negative emotions, 

depression, and reduced cognitive function. Given these negative effects of sleep disturbance, 

researchers would do well to examine the conditions under which sleep disturbance occurs and 

how its effects can be mitigated. The well-known adage that “it takes a village to raise a child” 

provides one insight for researchers to explore. Specifically, sleep problems associated with 

having a child may be especially present in modern advanced economies, where parents and their 

children tend to live away from their extended families. Traditionally, family members such as 

grandparents, aunts, and uncles may have provided much needed support and help in child 

raising, especially to new parents, thus alleviating the extent of sleep disturbance associated with 

caring for a newborn child. Similarly, greater participation of women in the workforce today, 

combined with short maternity leaves, may further be aggravating the problem. This leads to the 

specific testable prediction that parents in countries with longer maternity leaves and greater 

familial support in child-raising may experience less sleep disturbance and fatigue, and therefore 

be able to enjoy relatively greater well-being in the first few years after childbirth.  
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Strained partner relationships. The stress and strain of parenthood also extends to the 

marital relationship. A multitude of studies indicate that marital satisfaction declines after the 

birth of a child (e.g., Belsky & Pensky, 1988; Lawrence et al., 2008), with a meta-analysis of the 

literature revealing a small but reliable negative association between children and marital 

happiness (r = -.10; Twenge et al., 2003). Some factors that may contribute to reduced marital 

happiness are the declines in spousal support and quality time spent together (White, Booth, & 

Edwards, 1986), and more frequent conflict (Papp, Cummings, & Goeke-Morey, 2002), after 

having children. As young children grow into adolescents, parents’ disagreements over how to 

raise them are associated with declines in marital satisfaction (Cui & Donnellan, 2009). 

In light of previous research suggesting that marital and life satisfaction are positively 

related (Schwarz, Strack, & Mai, 1991), children may reduce parents’ overall well-being through 

their impact on the parents’ relationship with one another. Identifying methods to protect 

relationship quality after the birth of a child is an important area of future research. Sharing equal 

responsibility between partners in childrearing, for example, may buffer some of the negative 

effects of having children on marital satisfaction by alleviating excessive (and uneven) stress and 

fatigue and by helping foster feelings of shared responsibility and role fulfillment.  

Financial strain. Relative to their childless peers, parents typically make multiple 

financial sacrifices—paying, for example, for their children’s food, clothing, medical care, and 

schooling. Not surprisingly, past research suggests that having children in the home increases 

financial strain (McLanahan & Adams, 1987; Ross & Van Willingen, 1996; Umberson & Gove, 

1989) and dissatisfaction with one’s financial situation (Zimmermann & Easterlin, 2006). In 

turn, financial strain is associated with higher rates of depression among mothers (Jackson, 

Brooks-Gunn, Huang, & Glassman, 2000). Thus, it appears that children may be associated with 
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decreases in parents’ well-being due to their influence on financial stress. However, to our 

knowledge, only one study has tested financial stress as a mediator, finding that economic 

hardship mediates the link between parenthood and psychological distress (Bird, 1997). 

Including measures of income and other indicators of economic hardship would be desirable in 

future research to allow investigators to directly explore the role of financial strain as a mediator 

of the link between parenthood and reduced well-being. 

Investigating the mediating role of financial hardship also holds potential to explain why 

a number of other factors are associated with lower well-being among parents. For example, lack 

of extended family and social support may be particularly detrimental when parents are also 

experiencing financial difficulties. In addition, cross-national variation in social services for 

parents may impact their well-being through its effect on financial strain. Thus, exploring the 

role of financial strain in parents’ well-being is a potentially fruitful and important area for future 

research.  

Summary  

Few theories to date have been developed to explain why parenthood may be related to 

higher or lower well-being. To provide a theoretical framework capable of buttressing the mixed 

research findings, we proposed a number of processes—both promoting and inhibiting—by 

which parenthood may lead to greater versus lower well-being (see Figure 1). Specifically, with 

respect to the path from parenthood to greater well-being, evidence supports the role of purpose 

in life, and theory and some empirical evidence also suggest an important role for need 

satisfaction, positive emotions, and the availability of multiple social roles. Regarding the path 

from parenthood to lower well-being, considerable evidence attests to the roles of negative 

emotions, sleep disturbance and fatigue, and strained partner relationships, and some evidence 



PARENTHOOD AND WELL-BEING 32 

supports the role of financial strain. More direct empirical evidence is needed to explore need 

satisfaction, positive emotions, and social roles as predictors of parents’ well-being.   

When Is Parenthood Associated With Well-Being? Exploring Moderators  

As spotlighted by our discussion above, theoretical, empirical, and anecdotal evidence 

suggests multiple mechanisms by which parents might experience both more and less happiness 

than their childless counterparts. It is not surprising, therefore, that research has painted a mixed 

portrait of the boons and banes of parenting (e.g., Evenson & Simon, 2005; Nelson et al., 2013). 

Parents, for example, show diverse responses after the birth of a child, such that some become 

happier, some become less happy, and others remain stable (Galatzer-Levy, Mazursky, Mancini, 

& Bonanno, 2011). Instead of asking whether being a parent is associated with greater or lower 

well-being, some researchers have noted the importance of understanding the various 

circumstances of a parent’s situation (e.g., whether a mother is married; Umberson & Gove, 

1989), as well as stage in the family life course (e.g., her children’s ages; Shields & Wooden, 

2003), as predictors of her well-being. Accordingly, the answer to the question of whether 

parents are relatively more or less happy is not a clear “yes” or “no.” To be sure, research has 

shown that the answer depends on many factors, including the type of well-being considered, 

parent demographic factors (e.g., age, gender, marital status, socioeconomic status), parent 

psychological factors (e.g., parenting style, social support), child demographic factors (e.g., age, 

residence), and child psychological factors (e.g., temperament). To better understand the 

inconsistent findings, we next address in detail the moderators of the relation between 

parenthood and well-being. 

The demographic and psychological characteristics of parents and their children may 

shift how parents experience the rewards and demands of parenting (i.e., impact the mediators of 
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the link from parenthood to well-being), thereby influencing their happiness. An unemployed or 

single parent, for example, may face relatively more economic burdens associated with childcare 

and may consequently experience low levels of well-being. A parent of toddlers is likely to 

experience wildly different challenges and joys than one with either teenagers or grown children 

starting their own families. Thus, comparing all types of parents to nonparents, comparing all 

parents across the transition to parenthood, or investigating time with children of every type of 

parent is almost certainly oversimplifying the complexity of experiences associated with 

parenting. We aim, therefore, to provide a more nuanced understanding of the parenting 

experience by exploring the circumstances under which parenthood may be associated with 

relatively high (vs. relatively low) levels of well-being (see Table 3 for a list of all moderators 

and a brief overall summary of the findings for each moderator). 

To this end, we review both demographic and psychological moderators of parents’ well-

being, as well as moderating characteristics of both the parent and the child: 1) parents’ age, 

gender, marital status, socioeconomic status and income, employment status, family structure, 

culture, social support, parenting style, and attachment style; and 2) child’s age, residence, 

problems, and temperament. We posit that each moderator exerts its influence on the relationship 

between parenting and happiness via its impact on the specific mediators highlighted in our 

model of parents’ well-being illustrated in Figure 1. We review each moderator below by first 

describing how it impacts parents’ well-being (e.g., single parents report relatively lower well-

being), followed by an explanation for why it impacts parents’ well-being (e.g., because  single 

parents experience relatively greater financial strain and more negative emotions).   

Demographic factors.  
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Parent age. The relationship between parenthood and well-being in part depends on 

parent age. To address this question, some investigators have compared young and old parents 

with their respective childless peers. This research has demonstrated that middle-aged and old 

parents are either as happy or happier than their childless peers, whereas young parents are less 

happy than their childless peers. In a nationally representative sample of U.S. adults, for 

example, parents ages 26 to 62 were more satisfied with their lives than their childless 

counterparts, whereas parents ages 17 to 25 were relatively less satisfied (Nelson et al., 2013, 

Study 1). In addition, in a sample of Chinese adults over 60, parents reported lower levels of 

loneliness and depression than nonparents (Chou & Chi, 2004). A study using a sample of people 

over 50, however, showed that having children had minimal effects on their happiness and life 

satisfaction (Glenn & McLanahan, 1981). Similarly, parents aged 63 or older in a large U.S. 

sample did not differ from their peers without children (Nelson et al., 2013, Study 1). Despite 

methodological differences among these studies, taken together, the evidence suggests that 

relatively older parents are generally more likely to reap rewards and to experience fewer 

negative consequences than their childless counterparts.  

Parents’ age may influence their overall well-being via its influence on negative 

emotions, financial strain, and marital satisfaction. Young parents may lack the material 

resources, career and family stability, and emotional maturity of their older peers (Mirowsky & 

Ross, 2002). By contrast, older parents may possess greater emotional maturity and financial 

resources, which can alleviate many of the stresses associated with parenting.  

Investigations in which parents’ age is defined by their age when their first child was 

born are particularly informative regarding the influence of parents’ age on their well-being, as 

this operationalization of parent age is independent of child age. Studies show, for example, that, 
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compared to younger parents, those who are relatively older when they have their first child 

demonstrate more positive maternal behaviors (e.g., hugs, kisses, and praise) and fewer negative 

ones (e.g., threats, derogatory statements, and slaps; Conger, McCarty, Yang, Lahey, & Kropp, 

1984), and report feeling relatively more mature and competent (Frankel & Wise, 1982) and less 

stressed (Garrison, Blalock, Zarski, & Merritt, 1997), suggesting an influence of parent age on 

positive and negative emotions. Furthermore, older parents demonstrate relatively larger boosts 

in life satisfaction following the birth of a child (Luhmann et al., 2012). By contrast, parents who 

are relatively younger when they have their first child report stronger feelings of isolation, 

restlessness, and financial stress (Frankel & Wise, 1982), are at greater risk for low self-esteem 

and feelings of incompetence (Cowan & Cowan, 1992), and report more depressive symptoms 

than nonparents in the same age group (Mirowsky & Ross, 2002). Future research could further 

elucidate the role of parent age by directly exploring the relationship between parent age and 

other mediators of parents’ well-being, including financial strain and marital satisfaction.  

Child age. Parent age is undeniably linked to child age, and parenting younger children 

involves more demands than parenting older children (Mowder, Harvey, Moy, & Pedro, 1995). 

Parents with young children face the stresses of midnight feedings, temper tantrums, discipline 

problems, and homework battles, all of which may negatively influence parents’ well-being. Not 

surprisingly, studies show that parents of young children (up to age 7) report spending more time 

doing housework and show lower levels of self-efficacy than nonparents (Nomaguchi & Milkie, 

2003). In addition, in a sample of mothers, the difficulties involved with parenting young 

children (e.g., continually cleaning up their messes) were associated with decreased satisfaction 

with parenting (Crnic & Greenberg, 1990), suggesting one reason that parents’ well-being may 

increase with child age. Mirroring these data, the negative association between motherhood and 



PARENTHOOD AND WELL-BEING 36 

marital satisfaction observed in Twenge and colleagues’ (2003) meta-analysis was significantly 

moderated by child’s age: Although all mothers experienced lower marital satisfaction than 

childless women, this negative association was strongest for mothers of children 2 years old or 

younger. Furthermore, in a study of the transition to parenthood using the German 

Socioeconomic Panel, parents experienced a boost in life satisfaction during pregnancy and 

immediately after childbirth, followed by a decline through around age 5, at which point life 

satisfaction returned to pre-pregnancy levels (Clark et al., 2008). 

Sleep disturbance may be an additional underlying factor that explains the decreases in 

well-being among parents with young children. As previously noted, new parents list sleep issues 

as their biggest problem following the birth of their child (Chalmers & Meyer, 1996), and studies 

using both self-report and objective measures find that parents experience more sleep problems 

after childbirth (Gay et al., 2004; Lee et al., 2000; Yamazaki et al., 2005). Additional work has 

indicated that new parents experience greater fatigue after childbirth than during pregnancy, 

which is associated with subsequent rises in rates of depression (Elek et al., 2002). Together, 

these studies provide persuasive evidence that sleep disturbance and fatigue explain, in part, 

lower well-being among parents with young children.   

 Other investigations suggest that children do not have to be very young to lower their 

parents’ well-being. For example, parents with children of any age living in the home (a group 

that includes both toddlers and teenagers) reported higher levels of distress than adults without 

children in the home (Bird, 1997); however, in this study, the latter group could include empty-

nest or noncustodial parents, limiting interpretations of these effects. Consistent with these 

findings, research shows that parents’ well-being remains relatively low until the child leaves the 

home (see McLanahan & Adams, 1987, for a review). 
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By contrast, parents of grown children benefit when they receive social support from 

their children and have positive relationships with their adult children (Fingerman, Pitzer, 

Lefkowitz, Birditt, & Mroczek, 2008)—both of which are indicators of enhanced connectedness 

(Spitze & Logan, 1990; Umberson, 1989)—and when they become grandparents (Robertson, 

1977). This evidence suggests that if parents can weather the stresses of raising young children, 

they will reap benefits when their children are relatively older. 

This conclusion is consistent with the evolutionary perspective on parenting as the 

highest human need (Kenrick et al., 2010). As described earlier, the hedonic reward may not 

necessarily come from working towards the satisfaction of one’s needs but from the actual 

satisfaction of those needs (Schaller et al.,, 2010). Indeed, evolutionary pressures to ensure the 

survival of one’s biological offspring may be particularly strong when the child is young and 

vulnerable, leading to the experience of more negative emotions during the process of raising a 

young child. From this perspective, although parents may experience some hedonic benefits as 

they are raising their children—especially when their children are meeting the milestones of 

becoming a successful adult (e.g., becoming more independent)—parents should reap the biggest 

hedonic benefits after successfully raising children to be able to reproduce themselves. Thus, 

parents’ well-being is expected to increase when (and if) the children become productive 

members of society (i.e., when the children are older), and especially when the children bear 

offspring themselves, which is consistent with findings that being a grandparent is often 

associated with added benefits to well-being (Robertson, 1977).  

In sum, the evidence regarding child age clearly supports the conclusion that parents of 

younger children experience lower well-being than parents of older children. We propose that 

these differences are primarily explained by the relatively greater negative emotions, greater 
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sleep disturbances, and lower marital satisfaction experienced by parents of young children (cf. 

Bird, 1997), as well as by the enhanced feelings of closeness, connectedness, and basic 

evolutionary need satisfaction experienced by parents of relatively older children (cf. Spitze & 

Logan, 1990).   

Parent gender. Both psychological theory and anecdotal evidence suggest that 

parenthood may differentially influence the well-being of men and women. Research has 

consistently shown that fatherhood is associated with benefits to well-being, whereas the 

findings for motherhood have been mixed. For men, for example, first-born sons (but not 

daughters) were associated with relatively more happiness (although subsequent children had no 

effect; Kohler, Behrman, & Skytthe, 2005). More recent research is consistent with these 

findings for men, suggesting that fathers with children in the home report higher life satisfaction 

than childless men and non-resident fathers (Keizer et al., 2010). A recent study also revealed 

parenthood to be more consistently linked to well-being among men than women: Fathers 

reported experiencing greater life satisfaction, happiness, positive affect, and meaning and less 

depression than did childless men, but mothers only reported less depression (Nelson et al., 

2013).2  

Findings for women have been much less consistent. One cross-sectional study, for 

example, found that women with children reported greater life satisfaction and self-esteem 

compared to women without children (Hansen et al., 2009). Experience sampling and DRM 

studies, however, have generally shown more negative effects of having children for women. In 

one study, women reported greater anxiety and less positive affect when engaged in housework 

and childcare than when engaged in other activities (Zuzanek & Mannell, 1993), and another 

study showed that women reported less positive affect when engaged in child-related activities 
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than did men (Larson, Richards, & Perry-Jenkins, 1994). Consistent with these findings, in an 

investigation of working women, childcare was rated to be about as positive as doing housework 

(Kahneman et al., 2004). Finally, an experience sampling study found that women reported 

relatively more positive affect when in the public sphere, whereas men reported relatively more 

positive affect when in the family sphere (Larson et al., 1994).  

The mixed findings for women may at least partially be explained by the type of well-

being measure—global cognitive evaluations vs. daily emotional ratings—used in each study. 

On the one hand, because having children may be fulfilling a central life goal for many women, 

parenthood may be associated with greater life satisfaction, happiness with life in general, and 

self-esteem, especially when the responsibilities of childrearing are not overwhelming. On the 

other hand, although women have evidenced greater participation in the workforce (Bianchi, 

Milkie, Sayer, & Robinson, 2000; Blair & Lichter, 1991; England, 2010), mothers are paid less 

than childless women (Budig & England, 2001), and they still bear the brunt of childrearing 

(Milkie, Bianchi, Mattingly, & Robinson, 2002; Nock & Kingston, 1988; Nomaguchi & Milkie, 

2003), which may engender lower day-to-day well-being. Consistent with this idea, research has 

shown that specifically among women, first-born children are associated with relatively greater 

happiness (compared to women without children), but subsequent children are associated with 

relatively less happiness (Aassve et al., 2012; Kohler, Behrman, & Skytthe, 2005). In other 

words, as the number of children increases, and presumably women’s childrearing 

responsibilities rise, the stresses of parenthood may overwhelm the positive effects of fulfilling 

an important life goal—but only for women. Indeed, relative to fathers, mothers report relatively 

more time strain (Nomaguchi, Milkie, & Bianchi, 2005) and distress (Bird, 1997).  
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In contrast to the time strain and negative emotions that may be more characteristic of 

motherhood, fathers’ time with children typically consists of play and leisure (Yeung, Sandberg, 

Davis-Kean, & Hofferth, 2001), activities that are likely to be characterized by positive 

emotions, thus making fatherhood more strongly associated with well-being. In sum, it appears 

that parenthood is consistently linked to greater well-being among men but not among women in 

part because fathers experience relatively more positive emotion (e.g., Larson et al., 1994; 

Nelson et al., 2013) and mothers experience more negative emotion (e.g., Ross & Van Willingen, 

1996; Zuzanek & Mannell, 1993).  

Marital status. Relationship status has important implications for parents’ well-being. 

Married parents report fewer depressive symptoms and lower rates of alcohol abuse than do 

single parents (Cunningham & Knoester, 2007; Evenson & Simon, 2005). In addition, 

continuously single (i.e., never married) parents report lower levels of happiness and self-esteem 

and higher levels of depression than do married parents (Demo & Acock, 1996; Lansford, 

Ceballo, Abbey, & Stewart, 2001; see also Hansen et al., 2009). Finally, marital status has been 

found to moderate the link between parenthood and well-being, with married parents reporting 

higher (Aassve et al., 2012) or similar (Nelson et al., 2013, Study 1) levels of well-being overall 

than married nonparents, and single parents reporting lower well-being than single nonparents 

(Aassve et al., 2012; Nelson et al., 2013, Study 1). These findings can be interpreted in at least 

three ways, which are not necessarily mutually exclusive: 1) Becoming a parent magnifies the 

happiness gained from marriage (e.g., Aassve et al., 2012); 2) not having a partner to share the 

experience of childrearing diminishes the well-being gains and heightens the stress from having 

children (e.g., Nelson et al., 2013, Study 1); or 3) unhappy parents are more likely to become 

single through divorce, separation, or failure to attract a long-term partner.  
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Unfortunately, understanding the literature on single parenthood is complicated, as the 

definition of single differs in each study. In some cases, single status includes previously married 

individuals who became single via divorce, separation, or widowhood, and in others, single 

status is reserved only for individuals who have never been married. Furthermore, in light of 

rising rates of cohabitation outside of marriage (Kennedy & Bumpass, 2008), other studies 

examine partnership status rather than marital status. Despite confusion regarding the definition 

of single, however, the message from this research is clear: Married parents are more likely to 

experience high well-being than their unmarried counterparts. 

Numerous studies provide evidence that marital status influences parents’ well-being via 

its effect on stress and negative emotions, as well as on financial strain. Single parents face many 

stressors that married parents do not (Avison, Ali, & Walters, 2007; Nomaguchi & Milkie, 

2003). Two major benefits of marriage include enhanced social support and greater economic 

security and stability (Ross, Mirowsky, & Goldsteen, 1990). Furthermore, single parents are 

often entirely responsible for housework and childcare, in addition to working full-time 

(Richards & Schmiege, 1993), and are more likely to face economic strain than married parents 

(Garfinkel & McLanahan, 1986; Hilton, Desrochers, & Devall, 2001).  

A basic need satisfaction perspective is also consistent with the findings that parents’ 

well-being depends on marital status. Evolutionary theorists have postulated that mate retention 

is a basic need that humans are compelled to satisfy (Kenrick et al., 2010). Because people’s 

psychological well-being is thought to be partly determined by their least satisfied need, single 

parents’ well-being should be constrained by their failure to satisfy the need for mate retention—

regardless of the satisfaction of other needs, including parenting. In short, raising children 

without the presence of a partner is consistently linked to lower well-being, a finding that can be 
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explained by its influence on several important mediators of parents’ well-being, including 

negative emotions, financial strain, and basic need satisfaction. 

Future researchers could do more to disentangle the effects of marital status on a parent’s 

happiness. For example, to fully understand why marital status moderates parents’ well-being, 

investigators may wish to determine whether its effects are due to the benefits of marriage, the 

costs of singlehood, or something specific about parenting with or without a partner (i.e., the 

interaction between parenthood and marital status). Furthermore, it would be illuminating to 

examine the interaction of parenthood with various classifications of single (e.g., never married, 

divorced) or partnership status (e.g., married, cohabiting). Similarly, as same-sex marriage 

becomes more widely accepted, investigators could compare the happiness of parents in 

traditional and nontraditional households. This work will not only clarify the conditions under 

which parenthood is likely to be associated with greater well-being, but also provide evidence for 

the effects of modern cohabitation trends on well-being more broadly. 

Socioeconomic status. Socioeconomic status (SES), as indicated by income, education, 

and occupation, is related to many important life outcomes, including both well-being and health 

(Adler & Rehkopf, 2008; Diener & Biswas-Diener, 2002). Low-SES individuals, for example, 

are prone to experiencing more anger and anxiety and are at greater risk for depression than are 

high-SES individuals (Barefoot et al., 1991; Lynch, Kaplan, & Salonen, 1997). Surprisingly little 

research, however, has directly examined the role of SES in parents’ well-being. Indeed, 

investigations that measure SES typically treat it as a control variable and ignore it in their 

interpretations. However, the results of the few existing studies are consistent: They suggest that 

high-SES parents derive fewer subjective benefits from parenthood. Higher educational 

attainment, for example, has been associated both with having less positive attitudes towards 
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motherhood among women (Hoffman, 1978) and with finding less value and fulfillment in 

parenthood among both genders (Veroff, Douvan, & Kulka, 1981). 

Recent research using the DRM supports these earlier findings. In one study, parents with 

relatively high SES reported less meaning and purpose during episodes of the day when they 

were taking care of their children than did parents with low SES (Kushlev, Dunn, & Ashton-

James, 2012; Study 1). Notably, no relationship between SES and meaning was observed during 

the rest of the day, suggesting that SES is associated with a reduced sense of meaning 

specifically during childcare. Furthermore, simply priming the concept of wealth prompted 

parents to report less meaning in life during a time spent with their children at a festival (Kushlev 

et al., 2012; Study 2), providing a hint for a causal adverse effect of SES on the experience of 

meaning during childcare. In sum, evidence supports the notion that SES may impact parents’ 

well-being via its influence on their experience of meaning in life.  

Previous work suggests that high-SES parents may also experience heightened negative 

emotions. Higher SES has been associated with greater time stress, or the extent to which people 

perceive time as a limited resource (DeVoe & Pfeffer, 2011; Hamermesh & Lee, 2007). High-

SES parents, therefore, may experience fewer well-being benefits when spending time with their 

children because the opportunity costs of childcare for them are relatively high. Preliminary 

support for this prediction comes from a DRM study in which SES was positively related to a 

measure of opportunity costs: the extent to which parents reported wanting or needing to be 

doing other activities when they were spending time with their children (Kushlev, 2011). 

Furthermore, theory suggests that high-SES individuals may place more importance on roles 

other than being a parent (e.g., professional, breadwinner, philanthropist), thus increasing their 

likelihood of experiencing goal conflict (Emmons & King, 1988; Heiss, 1976). For example, 
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high-SES parents may prioritize agentic goals of achievement and personal promotion, which 

may conflict with the communal nature of parenting (Kushlev et al., 2012). 

The findings linking SES with reduced well-being among parents should, however, be 

interpreted with caution. For example, research has yet to examine global well-being—as well as 

its association with meaning—among high- and low-SES parents. Future work in this area would 

be highly informative, as meaning in life has been found to be an important predictor of well-

being (e.g., Steger, 2009). Furthermore, some of the conclusions above were drawn from 

comparisons within a sample that was relatively well-off (median household income: $70,000-

$80,000; Kushlev et al., 2012). Future research that includes lower-SES participants would shed 

light on the influence of poverty on parents’ well-being. Very low-SES parents, for example, 

may have tremendous worries about their kids’ safety, quality of education, and access to 

healthcare, and they may have to sacrifice their own needs to pay for their children’s expenses or 

send them to college—problems less likely faced by low-SES nonparents or high-SES parents. 

Thus, studies incorporating a wider range of SES levels may find an inverse U-shaped 

relationship between SES and well-being among parents.  

Employment status. To our knowledge, very few investigations have examined how the 

relation of parenthood to well-being varies by employment status. Despite the limited direct 

research on this topic, a number of studies provide suggestive evidence that employment status 

may enhance parents’ well-being through its effects on social roles and reduced financial strain, 

and it may diminish well-being by generating additional stress and negative emotions 

(particularly related to work–life conflict).   

Past research on social roles indicates that having more roles buttressing one’s identity is 

beneficial for both mental and physical health, including depression and disease risk (Barnett & 
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Hyde, 2001; Thoits, 1992). Furthermore, research on work–family interactions has suggested 

that experiences in one role can enrich one’s experiences in another role via gains in resources 

(e.g., skills, social support, self-esteem; Greenhaus & Powell, 2006; Wayne, Grzywacz, Carlson, 

& Kacmar, 2007). To the extent that parenthood and employment each substantively enrich a 

person’s identity, employed parents are likely to experience greater well-being. In addition, full-

time employment may alleviate some of the economic strain produced by having children in the 

home (McLanahan & Adams, 1987; Umberson & Gove, 1989), thus indirectly increasing the 

well-being of employed parents.   

On the other hand, more than half of working parents report difficulties balancing the 

responsibilities of work and family (Aumann, Galinsky, & Matos, 2011). Pressure at work is 

linked to parents’ feelings of overload and stress, which in turn predicts higher family conflict 

(Crouter & Bumpus, 2001). Furthermore, work–family conflict, primarily identified as work 

interfering with time spent with family, is more commonly experienced by women (Frone, 

Russell, & Cooper, 1992) and thus may negatively influence the well-being of working mothers 

compared to working women without children. Indeed, working mothers worry more than 

working women without children (McLanahan & Adams, 1989) and are more emotionally 

withdrawn from their children on days when they report more work stress (Repetti & Wood, 

1997). Moreover, these effects are likely to be bidirectional and may produce downward spirals, 

such that the greater stress and anxiety experienced by parents may compromise work–family 

balance, which magnifies the stress and decreases overall well-being even further, and so on. In 

addition to the effects of work stress on the family, managing family obligations may impact 

work outcomes. Studies indicate, for example, that work productivity among professors declines 
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after the birth of a child, and this effect is particularly strong for women (e.g., Hunter & Leahey, 

2010).  

Although childless individuals may also experience conflict between their work and 

personal lives, parents report relatively higher levels of work–life conflict, more stress, and less 

effective coping (Galinsky, Bond, & Friedman, 1996). In addition, the negative spillover from 

work to family in parents is associated with job exhaustion and higher levels of psychological 

distress, and the negative spillover from family to work is associated with low marital 

satisfaction (Kinnunen, Feldt, Geurts, & Pulkkinen, 2006; Simon, 1992). Consistent with these 

findings, a meta-analysis revealed that work–family conflict is negatively related to job and life 

satisfaction, regardless of parental status (Ernst Kossek & Ozeki, 1998).  

Investigations of stay-at-home parents are also informative regarding how parents’ 

employment status may affect their well-being. Stay-at-home parents may experience higher 

well-being because they believe their investment of time greatly benefits their children and 

because they do not face the role strain and work–family conflict that many working parents 

experience. On the other hand, they may also miss out on some of the benefits of employment, 

such as an enriched identity, social support, and increased income (Barnett & Hyde, 2001). 

Consistent with this latter possibility, a recent study found that stay-at-home moms who wanted 

to work outside the home showed higher rates of depression than working moms or stay-at-home 

moms who embraced their role (Holmes, Erickson, & Hill, 2012). By contrast, stay-at-home dads 

reported generally relatively high levels of life satisfaction (Rochlen, McKelley, Suizzo & 

Scaringi, 2008). These findings highlight the potential role that the decision to work outside the 

home or to stay at home with one’s children plays in differentially impacting the well-being of 

men and women, suggesting an interaction between the moderating factors of gender and 
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employment status. Specifically, although many mothers may stay at home and forgo a career 

because of social norms and expectations of the role women should play in childrearing, fathers 

might experience their decision to stay at home as more autonomous. Thus, the benefits of 

forgoing a career to look after one’s children may on average be greater for fathers than for 

mothers.  

In short, being an employed or a stay-at-home parent may both enhance and compromise 

well-being depending on a variety of other factors, including work–family conflict and the extent 

to which the decision to stay at home is self-determined. The limited research on this topic 

warrants future investigations of how employment status may alter parents’ overall well-being. 

Although we have provided suggestive evidence that parents’ well-being may be influenced by 

their employment status via its effect on social roles and reduced financial stress, or by 

enhancing negative emotions related to work–family conflict, to our knowledge, no research has 

directly addressed these questions with any of our recommended methodologies. Studies 

comparing these outcomes in parents and nonparents, across the transition to parenthood, and 

when parents are spending time with their children versus other activities would be highly 

informative.  

Based on evolutionary theory’s suggestion that esteem is one of the basic human needs 

(Kenrick et al, 2010; cf. Maslow, 1943), we propose that being employed contributes to well-

being insofar as it enhances feelings of worth and provides a sense of fulfillment and enriched 

identity. Integrating this perspective with our analyses of the other mediators that are likely to be 

influenced by employment status, we further propose that employed parents experience 

improved well-being when the additional social role strengthens their identity and sense of 

worth, perhaps by allowing them to pursue valued goals and contribute materially to the 
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household; but that they experience diminished well-being when the additional stresses and 

conflict contribute to decreases in sense of worth and increases in negative emotions.  

Family structure. Whether the parent–child relationship is biological, step, or adoptive is 

another important variable to consider in investigations of parents’ well-being. Consistent with 

predictions of evolutionary theory, cross-sectional comparisons have generally found that 

biological parents are at least as happy—and sometimes happier—than adoptive parents and 

stepparents. For example, in a study that matched adoptive and biological parents on 

demographic characteristics, no differences were detected in levels of happiness, depression, 

self-esteem, and overall health (Borders, Black, & Pasley, 1998). In another study, adoptive 

mothers, but not fathers, reported higher levels of depression than did biological parents, 

controlling for several demographic factors (Lansford et al., 2001). With regard to stepparents, 

some research has shown that stepmothers in their first marriages report less happiness and more 

depression than biological mothers in their first marriages (Demo & Acock, 1996), and 

stepparents report lower parenting satisfaction than married parents living with their biological 

children (Rogers & White, 1998). Another study, however, found no differences between 

stepparents and biological parents in depression, self-esteem, and life satisfaction (Lansford et 

al., 2001).  

Notably, each of these studies used different methodological and statistical approaches 

(i.e., matching adoptive and biological families, controlling for demographic characteristics, or 

analyzing mothers and fathers separately), yet despite these differences, biological parents 

consistently demonstrated equal or greater happiness than nonparents. Moreover, it appears that 

family structure may differentially influence the well-being of mothers and fathers (e.g., Demo & 
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Acock, 1996; Lansford et al., 2001), so future researchers should be particularly sensitive to 

gender differences in their samples when examining family structure and parents’ well-being.     

In addition to comparing biological parents with adoptive parents and stepparents in 

cross-sectional studies, researchers have examined changes in well-being across the transition to 

parenthood for each type of parent. Unlike the cross-sectional research, research with this type of 

design has indicated a somewhat negative effect of biological parenting and a more positive 

picture of step and adoptive parenting. One study, for example, showed that parents who adopted 

or gained a stepchild reported higher life satisfaction than parents who gained a biological child 

(Ceballo, Lansford, Abbey, & Stewart, 2004). Other studies of adoptive families have shown that 

adoptive parents do not experience adverse well-being outcomes during the transition to adoptive 

parenthood, despite the stressors associated with adoption (Brodzinsky & Huffman, 1988; Ishii-

Kuntz & Ihinger-Tallman, 1991).  

Although the finding that adoptive parents and stepparents are happier than biological 

parents after welcoming a child may seem somewhat surprising, several factors point to this very 

pattern. Adoptive families, for example, often experience great uncertainty while waiting for a 

child (Sandelowski, Harris, & Holditch-Davis, 1991) and may thus appreciate their good fortune 

more than biological parents. Accordingly, the burdens of adoption (e.g., financial strain, fertility 

challenges) may be offset by the joy, meaning, and relief sparked by the long anticipated arrival 

of the child. Thus, drawing on our model, we posit that the transition to adoptive parenthood is 

related to greater well-being due to its associated increases in positive emotions and life 

meaning.  

Regarding the positive effects of stepparenting, the transition to parenthood for 

stepparents may be associated with relatively less stress because stepchildren are almost always 
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older, and presumably less challenging to take care of, than newborn biological children. 

Another explanation invokes a possible confound: Parents who acquire a stepchild are also 

usually newly married, and getting married is linked with increases in well-being (Lucas et al., 

2003). These explanations also shed light on why cross-sectional studies have generally found 

greater benefits of parenthood for biological parents than stepparents, whereas transition-to-

parenthood studies have suggested the reverse. 

In sum, cross-sectional studies show either null findings or more positive effects for 

biological parents, whereas transition-to-parenthood designs show either null findings or more 

negative effects for biological parents. Because this work is often characterized by small effect 

sizes, issues with power and sample size in some studies may partially explain the 

inconsistencies. The studies described above had sample sizes ranging from under 150 to over 

2,000, and at least one of the studies that found no difference between biological and adoptive 

parents had a sample size of only 144 participants (Borders et al., 1998). Additional differences 

among studies involve the gender composition of samples. For example, Demo and Acock 

(1996) used a sample of mothers, whereas other studies described above included both mothers 

and fathers (Borders et al., 1998; Lansford et al., 2001; Rogers & White, 1998). Given that 

gender is an important moderator of parents’ well-being, gender composition is likely to affect 

group differences in well-being,  

Few studies have investigated the mechanisms by which family structure influences 

parents’ well-being. Based on the extant evidence, we posit that differences among adoptive, 

step, and biological parenthood can be explained by their differential impact on several factors. 

After becoming parents, adoptive mothers and fathers appear to experience greater positive 

emotions and meaning in life; stepparents experience greater relationship satisfaction and fewer 
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negative emotions; and biological parents experience more negative emotions and greater sleep 

disturbance. Exploring the direct links between these proposed mechanisms and parents’ well-

being could be a fruitful area for future research aiming to understand when and why parenthood 

may be associated with different well-being outcomes for biological, adoptive, and step-parents.  

Residence. Two areas of research speak to the influence of a child’s residence on parents’ 

well-being. The first compares parents of minor children living in the home (custodial or resident 

parents) to parents of minor children living elsewhere (noncustodial or nonresident parents); and 

the second compares empty-nest parents to parents with children still living in the home. Both 

cross-sectional and transition-to-parenthood studies have shown that noncustodial parents report 

lower levels of well-being than custodial parents (Knoester & Eggebeen, 2006; Menaghan, 1989; 

Minton & Pasley, 1996). Cross-sectional research demonstrates that nonresident parents 

experience more severe symptoms of depression and anxiety than resident parents (Menaghan, 

1989), and noncustodial divorced fathers report lower levels of parenting satisfaction and 

competence than married fathers living with their children (Minton & Pasley, 1996). In one study 

of fathers’ transition to parenthood, having a nonresident child was associated with increases in 

depression, compared to having no new children, controlling for demographic factors (Knoester 

& Eggebeen, 2006). This work suggests that the stress of not having one’s own children at home 

and missing out on the pleasures of parenting may outweigh the stress of taking active care of 

one’s children. Alternatively, low levels of well-being may plausibly precede noncustodial 

parenthood, such that parents who are not mentally healthy are less likely to be granted custody 

of their children. To our knowledge, however, no studies have tested this possibility.   

Noncustodial parents have fewer responsibilities, yet may face a variety of additional 

external stressors (e.g., missing their children, lack of control over decision making) that can 
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decrease well-being. Following our model, we propose that noncustodial parents are less likely 

to experience the advantages of parenthood (i.e., meaning in life, connectedness with their 

children, positive emotions, and enhanced social roles) and more likely to experience some 

factors that inhibit parents’ well-being (e.g., negative emotions). These differences in themselves 

can explain the relatively low well-being of noncustodial parents.   

The second relevant area of research compares empty-nest parents (i.e., those whose 

children have grown and left the home) to parents who have children residing in the home. 

Children in the household place an economic burden on families and interfere with the time 

parents can spend with one another (Ross et al., 1990). In fact, parents with minor children living 

in the home report greater distress than parents without children in the home and nonparents 

(Bird, 1997). Other longitudinal work has revealed that “emptying the nest” improves marital 

quality for all parents but only improves overall life satisfaction when parents have frequent 

contact with their adult child (Gorchoff, John, & Helson, 2008; White & Edwards, 1990; see, 

however, VanLaningham, Johnson, & Amato, 2001). Finally, empty-nest parents report greater 

social support than parents with children living in the home (Ishii-Kuntz & Seccombe, 1989). 

Notably, by definition, empty-nest parenthood means having relatively older children. These 

studies suggest that in the absence of the daily strains and hassles of childrearing (i.e., economic 

burden, strained partner relationships, and negative emotions), parenthood may be particularly 

beneficial to well-being. The findings are also compatible with the evolutionary basic need 

perspective because leaving the nest marks a watershed moment indicating that parents have 

successfully managed to raise their children to relative independence. 

The results of studies on noncustodial parenthood and empty-nest parenthood lead to 

vastly different conclusions: Noncustodial parents report relatively low well-being, whereas 
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empty-nest parents report relatively high well-being. These contrasting findings suggest that the 

technical residence of the child is not as important as other factors. Noncustodial parents may be 

relatively unhappy because having their children live elsewhere is usually an imposed situation, 

and not the normative or expected experience of parents. In addition, noncustodial parents are 

missing opportunities to build relationships with their children while they are young, whereas 

empty-nest parents have had many years to build strong relationships that can continue when the 

children voluntarily leave the home. These possibilities highlight the relative importance of 

connectedness with children as predictors of parents’ well-being and represent fruitful directions 

for future research. Finally, the differences between noncustodial and empty-nest parents shed 

new light on the evolutionary basic need perspective. Specifically, findings in this area indicate 

that although working towards fulfilling the parenting need (custodial parents) may not feel as 

good as having fulfilled that need (empty-nest parents), not being able to work towards it at all 

(noncustodial parents) is worse than both.  

Culture. Views about parenthood and childrearing practices differ across cultures. 

Cultures vary widely regarding norms for the timing of parenthood, typical number of children 

per family, centrality of children in parents’ lives, gender roles, availability of health care and 

parental leave, and motives to have children or remain childless (Jones & Brayfield, 1997; 

Nauck, 2007; Purewal & Van Den Akker, 2007). Each of these cultural differences has important 

implications for parents’ well-being. For example, gender differences in the effects of 

parenthood on well-being may be amplified in gender-stratified cultures, and employment and 

marital status differences may be diminished in nations with generous parental leave policies and 

subsidized childcare. 
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Very few studies have directly examined culture as a moderator of parents’ well-being; 

indeed, most of the findings reviewed in this paper are based on studies with Western, primarily 

North American samples. We can, however, piece together evidence for the moderating role of 

culture in parents’ happiness from a few accounts. In a DRM study conducted in France and the 

United States, for example, U.S, mothers reported spending a higher proportion of time in an 

unpleasant emotional state during childcare than did French mothers (Krueger et al., 2009). 

Another study showed that relative to holding a Eurocentric world view, holding an Afrocentric 

world view (characterized by optimism, holistic orientation, idealized order, internal sense of 

worth, and spirituality) was associated with an easier transition to single motherhood, as 

indicated by lower levels of anxiety and depression, and higher satisfaction with motherhood 

(Fine, Schwebel, & Myers, 1985). Finally, one study examined how cultural variations in the 

appreciation of parenthood moderated parents’ well-being. In countries with a greater overall 

appreciation of parenthood, fathers of young children, but not mothers or fathers of relatively 

older children, reported greater happiness than nonparents (Vanassche, Swicegood, & Matthijs, 

2013). 

In sum, cultural and national differences in the effects of parental status on well-being 

clearly exist, but many more studies are needed to understand these differences. As indicated by 

the research above, culture may play a role in parents’ emotional experiences (e.g., Fine et al., 

1985; Krueger et al., 2009). Furthermore, cultural differences in the appreciation of parenthood 

may impact the relative amount of meaning that parents derive from parenting. Future work is 

needed to test these three mechanisms (positive emotions, negative emotions, and meaning in 

life) underlying cultural differences in parents’ well-being, as well as explore the role of cultural 
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differences in the norms surrounding the parental role and the financial burden (or lack thereof) 

placed on parents. 

Psychological factors.  

Social support. Consistent with the African proverb, “it takes a village to raise a child,” 

parents often rely on the support of their friends and family. When parents have less leisure time 

to nurture their relationships with others (e.g., Claxton & Perry-Jenkins, 2008; Della Fave & 

Massimini, 2004), experience declines in the size of their social networks (e.g., Munch, 

McPherson, & Smith-Lovin, 1997; Wrzus, Hanel, Wagner, & Neyer, 2013), and therefore 

receive less social support, they may suffer diminished well-being. On the other hand, some 

parents may experience enhanced social support from their extended families and from fellow 

parents (cf. Ishii-Kuntz & Seccombe, 1989).    

Indeed, research indicates that social support and social affiliation are important 

predictors of parents’ well-being (Koeske & Koeske, 1990; Pittman & Lloyd, 1988; Rizzo, 

Schiffrin, & Liss, 2013; Wandersman, Wandersman, & Kahn, 1980). In an investigation of social 

support and well-being across the transition to parenthood, parents’ social networks, support, 

depression, and adjustment scores were assessed during pregnancy and at three time points after 

the birth of their child (ending at age 2). The results revealed that the degree to which parents 

had supportive relationships was an important predictor of less parental depression and greater 

psychological adjustment after the birth of their child (Bost, Cox, & Payne, 2002). In another 

investigation of social support among mothers of infants, the amount of support received from 

the spouse was a predictor of mothers’ affect and life satisfaction (Levitt, Weber, & Clark, 

1986). In sum, the extent to which parents have an adequate support system amid the trials of 

parenting predicts how happy they are. These findings are consistent with the evolutionary 
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perspective: When parenting does not interfere with the basic need of affiliation, it is associated 

with relatively higher well-being.  

In sum, as indicated by the above studies, the amount of support parents receive appears 

to promote well-being by increasing positive emotions (e.g., Levitt et al., 1986), decreasing 

negative emotions associated with stress and strain (e.g., Bost et al., 2002), and improving 

partner relationships (e.g., Levitt et al., 1986). Future researchers may wish to investigate these 

and other pathways by which social support enhances parents’ happiness.    

Parenting style. Although a large literature explores the implications of parenting style 

and parenting behaviors for child outcomes (e.g., Darling & Steinberg, 1993), very few studies 

examine how parenting style—and an intensive versus relaxed style in particular—might relate 

to the parents’ own well-being. In recent decades, Western parents have become increasingly 

pressured to adopt a parenting style that demands a great deal of time with their children and 

involvement in the minutiae of their children’s daily lives (Bianchi, 2000). Parents are pushed by 

such norms to engage in labor-intensive hyper-parenting, involving an endless stream of child-

enriching activities (Bianchi, Robinson, & Milkie, 2006; Furedi, 2002; Warner, 2005). American 

mothers, for example, report feeling pressured to focus on their children’s needs to the near 

exclusion of everything else (Lee, 2008). 

To the extent that parents engage in such intensive parenting styles, they may experience 

escalating feelings of anxiety and decreases in well-being as they try to be perfect parents to their 

children. From an evolutionary perspective, putting the needs of one’s children to the detriment 

of one’s own needs may decrease well-being because other basic needs (e.g., affiliation) may be 

compromised. Furthermore, parents’ anxiety may be amplified when their children are young 

and require more vigilance and effort to ensure survival. Supporting these arguments, 
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endorsement of intensive parenting and child-centrism predicts greater stress and depression and 

lower life satisfaction among mothers of children 5 years old or younger (Rizzo et al., 2013). 

By contrast, an evolutionary perspective also suggests that investing more in one’s 

children should be rewarding to parents because such investment may increase the survival of 

one’s genes, thus providing theoretical support for child-centrism—prioritizing the needs of 

one’s children—as a predictor of greater well-being. Indeed, a DRM study with a sample of 

mothers and fathers with children under age 19 found that child-centric parents experienced 

relatively more meaning and positive affect, and less negative affect, during childcare (Ashton-

James, Kushlev, & Dunn, 2013).  

We believe that the conflicting conclusions yielded by these studies are due to sample 

differences—namely, mothers of children ages 5 or younger (Rizzo et al., 2013) versus both 

mothers and fathers of children younger than age 19 (Ashton-James et al., 2013). Accordingly, 

the impact of parenting style on parents’ well-being may depend on parent gender and the age of 

the family’s youngest child. Future research exploring interactions of parent gender and child age 

with parenting style would be informative.  

In short, although investigators have recently begun to focus on the relationship between 

parents’ involvement and their well-being, this work is limited, and many more questions 

remain. The research conducted so far suggests that this relationship is likely complex and 

contingent on factors such as the children’s ages, the parent’s gender, and whether or not child-

centric parenting impairs or supports the satisfaction of other basic needs. Accordingly, 

exploring the effect of parenting style—including different types of intensive parenting and their 

moderators—on parents’ well-being promises to be a fertile area of future research. For example, 

being a “tiger mom” vs. the mom of a “little emperor” represent very different types of intensive 
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parenting that may impact parents’ happiness in different ways. Moreover, work examining 

whether and how authoritarian, authoritative, and permissive parenting styles (Baumrind, 1989) 

are associated with parents’ well-being would be informative.  

Child problems. An old saying declares that “a mother is only as happy as her least 

happy child.” Accordingly, children’s problems (e.g., conduct problems, chronic illness, 

disability, depression, drug abuse) are likely to be an important predictor of their parents’ 

happiness. Indeed, having one adult child with problems predicts poorer parent well-being, but 

having one successful child does not predict greater parent well-being (Birditt et al., 2010; 

Fingerman, Cheng, Birditt, & Zarit, 2012). Relative to parents of problem-free children or 

nonparents, parents of problematic or troubled children experience considerable stress and 

negative emotions in their lives (Webster-Stratton, 1990). Furthermore, children’s problems may 

create tension between the parent and child (Birditt, Miller, Fingerman, & Lefkowitz, 2009), 

which has been linked with less happiness and greater intergenerational relationship ambivalence 

(i.e., the experience of both positive and negative sentiments within a relationship; Fingerman et 

al., 2008). These findings suggest two possible mechanisms by which children’s problems may 

decrease parents’ well-being—heightened negative emotions and decreased parent–child 

connectedness. Connectedness (or affiliation) is a basic human need that is associated with 

happiness when satisfied and unhappiness when unsatisfied (Deci & Ryan, 2000, 2008; Schaller 

et al., 2010). Additionally, from an evolutionary perspective, child problems should be related to 

lower well-being when they signal a barrier to the goal of raising children who will successfully 

pass on the parents’ genes.  

Child temperament. Children vary in their levels of sociability, negative mood, and 

behavioral inhibition, and these individual differences in temperament appear as early as infancy 
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(Rothbart, 1981). Children’s temperament may shift the interaction patterns between parents and 

children and, in turn, affect parents’ happiness. For example, correlational studies demonstrate 

that high emotional intensity among preschoolers is associated with greater parenting stress 

(McBride, Schoppe, & Rane, 2002), and mothers of temperamentally difficult children report 

more doubts about their parenting competence (Sheeber & Johnson, 1992), greater parenting 

stress (Gelfand, Teti, & Radin Fox, 1992), lower marital quality (Belsky & Rovine, 1990), and 

higher levels of depression (Cutrona & Troutman, 1986). Furthermore, frequent infant crying, 

which is one behavioral indicator of a difficult temperament, is associated with more negative 

emotions and higher depression among new parents (Wilkie & Ames, 1986). Finally, in one 

study, parents of infants with relatively easy temperaments reported experiencing more positive 

changes across the transition to parenthood than parents of infants with difficult temperaments 

(Wolfson Sirignano & Lachman, 1985). In this study, fathers in particular who perceived their 

infants as relatively adaptable and prone to positive moods showed reductions in anxiety levels 

compared to nonparents. Thus, to the extent that their children have a difficult or sensitive 

temperament, a stressor notably absent among nonparents, parents experience relatively low 

levels of well-being.  

Because temperament is partially hereditary, however, an alternative explanation is that 

parents and their temperamentally difficult children may both be genetically predisposed to 

experience less happiness. Furthermore, the studies described above primarily focus on parents’ 

well-being when their children are infants, leaving any long-term effects of child temperament 

unknown. However, because child temperament predicts later personality and psychopathology 

(Clark, 2005), parents of children with difficult temperaments may experience low levels of 
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well-being beyond their child’s infancy if their children continue to experience associated 

problems.   

Previous work supports several mechanisms by which children’s difficult temperament 

may influence well-being—by elevating negative emotions (e.g., McBride et al., 2002), by 

decreasing sense of competence (e.g., Sheeber & Johnson, 1992), and by decreasing marital 

satisfaction (e.g., Belsky & Rovine, 1992). By contrast, having a child with an easy temperament 

may provide parents with increased opportunities to experience positive emotions and feel 

competent (e.g., Wolfson Sirignano & Lachman, 1985).  

Parent attachment style. Attachment security is thought to serve as a safeguard against 

depression and an inner resource to cope with stressful life events (Mikulincer & Florian, 1998). 

Because of this buffering role, securely attached parents likely experience fewer threats to their 

well-being than parents who are not securely attached. Virtually no research, however, has 

explored the impact of parent attachment style on global evaluations of well-being such as life 

satisfaction. Despite this lack of direct evidence, a burgeoning literature indicates that parent 

attachment style is likely to impact well-being primarily via its influence on marital quality. 

Indeed, research suggests that the impact of parenthood on marital quality is moderated by the 

parent’s attachment style (e.g., Belsky & Isabella, 1985). Such studies show, for example, that 

couples who recall greater acceptance and less rejection by their own parents during their 

childhoods are less susceptible to declines in marital quality following a child’s birth (Belsky & 

Isabella, 1985).  

Other research indicates that the transition to parenthood poses different challenges to 

parents depending on their attachment styles. New parents who are highly anxiously attached 

report declines in marital satisfaction when they perceive their partners as relatively 
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unsupportive, whereas new parents who are highly avoidant report declines in marital 

satisfaction when they perceive relatively more work–family conflict or higher demands from 

their families (Kohn et al., 2012). Highly ambivalently attached women who also perceive little 

support from their spouses report an increase in depressive symptoms during the transition to 

parenthood (Simpson, Rholes, Campbell, Tran, & Wilson, 2003). Finally, as compared to other 

activities, interacting with one’s children is associated with greater love, joy, and pride for 

women low in attachment avoidance; for women high in attachment avoidance, interacting with 

children is associated with relatively greater love but not with greater joy or pride (Impett et al., 

2011). 

In sum, attachment style may influence parents’ well-being by shifting their experience 

of positive and negative emotions and by buffering (or compounding) the declines in marital 

quality after the birth of a child. Given the lack of research on the direct relationship between 

parent attachment style and global measures of well-being, incorporating global well-being 

measures (in addition to measures of the mediators proposed here) should be a priority for future 

work.  

Summary. In sum, a number of demographic and psychological factors moderate the 

association between parenthood and well-being, primarily by their influence on the promoting 

and inhibiting pathways illustrated in Figure 1. Some parents, such as those who are young, 

single, have relatively young children, have children with problems, or are noncustodial parents, 

experience relatively low levels of happiness. By contrast, fathers, married parents, and parents 

who are older at the birth of their first child experience relatively high levels of well-being (see 

Table 3 for an overview of the moderators of parents’ well-being).  

Implications for Children 
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Understanding the relationship between parenthood and well-being is critical because the 

question of whether parents are happier or less happy than their childless peers holds a number of 

important implications. Happiness is a central life goal for people around the world (Diener, 

2000) and is associated with many positive outcomes for work, relationships, and health 

(Lyubomirsky, King, & Diener, 2005). Consequently, parents’ happiness is likely to have 

benefits not only for the parents, but also for their children.  

Research suggests that parents’ well-being is related to specific parenting behaviors (e.g., 

Dix, 1991). Mothers’ and fathers’ happy moods, for example, are positively related to their 

efforts to cognitively stimulate their children, and mothers’ happy moods are inversely related to 

detachment and negative affect expressed towards the child (Belsky, Crnic, & Woodworth, 

1995). In addition, parents who perceive more daily hassles are more likely to have irritable 

interactions with their children (Dumas, 1986; Patterson, 1983) and are less supportive and more 

controlling of their children (Pett, Vaughan-Cole, & Wampold, 1994). Similarly, parents who 

report more negative moods display more punishment and rejection toward their children 

(MacEwan & Barling, 1991). Finally, an experimental study showed that parents induced to 

experience negative moods directed fewer positive statements toward their children and less 

overall verbal interaction (Jouriles & O’Leary, 1991). In sum, these studies suggest that lower 

parental well-being is related to more negative parenting behaviors.  

Not only can a parent’s well-being influence parenting behaviors, it may also affect 

children’s outcomes, both contemporaneously and long-term. One study directly examined the 

link between mothers’ life satisfaction and their children’s outcomes and demonstrated that 

women who were relatively more satisfied had children with fewer socioemotional problems and 

higher verbal skills (Berger & Spiess, 2011). Furthermore, parents’ expression of positive affect 
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when interacting with their children promotes children’s achievement by influencing the 

development of their skills and motivation (for a review, see Pomerantz, Moorman, & Litwack, 

2007). In addition, parents’ positive emotional expression toward their adolescent children is 

related to the adolescents’ positive relationships with their peers 2 years later (Paley, Conger, & 

Harold, 2002). Another study followed a sample of new mothers and their infants and found that 

maternal positive emotional expression predicted infant positive emotional expression (Haviland 

& Lelwica, 1987). Positive emotional communication and affirmation are also associated with 

children’s feelings of self-confidence and pride (Stipek, 1995). Finally, children’s relationships 

with their mothers (identified by closeness to their mother and maternal involvement) predict life 

satisfaction in adulthood (Flouri, 2004). In sum, although future investigators need to explore 

alternate causal pathways (e.g., the effects of shared heredity on both parents’ happiness and 

children’s outcomes), parents’ happiness appears to have critical implications for a wide range of 

children’s outcomes.  

Future Directions 

Our review of the literature aimed to provide a more nuanced understanding of parents’ 

well-being. In particular, our examination of the relevant mediators and moderators of the 

association between parenthood and well-being challenges overgeneralizations that most parents 

are miserable or that most parents are joyful and, instead, leads us to conclude that parents can be 

happy under some conditions. Despite this progress, however, much more work is needed to 

fully understand why parents in some circumstances are happier than others, how various 

moderators interact with one another, and the benefits of and ways to increase parents’ well-

being. Using our parent well-being model, throughout this review, we have provided a number of 

specific novel hypotheses about how moderating factors indirectly influence parents’ well-being 
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by impacting our proposed mediators. Accordingly, rather than focusing on specific predictions, 

below we provide a “big picture” assessment of the state of the literature and the gaps within it.  

Psychological Mediators, Psychological Moderators, and Psychological Explanations  

Our review identified an important gap regarding the psychological factors, as opposed to 

demographic or circumstantial variables, that mediate and moderate parents’ well-being. First, 

with respect to mediators, by highlighting promising future directions with our model (see Figure 

1), we hope to promote new research on how psychological mechanisms may explain the 

association between parenthood and well-being. Indeed, more research is essential to test some 

of our proposed mediation hypotheses. Three mechanisms that have especially been understudied 

in this area include the importance of need satisfaction, positive emotions, and social roles. 

Second, with regard to moderators, although some studies have directly examined psychological 

factors such as social support (e.g., Pittman & Lloyd, 1988), parenting style (e.g., Rizzo et al., 

2013), parent–child relationships (e.g., Birditt et al., 2009), and parent attachment style (e.g., 

Impett et al., 2011), unpacking the psychological factors associated with parents’ well-being 

should be a priority for the future. 

Finally, it is worth noting that demographic moderators (e.g., child age, employment 

status, or marital status) primarily exert their effects through psychological processes. For 

example, as described above, plausible (but yet untested) hypotheses are that child age moderates 

parents’ well-being by influencing sleep disturbance and negative emotions, and that 

employment status and marital status do so by influencing social support and stress. Thus, future 

investigations examining the psychological explanations for particular demographic moderator 

variables by measuring or manipulating relevant psychological variables would be informative. 

Understanding the psychological processes associated with higher or lower parents’ well-being 
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could elucidate ways that parents in specific circumstances can improve their well-being, for 

example by seeking more social support if they are unemployed or single.  

Moderators of Parents’ Well-Being 

We have argued that investigators should continue to examine the circumstances under 

which parenthood is associated with more or less happiness. We have also identified many gaps 

in the literature—particularly regarding the moderating influence of parents’ socioeconomic 

status, employment status, and culture—on parents’ well-being (Table 3). We hope that future 

studies will explore these moderators, as well as others not discussed in this review (e.g., 

parents’ personality and child gender), of parents’ well-being. 

On the other hand, research has made important advances in understanding the 

moderating influence of factors such as age, gender, and marital status. Older parents tend to be 

happier than their younger counterparts, fathers tend to reap more consistent benefits from 

parenthood than mothers, and married parents tend to experience higher well-being than single 

parents (see Table 3). In addition to exploring the psychological mechanisms behind these three 

moderators, determining how such moderators interact with other moderators of parents’ well-

being would be valuable in future work. For example, mothers may find parenting more 

rewarding in cultures where the father shares equally in the responsibilities of childrearing, and 

the stressors of single parenthood may be attenuated if the parent has the support of an extended 

family.  

Increasing Parents’ Well-Being 

Although studies of children’s outcomes cannot rule out the influence of shared parent 

and child genetics on children’s well-being, findings regarding the potential costs of parents’ 

unhappiness for children, not to mention the costs of unhappiness for the parents themselves, can 
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motivate future interventions designed to improve parents’ well-being. Experimental research 

suggests that people can intentionally increase their happiness and frequency of positive 

emotions by practicing a variety of positive activities (for a review and a meta-analysis, 

respectively, see Lyubomirsky & Layous, 2013; Sin & Lyubomirsky, 2009). Future investigators 

would do well to identify specific steps that parents can take to become happier. By identifying 

parents who are particularly at risk for decreased well-being, we have provided a blueprint for 

targeted future interventions (see Table 3). For example, our review suggests that intervention 

studies aimed at enhancing happiness should target young or single parents more so than their 

more mature or married counterparts (Conger et al., 1984; Frankel & Wise, 1992; Mirowsky & 

Ross, 2002; Nelson et al., 2013) and mothers more so than fathers (Larson et al., 1994; Nelson et 

al., 2013; Zuzanek & Mannell, 1994). 

Final Thoughts and Conclusions 

Are parents more miserable than people without children or do they instead enjoy greater 

happiness in their lives? Our review of the literature reveals the hazards of providing blanket 

answers regarding the association between parenthood and well-being at the broadest level, 

particularly when those answers involve comparing all types of parents with all types of 

nonparents. A more focused analysis suggests that the link between parenthood and well-being is 

influenced by a number of important variables, including both parent and child characteristics, as 

illustrated in Table 3. Our review highlights the importance of taking a detailed view of the 

experiences of parenthood and points to important avenues for future research. 

The relationship between parenthood and well-being is undoubtedly complex. Scholarly 

and media attention on this topic often leads readers to conclude that all parents are miserable 

(e.g., Senior, 2010). We propose that parents are unhappy to the extent that they encounter 
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greater negative emotions, magnified financial problems, more sleep disturbance, and troubled 

marriages. By contrast, when parents experience greater meaning in life, satisfaction of their 

basic needs, greater positive emotions, and enhanced social roles, they are met with happiness 

and joy. Only through systematic study and attention to these processes can we fully understand 

the banes and boons of parenthood.   
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Footnotes  
 

1Unfortunately, the use of multiple regression in the vast majority of papers on this topic 

precluded our ability to conduct a meta-analysis of the association between parenthood and well-

being (see Lipsey & Wilson, 2001).  

2Notably, however, mothers in this study indicated similar levels of happiness, 

satisfaction, and meaning as fathers, but childless men reported lower levels of well-being than 

mothers, fathers, and childless women. Thus, these effects are likely due to relatively low well-

being among childless men, rather than to differences between mothers and fathers.  
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Figure 1. Model of parents� well-being.  
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Table 1 

Indicators of Well-Being Outcomes and Mediators and Their Respective Measures 

Well-Being 
Construct 

Typical Scale and Psychometric Properties 

Well-Being Outcomes 
Anxiety • 14-item Anxiety subscale of the 90-item Symptom Checklist 

(SCL-90-R; Derogatis, 1977): α = .80; e.g., “In the past 
week, I have felt tense or keyed up,” 0 = not at all, 4 = 
extremely.  

• 5-item Gurin Symptom Checklist (Gurin, Veroff, & Feld, 
1960; Veroff, Douvan, & Kulka, 1981); e.g., “nervousness.”  

• 20-item State-Trait Anxiety Inventory, State Subscale 
(STAI; Spielberger, 1972): α = .89; e.g., “I feel at ease,” 1 = 
not at all, 4 = very much so.  

• 40-item IPAT Anxiety Scale (Krug, Scheier, & Cattell, 
1976): α = .85; e.g., “I feel at ease,” 1 = not at all, 4 = very 
much so. (no sample item available)  

• Single-item (Gurin et al., 1960): “Everybody has things he 
worries about more or less. Do you worry about such things 
a lot or not very much?” 1 = never, 5 = all the time.   

Depressive 
Symptoms  

• 20-item Center for Epidemiological Studies-Depression 
Scale (CES-D; Radloff, 1977): α = .85; test-retest reliability 
= .32-.67, 2 weeks to 1 year; e.g., “During the last week, I 
felt sad” 1 = rarely or none of the time (less than 1 day), 4 = 
most or all of the time (5-7 days).   

• 30-item Geriatric Depression Scale (GDS; Yesavage et al., 
1983): α = .94; test-retest reliability = .85, 1 week; e.g., “Do 
you frequently feel like crying?” Yes/No.  

• 21-item Beck Depression Inventory (BDI; Beck, Steer, & 
Carbin, 1988; Beck, Ward, & Mendelson, 1961): α = .81; 
test-retest reliability = .65-.90, 1 week to 4 months; e.g., “I 
do not feel sad (0), I feel sad (1), I am sad all the time and I 
can’t snap out of it (2), I am so sad and unhappy that I can’t 
stand it (3).”  

• 40-item IPAT Depression Scale (Krug & Laughlin, 1976): α 
= .85 (no sample item available)  

• 12-item 8 State Questionnaire (8SQ; Cattell, 1972): α = .79 
(no sample item available)  

• Single-item (e.g., Hansen et al., 2009): “How often do you 
feel lonely?” 0 = never to 4 = always.    

Happiness • 4-item Subjective Happiness Scale (SHS; Lyubomirsky & 
Lepper, 1999): α = .79-.94; test-retest reliability = .55-.90, 3 
weeks to 1 year; e.g., “In general, I consider myself: not a 
very happy person (1) to a very happy person (7)”  
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Well-Being 
Construct 

Typical Scale and Psychometric Properties 

Happiness 
(continued)  

• 5-item Mental Health Index (Berwick et al., 1991): α = .86; 
e.g., “How often have you felt happy in the past 4 weeks?” 1 
= none of the time, 6 = all of the time. 

• 12-item Well-Being Questionnaire (Mitchell & Bradley, 
2001): α = .87; e.g., “I have been happy, satisfied, or pleased 
with my personal life” 0 = not at all, 3 = all the time.  

• Single-item (e.g., Sweet & Bumpass, 1996): “How happy 
are you?” 0 = extremely unhappy, 10 = extremely happy. 
(Similar items used in large-scale national surveys, such as 
the European Social Survey, the General Social Survey, the 
World Values Survey, and the British Household Panel 
Survey).    

Parental Well-
Being  

• 2-item Parental Satisfaction (Ishii-Kuntz & Ihinger-Tallman, 
1991); reliability = .61; e.g., “Would you say in your case, 
being a father/mother has always been enjoyable?” 1 = low, 
5 = high. 

• 8-item Parent Self-Efficacy (Gibaud-Wallston & 
Wandersman, 1978): α = .76; test-retest reliability = .46-.82, 
6-weeks; e.g., “If anyone can find the answer to what is 
troubling my baby, I am the one” 1 = strongly disagree, 6 = 
strongly agree.   

• 4-item Happiness Derived from Children (Ashton-James et 
al., 2013; adapted from Subjective Happiness Scale; 
Lyubomirsky & Lepper, 1999): α = .80; e.g., “In general, 
when I am spending time with my children I am: 1 = not at 
all happy, 7 = extremely happy.”  

• 5-item Meaning Derived from Children (Ashton-James et 
al., 2013; adapted from Meaning in Life Questionnaire; 
Steger, Frazier, Oishi, & Kaler, 2006): α = .79; e.g. “My 
children make my life meaningful” 1 = not at all true, 7 = 
absolutely true.  

• Parenting Daily Hassles (Crnic & Greenberg, 1990): 
Frequency α = .81, Intensity α = .90; e.g., “I am continually 
cleaning up kids’ messes” 1 = rarely, 4 = constantly 
(Frequency), 1 = no hassle, 5 = big hassle (Intensity). 

• 22-item Self-Perceptions of the Parental Role Scale 
(MacPhee, Benson, & Bullock, 1986): α = .72 - .80; e.g., 
“Being a parent is a satisfying experience to some adults,” 
but “For other adults, being a parent is not all that 
satisfying.” Respondents first decide which statement 
applies to them, and then rate 1 = sort of true of me, 4 = 
really true of me.  
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Well-Being 
Construct 

Typical Scale and Psychometric Properties 

Parental Well-
Being 
(continued)  

• 23-item Impact on Family Scale (Stein & Riessman, 
1980): α = .88; e.g., “I have stopped working because of 
my child’s behavior,” 1 = strongly disagree; 4 = strongly 
agree.  

• 14-item Family Satisfaction (Olson & Wilson, 1982): α = 
.90; e.g., “How satisfied are you with how close you feel 
to the rest of the family?” 1 = dissatisfied, 5 = satisfied  

Psychological 
Distress 

• 53-item Brief Symptom Inventory (BSI; Derogatis & 
Melisaratos, 1983): test-retest reliability = .90, 2-weeks; 
e.g., “In the past week, I have been bothered by feeling so 
restless I couldn’t sit still” 0 = not at all, 4 = extremely. 

• 12-item General Health Questionnaire (GHQ; Goldberg, 
1972): α = .90; e.g., “Have you been able to concentrate 
on whatever you are doing?” 1 = better than usual, 4 = a 
lot worse than usual.  

• 23-item Hopkins Symptom Checklist (Derogatis, Lipman, 
Covi, & Rickles, 1971); e.g., “In the last week, how much 
have you been bothered by feeling hopeless about the 
future?” 1 = not at all, 4 = extremely.  

• 25-item General Well-Being Schedule (Fazio, 1970); e.g., 
“Have you been anxious, worried, or upset during the past 
month?” 1 = extremely so, to the point of being sick or 
almost sick, 6 = not at all. 

Satisfaction with 
Life  

• 5-item Satisfaction With Life Scale (SWLS; Diener, 
Emmons, Larsen, & Griffin, 1985): α = .82; test-retest 
reliability = .87 across 2 months; e.g., “I am satisfied with 
my life.” (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree).   

• Single-item (e.g., Sweet & Bumpass, 1996): “All things 
considered, how satisfied are you with your life as a whole 
these days?” (1 = dissatisfied, 10 = satisfied). (Similar 
items used in the European Social Survey, the German 
Socioeconomic Panel, the National Survey of Families and 
Households, World Values Survey.  

Stress • 57-item Life Experiences Survey (Sarason, Johnson, & 
Siegel, 1978): test-retest reliability = .63-.64, 5-6 weeks. 
e.g., “In the past year, I have experienced the death of a 
close family member” -3 = extremely negative, 3 = 
extremely positive. 

• 117-item Daily Hassles Scale (Kanner, Coyne, Schaefer, 
& Lazarus, 1981): test-retest reliability = .48-.79; e.g., 
“Health of a family member” 1 = somewhat severe, 2 = 
moderately severe, 3 = extremely severe.  
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Well-Being 
Construct 

Typical Scale and Psychometric Properties 

Stress 
(continued) 

• 10-item Perceived Stress Scale (PSS; Cohen, Kamarck, & 
Mermelstein, 1983): α = .84, test-retest reliability = .55-
.85, 2 days to 6 weeks; e.g., “In the last month, how often 
have you felt nervous and stressed?” 0 = never, 4 = very 
often.  

Other Well-
Being 
Constructs  

• 3-item Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (Rosenberg, 1986): α 
= .63; e.g., “I am able to do things as well as other 
people,” 1 = strongly agree, 5 = strongly disagree.  

• Single-item Efficacy (Duncan & Morgan, 1980): “I have 
always felt pretty sure my life would work out the way I 
wanted it to,” 1 = not true at all, 4 = very true.  

• Open-ended Inventory of Social Support (Dunst & 
Trivette, 1988). Respondents list all individuals with 
whom they have a close relationship, and their frequency 
of contact on a scale from 1 (once a month or less) to 7 
(daily contact).  

• 6-item Social Provisions Scale (Russell & Cutrona, 1984): 
α = .65; e.g., “There are people I can depend on to help me 
if I really need it” 1 = strongly disagree, 4 = strongly 
agree.  

•  11-item Social Connection (NSFH; Sweet & Bumpass, 
1996); e.g., “How often do you spend a social evening 
with friends?” 0 = never, 4 = several times a week.  

• 13-item Fatigue Subscale of the Lee Visual Analog 
Fatigue Scale (Lee, Hicks, & Nino-Murcia, 1991): α = .91; 
e.g., “Please indicate the point on the line (100mm) that 
indicates how you feel right now: not at all drowsy, 
extremely drowsy.” 
Parents’ Well-Being Mediators 

Meaning in Life  • Single-item (World Values Survey, e.g., Nelson et al., 
2013): “How often, if at all, do you think about the 
meaning and purpose of life?” 1 = often, 4 = never.  

• Single-item Day Reconstruction Method (e.g., White & 
Dolan, 2006): e.g., “To what extent did you feel a sense of 
meaning and purpose in life during this episode?” 0 = not 
at all, 6 = very much.  

• Single-item Experience Sampling (e.g., Nelson et al., 
2013): “In the bigger picture of your life, how personally 
significant and meaningful to you is what you are doing at 
the moment?” 1 = not at all, 7 = very much.  

• 7-item Meaning (Umberson & Gove, 1989): α = .75; e.g., 
“My life often seems empty.” (No response scale 
provided).  
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Well-Being 
Construct 

Typical Scale and Psychometric Properties 

Mood and 
Emotions  

• 17-item Experience Sampling Positive and Negative Emotions 
(e.g., Nelson et al., 2013); e.g., “Please indicate the degree to 
which you feel joy” 1 = not at all, 7 = extremely.  

• 3-item Day Reconstruction Method Positive and Negative 
Affect (DRM; Kahneman et al., 2004); e.g., “How did you feel 
during this situation? Warm/friendly (PA), worried/anxious 
(NA)” 0 = not at all, 6 = very much.  

• 5-item Positive Affect (Bradburn, 1969): α = .54; e.g., “During 
the past few weeks, did you feel that things were going your 
way?” Yes or No.  

• 10-item Positive and Negative Affect Schedule (PANAS; 
Watson, Clark, & Tellegen, 1988): α = .88 for PA, α = .87 for 
NA; test-retest reliability = .47-.68 (PA), 8 weeks, test-retest 
reliability = .39-.71 (NA), 8 weeks; e.g., “Joyful” 1 = very 
slightly not at all, 5 = extremely 

Relationship 
Satisfaction  

• 4-item Frequency Of Disagreements With Spouse (Sweet & 
Bumpass, 1996): α = .74; e.g., “How often, if at all, in the last 
year have you had open disagreements about each of the 
following? [household tasks, money, spending time together, 
sex]” 1 = never, 4 = almost every day. \ 

• 4-item Marital Quality (adapted from Spanier, 1976): α = .84; 
e.g., “How happy has your marriage been over the last six 
months?” (no scale provided). 

• 7-item Relationship Assessment Scale (RAS; Hendrick, Dicke, 
& Hendrick, 1998): α = .73; e.g., “In general, how satisfied are 
you with your relationship?” 1 = low satisfaction, 5 = high 
satisfaction. 

• 32-item Dyadic Adjustment Scale (Spanier, 1976): α = .96; 
e.g., “In general, how often do you think that things between 
you and your partner are going well?” 0=never, 5=all the time. 

• 25-item Four-Factor Scale of Intimate Relations (Braiker & 
Kelley, 1979): α = .61; e.g., “To what extent do you have a 
sense of belonging with your partner?” 1 = very little or not at 
all, 9 = very much or extremely 

• 280-item Marital Satisfaction Inventory (MSI; Snyder, 1979; 
Scheer & Snyder, 1984): α = .89, test-retest reliability = .88, 6 
weeks; e.g., “My marriage has been disappointing in several 
ways.” True or False.     

• Daily Diary Marital Daily Record (Papp et al., 2002): Parents 
indicate dimensions of marital conflict, including length, 
initiator, topics, conflict tactics, and emotions during and at 
the end of the conflict. 

• Single-item (Gurin et al., 1960): “How happy are you in your 
marriage?” 1 = not too happy, 4 = very happy. 
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Table 2 
 
Study Information and Summarized Results for studies comparing parents and nonparents, studies on the transition to parenthood, 

studies examining parents’ experiences while with their children, and studies comparing different types of parents.    

Author and Year Participants (Study; 
Mean Age)  

Well-Being  Demographic 
Covariates  

Moderators Findings  

Parents vs. Nonparents 
Aassve, Goisis, & 
Sironi (2012)  

N = 14, 419 
(European Social 
Survey; ESS; Mage = 
35) 

Happiness  Age, partnership 
status, household 
income, 
employment status, 
education  

 Parenthood was positively 
associated with happiness for both 
men and women.  

Barnett, Marshall, 
& Pleck (1992)  

N = 300 men (Mage = 
35) 

Anxiety and 
Depression  

Age, occupational 
prestige, education, 
household income  

Parental role 
quality  

Fathers and men without children 
did not differ in levels of 
psychological distress.  

     Parental role quality was associated 
with lower levels of psychological 
distress.  

Bird (1997)  N = 1,601 (U.S. 
Survey of Work, 
Family, and Well-
Being; Mage = 36) 

Psychological 
Distress  

Minority status, 
marital status, age, 
education, 
household income 

Gender, social 
support, 
economic 
hardship  

Parents expressed higher levels of 
distress than people without 
children younger than 18 living at 
home.  

     Women experienced more burdens 
and diminished resources than did 
men.  

     Parents with the highest burdens 
and fewest social resources 
experienced the highest levels of 
psychological distress.  
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Author and Year Participants (Study; 

Mean Age)  
Well-Being  Demographic 

Covariates  
Moderators Findings  

Bird (1997) 
(continued)  

    Social and economic burdens 
related to parenting mediated the 
association between number of 
children on parents' distress.  

Blanchflower & 
Oswald (2004)  

N = ~1500 
respondents per year, 
1972-1998 General 
Social Survey (GSS)   

Happiness  Age, gender, race, 
employment, 
marital status, 
education, parents' 
marital status 

 Parenthood was not significantly 
associated with happiness. 

Callan (1987)  N =135 women (Mage  
= 32) 

Happiness  
Affect Balance;  

  Mothers did not differ in happiness 
from voluntarily childless women 
or from infertile women.  

  Domain satisfaction   Mothers reported greater 
satisfaction with self and 
satisfaction with lifestyle than 
infertile women (but not 
significantly different than 
voluntarily childless women). 
Mothers also reported less 
satisfaction with friendship and 
love, satisfaction with sincerity and 
honesty, satisfaction with how 
generous and kind they are, 
satisfaction with admiration of 
others, and satisfaction with 
marriage and family.  
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Author and Year Participants (Study; 
Mean Age)  

Well-Being  Demographic 
Covariates  

Moderators Findings  

Callan (1987) 
(continued)  

 Marital Quality 
(Dyadic cohesion, 
dyadic satisfaction, 
dyadic consensus, 
affectional 
expression) 

  Mothers reported lower marital 
quality on all subscales than either 
voluntarily childless women or 
infertile women. 

Caporale, 
Georgellis, 
Tsitsianis, & Yin 
(2009)  

N = 30,285 (ESS)  Satisfaction  Gender, age, marital 
status, subjective 
health, education, 
employment, 
income  

 Parents reported less happiness 
than nonparents.  

Chou & Chi (2004)  N = 2,003 (Mage = 
71) 

Depression  
Loneliness 

Gender, marital 
status, age, 
education level, 
self-rated health, 
financial strain  

 Parents reported less loneliness and 
depression than nonparents.  

Evenson & Simon 
(2005)  

N = 11, 473 
(National Survey of 
Families and 
Households; NSFH; 
Sweet & Bumpass, 
1996; Mage =42) 

Depression  Gender, age, race, 
education, 
household income, 
marital status, 
employment status  

Gender, child 
residence, 
family 
structure, 
marital status  

Parents reported higher levels of 
depression than nonparents.  

     No difference in depression 
between empty-nest and full-nest 
parents.  
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Author and Year Participants (Study; 
Mean Age)  

Well-Being  Demographic 
Covariates  

Moderators Findings  

Evenson & Simon 
(2005) (continued)  

    Parents of noncustodial children, 
adult children in the home, 
nonresidential adult children, and 
nonresidential adult stepchildren 
all reported significantly higher 
levels of depression than parents 
with at least one minor biological 
or adopted child in the home. 

     Single parents reported higher 
levels of depression than married 
parents. 

Ferrer-i-Carbonell 
(2005)  

N = 15, 881 men and 
women (German 
Socioeconomic 
Panel; GSOEP) 

Satisfaction  Age, income, 
education, 
household size, 
gender, cohabiting, 
employed, 
geographic location  

 No differences were detected 
between parents and nonparents.  

Galinsky, Bond, & 
Friedman (1996)  

N = 2,958 (Mage = 
38) 

Satisfaction with 
Personal and Family 
Life  

 Gender  Employed parents reported higher 
stress than employed nonparents.  

  Stress   No difference was detected in 
satisfaction of parents and 
nonparents.  

     Mothers rated themselves as less 
satisfied and more stressed than 
fathers.  

Glenn & 
McLanahan (1981)  

N = 2,583 Happiness  
Domain Satisfaction  

Age, family income, 
education, 
religiosity, 
employment  

 No differences were detected 
between parents and nonparents on 
happiness or domain satisfaction. 
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Author and Year Participants (Study; 
Mean Age)  

Well-Being  Demographic 
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Glenn & Weaver 
(1979)  

Respondents to the 
1972-1975 GSS 

Happiness  Marital status, age, 
religiosity, family 
income, 
occupational 
prestige  

 Parents reported lower overall 
happiness than nonparents. 

Grossman, Pollack, 
Golding, & Fedele 
(1987)  

N = 20 couples (Mage 
= 28) 

Marital Adjustment    Both mothers' and fathers' marital 
satisfaction was most strongly 
linked to their connectedness and 
affiliation with others.  

     Fathers' marital adjustment was 
strongly linked to their wives' 
autonomy and affiliation.   

      
Hansen, Slagsvold, 
& Moum (2009)  

N = 4,169  
(Norwegian Life 
Course, Aging, and 
Generation Study; 
Mage = 58) 

Life Satisfaction  Age, marital status, 
education  

Gender  Parental status had a significant 
effect on life satisfaction and self-
esteem only among women.  

  Self-Esteem    No differences were observed in 
positive affect, negative affect, 
depression, and loneliness between 
parents and nonparents.  

  Positive and 
Negative Affect  

   

  Depression     
  Loneliness     
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Herbst & Ifcher 
(2013)  

N = 45,000 men and 
women (GSS) 

Happiness  Age, gender, 
race/ethnicity, 
education, 
employment, 
income, marital 
status  

 In both samples, parents reported 
slightly lower happiness and life 
satisfaction than nonparents when 
no covariates included in model.  

 N = 75,000 men and 
women, LSS  

Life Satisfaction    In both samples, when all 
covariates are included, parents 
reported higher well-being than 
nonparents.  

Keizer, Dykstra, & 
Poortman (2010)  

N = 1,451 men, 
Netherlands Kinship 
Panel Study  

Life Satisfaction  Age, education, 
employment status, 
health, marital 
status  

 Resident fathers reported lower life 
satisfaction than childless men. 

  Daily Mood    No differences in daily mood were 
detected between resident fathers 
and childless men.  

McLanahan & 
Adams (1989) 

N = 4,664 (AVTMH; 
Gurin, Veroff, & 
Feld 1960; Veroff, 
Douvan, & Kulka, 
1981) 

Worry  Education, gender, 
age, city size, 
income, region of 
country, marital 
status (whether ever 
married) 

 Parents reported more worries than 
nonparents. 

  Efficacy    Parenthood reduced the odds of 
feeling efficacious. 

  Happiness   Gender Single mothers reported the lowest 
happiness of all parent group. 
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McLanahan & 
Adams (1989) 
(continued)  

 Marital Happiness    Nonparents reported higher marital 
happiness than parents (especially 
for parents of young children). 

  Health 
 

  No differences in health or anxiety 
were observed between parents and 
nonparents.  

  Anxiety    
Menaghan (1989) N = 945 Psychological Well-

Being  
Age, gender, race, 
income, education, 
employment status, 
marital status 

Gender, 
economic 
strain  

Parental situation effects varied by 
gender and extent of economic 
pressures. Childlessness beyond 
the age of 30 had a greater negative 
effect on women, while living apart 
from minor age children was more 
negative for men. The older 
nonparents, and both empty-nest 
parents and delayed launchers, 
were more negatively affected by 
economic pressures than were 
other groups. 

Nelson, Kushlev, 
English, Dunn, & 
Lyubomirsky (2013; 
Study 1) 

N = 6,906 (World 
Values Survey; 
WVS, 2006; Mage = 
44) 

Happiness   Marital status Parents reported more happiness 
than nonparents. Marital status 
moderated the relation of 
parenthood to happiness. Married 
parents did not differ in happiness 
from married nonparents, but 
unmarried parents reported lower 
happiness than nonparents. 
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Nelson et al. (2013; 
Study 1) 
(continued)  

 Life Satisfaction   Marital status, 
gender, age 

Parents reported more life 
satisfaction than nonparents. 
Gender moderated the relation of 
parenthood to life satisfaction: 
Parenthood was associated with 
greater life satisfaction and 
happiness only among fathers. 
Marital status significantly 
moderated the relation of 
parenthood to life satisfaction. 
Married parents did not differ in 
life satisfaction from married 
nonparents, but unmarried parents 
reported lower life satisfaction than 
their childless counterparts. Age 
significantly moderated the link 
between parenthood and life 
satisfaction. Young parents (ages 
17-25) were less satisfied with 
their lives than their childless 
counterparts, midrange-age parents 
(ages 26-62) were more satisfied 
than their childless peers, and older 
parents (ages 63 and older) did not 
differ from older nonparents in life 
satisfaction. 

  Meaning    Parents reported higher meaning in 
life than nonparents.  
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Nelson, Kushlev, 
English, Dunn, & 
Lyubomirsky (2013; 
Study 2) 

N = 329 (Mage = 57)   Emotional Well-
Being (Experience 
Sampling) 

  Parents reported more positive 
emotion than nonparents. 

  Meaning in Life 
(Experience 
Sampling) 

  Parents reported more meaning in 
life than nonparents. 

  Subjective 
Happiness  

  Parents reported more global 
happiness than nonparents. 

  Depression   Marital status Parents reported fewer depressive 
symptoms than nonparents. Parents 
without a partner reported fewer 
depressive symptoms than 
nonparents without a partner. 

Nomaguchi & 
Milkie (2003) 

N = 1,933 (NSFH; 
Sweet & Bumpass, 
1996) 

Social Integration Age, race, 
education, 
employment status, 
income 

 New parents showed a higher level 
of social integration with relatives, 
friends, and neighbors than 
nonparents. 

  Self-Esteem   No differences were detected 
between new parents and those 
who remain childless on self-
esteem. 

  Self-Efficacy  Marital status New parents showed a lower level 
of efficacy than nonparents. 
Relationship moderated by marital 
status. Continuously married 
parents demonstrated relatively 
higher efficacy, whereas newly 
married and unmarried parents 
demonstrated relatively lower 
efficacy.  
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Nomaguchi & 
Milkie (2003) 
(continued) 

 Freq. of 
Disagreements with 
Spouse 

  New parents showed no significant 
difference in strain in their marital 
relationship compared with 
nonparents, controlling for 
previous marital strain. 

  Depression   No differences were observed 
between new parents and 
nonparents in depression, 
controlling for earlier depression. 

Pittman & Lloyd 
(1988) 

N = 810 (Utah 
Quality of Family 
Life Survey) 

Marital Quality, 
Cohesion, 
Satisfaction, & 
Affection  

Gender, income, 
education, number 
of children, marital 
status, 
developmental stage 
of the oldest child, 
Mormon or not, 
rural versus urban 
living conditions  

Children in  
the home 

Married respondents with children 
living at home reported somewhat 
poorer marital quality than did 
married respondents who did not 
have children in the home. 

  Parental Satisfaction  Gender, income, 
education, number 
of children, marital 
status, 
developmental stage 
of the oldest child, 
Mormon or not, 
rural versus urban 
living conditions  

Gender Fathers were more satisfied than 
mothers, as were respondents with 
children at later stages of 
development. 
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Pittman & Lloyd 
(1988) (continued) 

 Life Satisfaction   Gender, 
marital status  

Children enhanced life satisfaction 
when controlling for other 
variables. Males reported less life 
satisfaction than females; 
separated/divorced parents were 
less satisfied than the non-
separated/divorced.  

Rochlen, McKelley, 
Suizzo & Scaringi 
(2008) 

N = 213 fathers  
(Mage = 37) 

Relationship 
Satisfaction  

  Stay-at-home dads reported higher 
levels of relationship satisfaction 
than men in other studies. 

  Life Satisfaction    Stay-at-home dads reported higher 
overall satisfaction with life than 
men in other studies 

  Well-Being    Stay-at-home dads reported similar 
levels of energy and positive well-
being as men in other studies 

Rothrauff & 
Cooney (2008) 

N = 2,507 (MIDUS) Psychological Well-
Being 

Age, education, 
income, health 

 For both nonparents and parents, 
there was a positive direct effect 
between generativity and 
psychological well-being.  

  



PARENTHOOD AND WELL-BEING 120 

Author and Year Participants (Study; 
Mean Age)  

Well-Being  Demographic 
Covariates  

Moderators Findings  

Twenge, Campbell, 
& Foster (2003) 

N = 31,331 (meta-
analysis; N articles = 
90) 

Marital Satisfaction  Gender, 
number of 
children, age 
of youngest 
child, SES 

Parents had significantly lower 
marital satisfaction than 
nonparents. Parents with more 
children reported greater marital 
dissatisfaction than people with 
fewer children. Parenthood was 
associated with a greater decrease 
in marital satisfaction for women 
than men. Marital satisfaction was 
lower among parents of infants, 
particularly mothers. High SES 
groups showed lower marital 
satisfaction. 

Umberson & Gove 
(1989) 

N = 1,753  Positive Affect   Gender, age, marital 
status, race, 
education, family 
income, age 

Gender, 
marital status, 
residential 
status of 
children 

Living with children was strongly 
and positively associated with PA 
for men, but not for women. Adult 
children who live separately from 
parents are more beneficial to the 
positive affect of women than men.  

  Happiness    Parents living with their children, 
compared with the nonparents, 
exhibited significantly lower levels 
of life happiness.  

  Depression    Parents living separately from adult 
children, as compared to 
nonparents, were less depressed 

  Overall Life 
Satisfaction  

  Parents living with their children, 
compared with the nonparents, 
exhibited significantly higher 
levels of life satisfaction. 
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Umberson & Gove 
(1989) (continued) 

 Home Life 
Satisfaction 

  Parents living with their children 
exhibited significantly higher 
levels of home life satisfaction than 
nonparents. 

  Self-esteem    Parents living with their children, 
exhibited higher levels of self-
esteem than nonparents.   

  Meaning in Life    Parents living with their children 
exhibited lower levels of 
meaninglessness than nonparents. 

White, Booth, & 
Edwards (1986) 

N = 1,535 Marital Happiness Gender, race, wife's 
education, marital 
duration, family 
income, religiosity, 
wife's labor force 
participation, 
gender role 
traditionalism. 

gender The presence of children had a 
significant negative effect on 
marital happiness. Holding 
traditional views about the division 
of labor was positively related to 
husbands' marital happiness but 
negatively related to wives' marital 
happiness. 

  Marital Interaction   Children were associated with less 
marital interaction.  

  Traditionalism of the 
Division of Labor  

  Children were associated with a 
more traditional division of labor.  

  Financial 
Dissatisfaction  

  Children were associated with 
more financial dissatisfaction. 

Transition to Parenthood  
Ballas & Dorling 
(2007) 

N = 10,000 (British 
Panel Household 
Survey; BPHS; 1992-
1995)  

Happiness    Pregnancy or birth of a child was 
associated with a gain in happiness.  
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Belsky & Isabella 
(1985) 

N = 50 couples (Mage 
= 29) 

Marital Adjustment   Family of 
origin child-
rearing history 
and marital 
history 

Women who reported experiencing 
greater acceptance and less 
rejection while growing up 
reported more stable marital 
relationships across the transition 
to parenthood.  

     Men who reported that their own 
parents had stable marital 
relationships displayed greater 
stability themselves across the 
transition to parenthood.  

Belsky & Rovine 
(1990)  

N = 128 couples 
(Mage = 28) 

Marital Quality   Gender, age, 
education, 
duration of 
marriage, 
child 
temperament 

Both mothers and fathers reported 
an overall decline in marital quality 
across the transition to parenthood. 
This effect was more pronounced 
for mothers.  

     Relatively younger ages, less 
education, and shorter duration of 
marriage were associated with 
declines in marital quality 
experienced by either the husband 
or the wife.  

     Women who described their 
infant's temperament as more 
difficult also experienced declines 
in marital quality, but this finding 
did not hold for men.  

Bost, Cox, & 
Payne (2002)  

N = 137 couples 
(Mage = 28) 

Depression  
Social Support 

 Social support  Parents who reported greater social 
support reported less depression 
across the transition to parenthood.  
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Ceballo, Lansford, 
Abbey, & Stewart 
(2004)  

N=204 parents  
(NSFH; Mage = 36) 

Depression  Parents' age, gender, 
age of youngest 
child  

 Stepparents reported a decline in 
depressed affect and an increase in 
satisfaction across the transition to 
parenthood.  

  Life satisfaction    Marital quality decreased over time 
for respondents who gained a 
biological child, but did not 
significantly change for 
respondents who adopted a child.  

  Marital 
Relationships 
(overall quality, 
disagreements)  

  Disagreements between spouses 
increased following the addition of 
a child for both adoptive and 
biological parents.  

Chalmers & Meyer 
(1996)  

N = 115 new fathers 
(Mage = 28)  

Positive and 
Negative Emotions 

  Fathers reported greater happiness, 
pride, excitement and being loved 
after the birth of their child than 
during pregnancy.   

     Fathers also reported heightened 
difficulties after the birth of their 
child, including insufficient sleep, 
difficulty calming their child, 
sexual problems, worries about the 
future, and coping with visitors.  

Claxton & Perry-
Jenkins (2008)  

N = 147 married 
couples (Work and 
Family Transitions 
Project; Mage = 28) 

Marital Quality  Marital status, work 
hours, family 
income, length of 
relationship 

 Spending leisure time with spouse 
predicted more love and less 
conflict between couples.  
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Claxton & Perry-
Jenkins (2008) 
(continued)  

 Leisure Behavior    Shared leisure and independent 
leisure decline for both husbands 
and wives across the transition to 
parenthood.  

Cutrona & 
Troutman (1986)  

N = 55 mothers (Mage 
= 27) 

Depression   Child 
temperament, 
social support  

Child’s difficult temperament was 
associated with lower parental self-
efficacy and higher rates of 
depression.  

  Parental Self-
Competency  

  Women with high levels of social 
support during pregnancy 
subsequently reported greater 
parental efficacy and lower 
depression.  

  Social Support     
Dyrdal & Lucas 
(2013)  

N = 3,672 (GSOEP; 
Mage at childbirth = 
28) 

  Gender, age  
of parent  

Parents experienced a boost in 
satisfaction after the birth of a 
child, but return to their baseline 
levels of well-being by the time 
child is 2.  

     Older parents reacted more 
positively to the birth of a child 
than did younger parents.  

     Mothers experienced a bigger 
boost in satisfaction after the birth 
of a child than fathers.  

Elek, Hudson, & 
Fleck (2002) 

N = 44 couples (Mage 
= 27.55) 

Fatigue   Fatigue significantly increased 
after the birth of a child for both 
mothers and fathers.  

Feldman & Nash 
(1984)  

N = 31 married 
couples (Mage = 29) 

Mood   Gender  The transition to parenthood was 
associated with elevations in good 
mood.  
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Feldman & Nash 
(1984) (continued)  

 Domain Satisfaction    Transition to parenthood was 
associated with a decrease in 
satisfaction with spouse.  

     The transition to parenthood was 
associated with both more positive 
and more negative changes for 
women than for men.  

     The transition to parenthood was 
associated with increases in 
positive moods for women, but not 
for men.  

     Transition to parenthood was 
associated with an increase in 
satisfaction with friendliness 
among women, but with a decrease 
in satisfaction with friendliness 
among men.  

Galatzer-Levy, 
Mazursky, 
Mancini, & 
Bonanno (2011)  

N = 2,358 (GSOEP; 
Mage = 31) 

Life Satisfaction  Gender, education, 
marital status, 
income  

Education, 
marital status 

The majority of parents 
experienced stable well-being 
following the birth of a child.  

     Parents who experienced high 
stable well-being were more likely 
to be married and to be more 
educated.  

  



PARENTHOOD AND WELL-BEING 126 

Author and Year Participants (Study; 
Mean Age)  

Well-Being  Demographic 
Covariates  

Moderators Findings  

Knoester & 
Eggebeen (2006) 

N = 3,088 men 
(NSFH; Mage = 40) 

Life Satisfaction  Age, education, 
race, family income, 
marital status, 
fatherhood status, 
and number of 
children 

 Fathers reported more life 
satisfaction as children got older. 

  Depression   Fathers’ feelings of depression 
increased when a child left the 
home. 

  Subjective Health    Fathers who initially had more 
children had more positive feelings 
of health with each new coresident 
child. 

  Social Connection   Fathers' social activities declined, 
whereas their involvement in 
service organizations increased 
with new coresident children. 
When a child left the home, fathers 
experienced increases in their 
social activities. Fathers reported 
slight increases in socializing as 
their children got older. 

Lee, Zaffke, & 
McEnany (2000) 

N = 33 women (Mage 
= 31) 

Sleep     Sleep disturbance was greatest 
during the first postpartum month, 
particularly for first-time mothers. 

Lawrence et al. 
(2008) 

N = 156 couples  
(Mage = 27) 

Marital satisfaction   Pregnancy 
planning, 
Initial marital 
satisfaction, 
Gender 

Newlywed couples who 
demonstrated higher marital 
satisfaction were more likely to 
become parents in the first 5 years 
of marriage.  
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Lawrence et al. 
(2008) (continued)  

    New parents (both mothers and 
fathers) experienced steeper rates 
of decline in marital satisfaction, 
compared to nonparents.   

     Pregnancy planning was associated 
with husbands’ (but not wives’) 
changes in marital satisfaction. 
Fathers of unplanned children 
demonstrated steeper declines in 
marital satisfaction.  

Miller & Sollie 
(1980) 

N = 109 couples Well-being    Personal well-being scores of new 
mothers were lower at eight 
months postpartum than at one 
month postpartum; personal well 
being for fathers was lower at eight 
months postpartum than during the 
pregnancy or at one month 
postpartum. 

  Personal Stress    Both new mothers and fathers 
reported more stress after they had 
become parents.  

  Marital Stress   Gender New mothers, but not new fathers, 
reported higher stress in their 
marriages after the baby had been 
born than before, and even higher 
marital stress by eight months 
postpartum.  
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Pierce Keeton, 
Perry-Jenkins, & 
Sayer (2008) 

N = 153 couples Depression  Income, weekly 
work hours, married 
versus cohabiting 
status, and planned 
versus unplanned 
pregnancy. 

Gender For mothers, higher levels of 
depression 6 months into 
parenthood were predicted by 
having less family income, being 
married, and having unplanned 
pregnancies. For fathers, higher 
levels of depression 6 months into 
parenthood were predicted by low 
family income and being 
unmarried. Working a greater 
number of hours predicted 
increases in depression for fathers. 
Increases in sense of control 
significantly predicted declines in 
parents' depression over time. 

Simpson, Rholes, 
Campbell, Tran, & 
Wilson (2003) 

N = 106 couples  
(Mage = 29) 

Depression   Gender, 
attachment 
style 

Neither men nor women reported 
significant changes in depressive 
symptoms. More ambivalently 
attached men and women, as well 
as more avoidantly attached men 
and women, reported more 
depressive symptoms. 

Wilkie & Ames 
(1986) 

N = 30 couples (Mage 
= 30) 

General Feelings 
About Parenthood 

 Gender Mothers mentioned more positive 
things about parenthood than 
fathers and a similar number of 
negative things. 

  Marital Satisfaction  Gender Mothers were less satisfied than 
fathers since the birth of the baby. 
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Wilkie & Ames 
(1986) (continued)  

 Salience of Parent 
Identity  

 Gender With increased infant crying, 
mothers judged that more of their 
identity was attributed to being a 
parent. 

  State Anxiety  Gender Anxiety scores for men increased 
as the baby cried more. 

  Depression    Mothers were more depressed than 
fathers. Depression of mothers and 
of fathers was correlated with the 
amount of infant crying. 

Williams et al. 
(1987) 

N = 238 women  
(Mage = 27) 

Emotional state    Parental confidence was related to 
mothers' emotional well-being. 

  Parental confidence   Parental confidence was predicted 
by mothers' experience with infants 
and mothers' prenatal expectations 
about their ability to understand 
their infants’ signals. 

Wolfson Sirignano 
& Lachman (1985) 

N = 70 (Mage = 29) Global Efficacy   Gender New fathers showed greater 
increases in global efficacy than 
nonparents. 

  General Parental 
Efficacy 

 Child 
temperament, 
gender 

Mothers showed an increase in 
parental efficacy, regardless of 
infant's temperament. 

  Depression    The transition to parenthood was 
not associated with increased 
depression for both mothers and 
fathers. 
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Wolfson Sirignano 
& Lachman (1985) 
(continued) 

 Anxiety   Child 
temperament 

Fathers who perceived their infant 
as easier in adaptability and 
positive mood showed significant 
decreases in anxiety as compared 
with nonparents. 

Yamazaki, Lee, 
Kennedy, & Weiss 
(2005) 

N = 101 families  
(Mage = 31) 

Sleep Rhythm   Gender Total sleep time reported by 
mothers decreased after birth (4-5 
weeks postpartum), whereas, for 
fathers, there was no change in pre- 
and postpartum total sleep. 

  Social Rhythm   Gender For fathers, the birth of the first 
child was associated with fewer 
social activities, and more regular 
social rhythms. For mothers, social 
rhythms became less regular. 

Parents Experiences While With Their Children 
Della Fave & 
Massimini (2004)  

N = 5 married 
couples 

Challenge, mood, 
engagement   

  Child-related activities were 
associated with high levels of 
challenge and engagement, and 
with positive moods, compared to 
average of parents' other daily 
activities.  

Gorchoff, John, & 
Helson (2008)  

N = 123 Women 
(Mills Longitudinal 
Study; Mage = 43) 

Marital Satisfaction  
Life Satisfaction  

  Transition to an empty-nest home 
was associated with increased 
marital satisfaction, but not with 
increased life satisfaction.  
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Impett, English, & 
John (2011)  

N = 75 women  
(Mills Longitudinal 
Study; Mage = 61)  

Positive and 
Negative Emotions  

 Parents' 
attachment 
style  

Women experienced more joy, 
love, and pride during positive 
events, and more sadness during 
negative events, when their 
children were present than when 
their children were not present.  

     Women low in attachment 
avoidance experienced more pride 
and joy during positive events 
experienced with their children, but 
women high in avoidance did not 
experience greater pride during the 
presence of their children.  

     During negative events, women 
low in attachment avoidance 
experienced less anger and less 
sadness during negative events 
experienced with their children, 
whereas women high in attachment 
avoidance did not experience such 
a change in emotions whether or 
not their children were present.  

Kahneman, 
Krueger, Schkade, 
Schwarz, & Stone 
(2004)  

N = 909 women Positive and 
Negative Emotions  

  Taking care of one's children was 
rated to be about as enjoyable as 
napping.  
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Nelson, Kushlev, 
English, Dunn, & 
Lyubomirsky (2013; 
Study 3) 

N = 186 (Mdnage = 
36) 

Positive Affect 
(DRM) 
Meaning in Life 
(DRM) 

  Parents reported more positive 
affect and meaning in life during 
episodes when they were taking 
care of their children than during 
episodes when they were not. 

White & Dolan 
(2009) 

N = 625 (Mage = 36) Positive and 
Negative Affect 

  Time with children ranked 9th 
from a list of 18 activities in terms 
of pleasure. 

  Reward    Time with children ranked 4th 
from a list of 18 activities in terms 
of reward. 

White & Edwards 
(1990) 

N = 402 married 
individuals 

Marital Happiness Age, gender, 
education, gender-
role traditionalism, 
mother's 
employment status, 
number of children 
in household, 
presence of boys, 
presence of 
stepchildren, age of 
youngest child 

 When children left the home, 
parents experienced an increase in 
marital happiness.  

  Life Satisfaction    When children left the home, life 
satisfaction did not change. 

Comparison of Different Types of Parents  
Aber, Belsky, Slade, 
& Crnic (1999)  

N = 125 mothers 
(Mage = 28) 

Parents' 
Relationships With 
Children  

 Parenting 
behaviors, 
daily hassles   

More positive parenting was 
associated with increases in 
mothers' representations of their 
children in terms of joy, pleasure, 
and coherence.  
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Aber et al. (1999) 
(continued)  

    As mothers experienced more 
parenting hassles, their 
representations of their child 
increased in anger.  

Ashton-James, 
Kushlev, & Dunn 
(2013; Study 1)  

N = 136 (Mdnage = 
34)  

Subjective Well-
Being Derived From 
Children  

  Child-centrism (putting the 
interests of one's child before one's 
own interest) was positively related 
to both subjective well-being and 
meaning in life derived from 
children.  

  Meaning in Life 
Derived From 
Children  

   

Ashton-James, 
Kushlev, & Dunn  
(2013; Study 2)  

N = 186 (Mdnage = 
36)  

Positive Affect 
(DRM)  

  Child-centrism was positively 
related to meaning and PA, and 
negatively related to NA, 
specifically during childcare.  

  Negative Affect 
(DRM)  

   

  Meaning in Life     
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Avison, Ali, & 
Walters (2007)  

N = 837 mothers 
(Mage = 37) 

Depression  Age, education, 
number of children 
under 17, 
employment status 

Caregiving 
strain, 
financial 
strain, 
maternal 
psychopatholo
gy, paternal 
psychopatholo
gy, work-
home strain, 
events to self, 
events to 
others  

Single mothers experienced higher 
levels of depressive symptoms than 
married mothers.  

     Employed mothers experience 
lower levels of depression than 
unemployed mothers.  

     Caregiving strain increased distress 
for single mothers more than for 
married mothers.  

     All stressors (caregiving strain, 
work strain, financial strain, and 
the number of personally 
experienced stressful life events) 
were related to higher levels of 
depression among parents.  

Bandura, Caprara, 
Barbaranelli, 
Regalia, & Scabini 
(2011) 

N = 142 families 
(Mage = 46) 

Family Satisfaction    Perceived collective family 
efficacy (whether measured by 
parents or children) was associated 
with higher levels of family 
satisfaction.  
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Belsky, Crnic, & 
Woodworth (1995)  

N = 69 married 
couples (Mage = 30) 

Positive and 
Negative Affect  

 Personality 
(neuroticism, 
agreeableness, 
extraversion)  

Mothers high in neuroticism 
experienced fewer positive and 
more negative moods, and mothers 
high in agreeableness experienced 
more positive and fewer negative 
moods.  

     Fathers high in neuroticism 
reported higher negative mood. 
Fathers high in extraversion 
reported more positive mood and 
less negative mood. Fathers high in 
agreeableness reported more 
positive mood and less negative 
mood.  

Birditt, Fingerman, 
& Zarit (2010)  

N = 633 (Family 
Exchanges Study; 
Mage = 51) 

Relationship 
Ambivalence  

Marital status, 
education, number 
of children, 
ethnicity, income, 
personality, health, 
child gender, child 
age, child marital 
status, child 
education, child 
employment, child 
parent status 

Child 
Problems  

Children's problems were 
associated with greater parent–
child relationship ambivalence.  
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Birditt, Miller, 
Fingerman, & 
Lefkowitz (2009)  

N = 474 ( Adult 
Family Study; Mage = 
62) 

Affective Solidarity  Ethnicity, 
education, self-rated 
health, social 
desirability, age of 
child, gender of 
child, gender of 
parent  

 More intense relationship tensions 
between parent and child, as well 
as more intense individual 
tensions, were associated with less 
affective solidarity.  

  Relationship 
Ambivalence  

  More intense parent-child 
relationship and individual tensions 
predicted greater relationship 
ambivalence.  

Borders, Black, & 
Pasley (1998)  

N = 144 (NSFH; 
Mage= 42) 

Happiness    No significant differences were 
detected between biological and 
adoptive parents on happiness or 
depression.  

  Depression   Family structure  
Conger, McCarty, 
Yang, Lahey, & 
Kropp (1984)  

N = 74 mothers  
(Mage = 28)  

Emotional Distress   Parent age, 
income, 
education  

Maternal age at first birth, family 
income, and mother's education 
were all associated with less 
emotional distress.  

Conger et al. (1984) 
(continued)  

 Negative Perceptions 
of Children  

Maternal age at first 
birth, family 
income, mother's 
education, public 
assistance, parents 
in the home, 
number of children  

 Mother's education was associated 
with fewer negative perceptions of 
the child, and having more children 
in the home was associated with 
greater negative perceptions.  
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Conger et al. (1984) 
(continued) 

 Emotions during 
interactions with 
children  

  Maternal age at first birth, family 
income, and mother's education 
were associated with a greater 
proportion of positive interactions 
with the child and a lower 
proportion of negative interactions 
with the child.  

Crnic & Greenberg 
(1990)  

N = 74 mothers  
(Mage = 28) 

Parenting Daily 
Hassles  

 Employment 
status, 
education, 
mother's age, 
child 
problems, 
social support 

Mothers who worked outside the 
home reported fewer hassles and 
lower intensity of hassles.  

   Satisfaction with 
Parenting  

  Mother's age and education were 
not associated with hassles.  

  General Life 
Satisfaction  

  Having children with behavioral 
problems was associated with 
greater frequency and intensity of 
hassles experienced by the mother.  

  Stress    Having children with greater social 
competence was associated with 
lower frequency and intensity of 
hassles.  

Crnic & Greenberg 
(1990)  

 Distress    Presence of social support 
moderated the impact of life stress 
on distress, parenting satisfaction, 
and positive parenting behaviors.  
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Cunningham & 
Knoester (2007)  

N = 3,975 (NSFH; 
Mage = 38) 

Depressive 
Symptoms  

Education, hours 
worked per week, 
race/ethnicity, age, 
recent marital 
breakup, presence 
of a co-resident 
adult or romantic 
partner, number of 
children  

Marital status, 
gender   

Single parents reported higher rates 
of depression and alcohol abuse 
than married parents.  

  Alcohol Abuse    Mothers reported more traditional 
symptoms of depression whereas 
fathers reported more alcohol 
abuse.  

  Financial and work 
demands  

  Economic strain, responsibilities 
for childcare and housework, social 
support, and religiousness partially 
mediated the links between gender, 
family structure, and depressive 
symptoms.  

  Social Support     
Demo & Acock 
(1996)  

N = 2,781 mothers  Happiness   Marital status  Mothers in their first marriages 
reported greater happiness than 
divorced mothers, single mothers, 
and mothers in stepfamilies. 
Mothers in stepfamilies also 
reported greater happiness than 
single and divorced mothers.  
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Demo & Acock 
(1996) (continued)  

 Depression    Mothers in their first marriage 
reported lower depression than 
divorced mothers, mothers in 
stepfamilies, and single mothers. 
Mothers in stepfamilies also 
reported lower depression than 
divorced and single mothers.  

  Self-Esteem    Single mothers reported lower self-
esteem than mothers in their first 
marriage, divorced mothers, or 
mothers in stepfamilies.  

Fine, Schwebel, & 
Myers (1985)  

N = 146 single 
mothers (Mage = 35) 

Depression   Race, culture  Black single mothers reported 
greater satisfaction with 
motherhood than white single 
mothers.  

  Anxiety    Black mothers who were more 
Afrocentric reported lower levels 
of anxiety and depression, and 
greater satisfaction with 
motherhood.  

  Satisfaction with 
Motherhood  

   

Fingerman, Cheng, 
Birditt, & Zarit 
(2012)  

N = 633 (Family 
Exchanges Study; 
Mage = 51) 

Life Satisfaction and 
Depression 

Gender, age, marital 
status, education, 
Income, minority 
status, number of 
children in family  

Child 
problems 

Parents with at least one child 
experiencing problems experienced 
lower well-being. Parents with at 
least one successful did not 
experience greater well-being.  
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Fingerman et al. 
(2012)  

 Parent-Child 
Relationship Quality 

  Total number of family successes 
was associated with more positive 
relationship quality, and total 
number of family problems was 
associated with lower relationship 
quality.  

Fingerman, Pitzer, 
Lefkowitz, Briditt, 
& Mroczek (2008) 

N = 158 families 
(Adult Family Study) 

Life Satisfaction and 
Depression   

Gender, ethnicity, 
age, education  

 Parents who experienced mixed 
emotions in their relationships with 
their children reported lower 
psychological well-being.  

Garrison, Blalock, 
Zarski, & Merritt 
(1997)  

N = 69 couples (Mage 
= 49) 

Marital Satisfaction 
Inventory  

  Families who delayed parenthood 
reported higher marital satisfaction 
and less parenting stress than a 
normative sample.  

  Parenting Stress 
Index  

   

Gelfand, Teti, & 
Fox (1992)  

N = 124 mothers 
(Mage = 29) 

Parenting Stress 
Daily Hassles  
Marital Harmony 
Social Support  

 Child 
temperament  

Depressed mothers reported more 
parenting stress, more daily 
hassles, less marital harmony, and 
less social support than 
nondepressed mothers.  

     Mothers of temperamentally 
difficult infants reported greater 
stress, regardless of their 
depression status.   

Holmes, Erickson, 
& Hill (2012)  

N = 1,141 (Study of 
Early Child Care)  

Depression  Marital status, 
ethnicity, education, 
income  

Employment 
status, 
education, 
social support  

Mothers who completed high 
school reported lower levels of 
depression and less stress than 
mothers who did not complete high 
school.  
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Holmes et al. (2012) 
(continued)  

 Parenting Stress    Greater social support was 
associated with lower depressive 
symptoms and less stress.  

     Working moms reported more 
depressive symptoms than stay-at-
home moms.  

     Mothers who increased their 
working hours reported relatively 
fewer depressive symptoms and 
less stress.  

Ishii-Kuntz & 
Ihinger-Tallman 
(1991)  

N = 1,002 (Quality 
of American Life 
Survey)  

Marital Satisfaction  Race, marital status, 
age of parent, age of 
child, income, 
education, length of 
marriage, number of 
children  

 No differences in marital 
satisfaction or in life satisfaction 
were observed between first-
married biological parents, 
remarried biological parents, and 
stepparents.  

  Parental Satisfaction    First married biological parents 
reported the highest parental 
satisfaction, and stepparents 
reported the lowest levels of 
parental satisfaction.  

  Life Satisfaction     
Kiecolt, Blieszner, 
& Savla (2011) 

N = 885  Depressive 
Symptoms 

Age, race, 
education, previous 
divorces, number of 
children, child's age,  
geographical 
distance from the 
parent, and 
stepchild status. 

Child 
problems  

Having children with problems and 
conflict with a spouse or partner 
were associated with greater 
depressive symptoms. 
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Kiecolt, Blieszner, 
& Savla (2011) 
(continued)  

 Happiness    For parents, being partnered, 
employed, or in better health 
boosted happiness, whereas marital 
conflict undermined it. 

Kinnunen, Feldt, 
Geurts, & Pulkkinen 
(2006) 

N = 202 (Mage = 42) Martial Satisfaction Gender, SES, 
number of children, 
total working hours 
per week 

 Workers who perceived a negative 
family-to-work spillover reported 
lower marital satisfaction. 

  Mental Distress  Gender, SES, 
number of children, 
total working hours 
per week 

 Workers who perceived their work 
as affecting positively their family 
life suffered less psychological 
distress. 

Krueger et al., 
(2009)  

N = 1630 women Positive and 
Negative Emotions 
(DRM) 

  Americans reported childcare 
episodes as substantially more 
unpleasant than did the French; the 
French spent less time engaged in 
childcare than Americans.  

Kushlev, Dunn, 
Ashton-James 
(2012; Study 1) 

N = 186 (Mdnage = 
36) 

Meaning in Life 
(DRM) 

  Higher-SES parents reported lower 
levels of meaning when taking care 
of their children. 
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Lansford, Ceballo, 
Abbey, & Stewart 
(2001) 

N = 799 families 
(NSFH) 

Depressive 
Symptoms  

SES, number of 
years of education 
completed by the 
mother, length of 
time the parents had 
been in their present 
marital status, 
number of hours per 
week the mother 
works outside the 
home, age of the 
parent. 

 Single mothers reported more 
depressed affect, lower self-
efficacy, and lower life satisfaction  
than other mothers. 

  Self-esteem      
  Life satisfaction     
Larson, Richards, & 
Perry-Jenkins 
(1994) 

N = 55 families  
(Mage = 39) 

Affect   Fathers experienced more positive 
emotional states than mothers in 
the family sphere; mothers 
experienced more positive 
emotional states in the public 
sphere. Fathers spent less time in 
child-related activities, and they 
experienced more positive 
emotional states during child-
related activities than mothers. 

MacEwan & 
Barling (1991) 

N = 147 mothers 
(Mage = 36) 

Cognitive 
Difficulties  

Age, education  Inter-role conflict was associated 
with greater cognitive difficulties. 

  Negative Mood  Age, education  Inter-role conflict was associated 
with increased negative mood. 
Role satisfaction as a working 
mother was associated with 
decreased negative mood. 
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McBride, Schoppe, 
& Rane (2002) 

N = 100 families 
(Mage = 32) 

Parenting Stress Mother's 
employment 

 For both fathers and mothers, 
children perceived as less 
emotionally intense were less 
stressful. 

Milkie, Bianchi, 
Mattingly, & 
Robinson (2002) 

N = 234 married 
parents (Mage = 39) 

Stress  Age, gender, 
education, income, 
race, weekly work 
hours, region of the 
country, number of 
adults and children 
at home. 

 Mothers who said that fathers were 
less involved in childrearing than 
they considered ideal reported 
more stress than mothers without 
such gaps. Mothers who reported 
that fathers were more involved in 
breadwinning than was ideal also 
reported less stress. Fathers who 
reported that they were more 
involved than ideal in childrearing 
playing reported less stress. 

Minton & Pasley 
(1996) 

N = 270 fathers  
(Mage = 39) 

Parenting Role 
Identity  

Income  Divorced fathers reported feeling 
less competent and less satisfied 
than nondivorced fathers but 
perceived the father role to be more 
salient. 

Mirowsky & Ross 
(2002) 

N = 2,592 (US 1995 
survey of Aging, 
Status, and the Sense 
of Control; ASOC) 

Depression  Age minority status, 
and education 

Gender, age at 
first birth 

The depression of male parents 
declined with increasing age at first 
birth. For females, a u-shaped 
relationship was observed with 30 
being the age of first birth 
associated with the lowest 
depression. 

  Current Health  Age, minority 
status, and 
education 

Gender, age at 
first birth 

For women, being 30 or older at 
first birth was associated with more 
health problems. 
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Munch, McPherson, 
& Smith-Lovin 
(1997) 

N = 818 (Ten Towns 
Study, 1989; Mage = 
51) 

Network size Age, gender, marital 
status, employment 
status, number of 
children, education 

Gender Gender is a significant moderator 
of the effect of parenthood on 
network size: Having a young child 
has no statistically significant 
effect on men's network size, but it 
has a significant effect in the 
negative direction for women. 
Women's networks are largest 
when children are infants, reach 
their minimum when children are 
about age 3, and then begin to 
rebound. 

  Contact Volume   Having a young child has no 
statistically significant effect men's 
contact volume, but it has a 
significant effect in the negative 
direction for women. 

Nomaguchi, Milkie, 
& Bianchi (2005) 

N = 860 parents 
(National Study of 
the Changing 
Workforce; NSCW, 
1997). 

Feelings of Time 
Strain with Children  

Age, race, 
education, income, 
number of children, 
presence of 
preschool-age 
children. 

 More mothers than fathers felt they 
did not have enough time with their 
children (64% for mothers vs. 71% 
for fathers).  

  Feelings of Time 
Strain with Spouse  

Age, race, 
education, income, 
number of children, 
presence of 
preschool-age 
children. 

 Fewer mothers than fathers felt that 
they did not have enough time with 
their spouse (69% for mothers and 
74% for fathers) 
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Nomaguchi et al. 
(2005) (continued)  

 Feelings of Time 
Strain for Oneself  

Age, race, 
education, income, 
number of children, 
presence of 
preschool-age 
children. 

 More mothers than fathers report 
that the time they have for 
themselves is not enough (79% of 
mothers vs. 61% of fathers). 

  Distress   Mothers are more likely than 
fathers to be distressed. 

  Life Satisfaction    No gender differences in life 
satisfaction were observed. 

  Family Satisfaction    No gender differences in family 
satisfaction were observed. 

Papp, Cummings, & 
Goeke-Morey 
(2002) 

N = 47 married 
couples (Mage = 38) 

Marital Conflict    About 34% of the fathers’ reports 
and 37% of the mothers’ reports of 
conflict involved conflicts that took 
place when children were present. 
Both fathers and mothers reported 
more emotional distress during 
conflict and generally higher rates 
of destructive conflict tactics when 
children were present than when 
they were absent. 

Pett, Vaughan-Cole, 
& Wampold (1994) 

N = 203 families 
(Mage = 32) 

Mother’s Feelings of 
Well-Being  

  Divorced mothers reported lower 
levels of well-being than married 
mothers. 

  Mother’s Perceived 
Daily Stress  

  Divorced mothers were 
significantly more stressed and 
reported less satisfactory 
adjustment than married mothers. 
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Richards & 
Schmiege (1993) 

N = 71 (Longitudinal 
Study of 
Generations) 

Perceptions of Single 
Parenting Stress  

  78% of mothers said they faced 
money problems; 18% of fathers 
said they faced money problems.  

  Perceptions of Single 
Parenting Strengths  

  Parenting skills were a source of 
pride to a majority of mothers and 
fathers, and family management 
abilities were mentioned by 
approximately 40% of all parents. 

Rizzo, Schiffrin, & 
Liss (2013)  

N = 181 mothers  Depression    Beliefs that the mother is the better 
parent and that parenting is 
challenging, as well as adopting a 
child-centered parenting style was 
associated with lower levels of life 
satisfaction, higher rates of 
depression, and more stress.  

  Life Satisfaction     
  Stress     
Rogers & White 
(1998) 

N = 1,248 parents 
(Marital Instability 
Over the Life Course 
Study; Booth, 
Amato, Johnson, & 
Edwards, 1993; Mage 
= 43)  

Parent Satisfaction  Gender, 
family 
structure 

Parenting satisfaction depended on 
marital happiness, family structure, 
and parents' gender. Having 
stepchildren was associated with 
lower feelings of satisfaction with 
the parenting role. Fathers reported 
significantly lower parental 
satisfaction than mothers. Marital 
happiness was positively related to 
parenting satisfaction. 
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Sheeber & Johnson 
(1992) 

N = 77 mothers (Mage 
= 33) 

Anxiety    Mothers of temperamentally 
difficult preschool children were 
more prone to anxiety and 
depression and to experiencing 
doubts about their competence as 
parents. 

  Parenting Stress   Mothers of temperamentally 
difficult preschool children 
reported more psychosocial 
difficulties than did their cohorts 
with easier children.  

  Daily Family 
Functioning  

 Social 
desirability,  

Increasingly difficult temperament 
in a child is predictive of poorer 
maternal and family functioning.  
Mothers of difficult children also 
reported greater difficulties in their 
relationships with their husbands. 

Simon (1992) N = 448 (Mage = 36) Psychological 
Distress  

 Age, gender, 
marital status, race, 
education, income, 
number of children 
under 18, 
employment status, 
whether at least one 
of the respondent's 
minor children 
resides in the 
household. 

Parental 
commitment, 
work-home 
conflict 

Strains in the parental role have a 
significant effect on distress only 
for high commitment parents. 
Strain from combining parenthood 
with employment increases 
distress. 
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Thoits (1992) N = 700 (Mage = 40) Psychological 
Distress  

 Gender, self 
identity 

Stepparents were significantly 
more emotionally distressed than 
nonstepparents. Husband-fathers 
with children at home who do not 
claim a worker identity were more 
distressed than average, whereas 
those who claim the worker 
identity were less distressed. When 
they lacked a work identity, 
divorced custodial mothers were 
significantly more distressed than 
the adjusted average person. 

Umberson (1989) N = 1,502 (US 
National Probability 
Survey, 1974-75)  

Parent-Child 
Relationship Quality  

Gender, race, 
education, income, 
martial status, 
employment status 

Gender PCR-Quality was positively related 
to age. Divorce was associated 
with significantly lower levels of 
PCR-Quality. Widowhood was 
also associated with lower PCR-
Quality for fathers. PCR-Quality 
was adversely affected by living 
with children for fathers. 

Vanassche, 
Swicegood, & 
Matthijs (2013) 

N = 14,276 (The 
International Social 
Survey Programme; 
ISSP). 

Happiness  Age, education, 
employment status, 
employment 
situation of spouse, 
household income, 
GPD 

Gender For men, the effect of young 
children on happiness is dependent 
on the broader appreciation of 
parenthood within a society.  

Zimmermann & 
Easterlin (2006) 

N = 1,733 (GSOEP; 
Mage = 29) 

Life Satisfaction  Age, gender, 
income, education, 
employment, and 
religiosity 

Marital status No significant effect of number of 
children on life satisfaction, either 
for individuals who remained 
married or those who did not. 
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Table 3  

Overview of the Moderators of Parents� Well-Being  

Moderator Variable  Type of Parent Association With Well-Being 

Parent Demographic Characteristics�

Parent Age  Young − 
 Middle Aged 0/+ 
 Old 0/+ 
   
Parent Gender Male ��
 Female  +/−�

Employment Status  Employed ? 
 Unemployed ? 
 Stay-at-Home +/− 
   
SES Low SES ? 
 Middle SES  ? 
 High SES  − 
  �
Marital Status  Unmarried − 
 Married 0/+  
   
Family Structure  Biological  +/−�
 Step 0/+/− 
 Adoptive +/− 
   
Culture Non-Western  ? 
 Western  +/− 
   

Parent Psychological Characteristics 

Social Support With High Social Support � 
 With Low Social Support −�
  �
Parenting Style  With an Intensive Parenting 

Style  
+/−�

   
Parent Attachment Style Securely Attached + 
 Insecurely Attached � 
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Moderator Variable  Type of Parent Association With Well-Being 

Child Demographic Characteristics�

Child Age  With Young Child(ren)  −�
 With Middle-Childhood 

Child(ren) 
?�

 With Adolescent Child(ren) ? 
 With Adult Child(ren) +/− 
   
Family Residence Non-Custodial  − 
 Custodial  +/−�
 Empty-Nest  � 
  �

Child Psychological Characteristics�

Child Problems With at Least One Child 
w/Problems  

��

 With No Children w/Problems +�

Child Temperament  With Child(ren) w/Difficult 
Temperament  

− 

 With Child(ren) w/Easy 
Temperemant 

+�

Note: + = parents in this group report higher levels of happiness than nonparents. − = parents in 

this group report lower levels of happiness than nonparents. 0 = parents in this group report 

similar levels of happiness to nonparents. ? = findings for this group are scarce or inconclusive.  

 
 


