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Stigmatization of Voluntarily Childless Women: The Nonmotherhood Penalty 

In 2002 as much as 42% of childless American women between the ages of 35 to 44 

were found to be voluntarily childless according to a research conducted by Abma and 

Martinez (2006). Another 30% classified as temporarily and 28% as involuntary childless in 

their large sample. Rates of childlessness for women in their mid-40s does show a decrease 

during the last few years, nevertheless in 2014, 15% of women aged between 40 to 44 had not 

given birth to any children – which means an increase of 50% in their numbers since 1976 

(Pew Research Center, 2015). Correspondingly, voluntary childlessness and its accompanying 

effects influence the lives of increased numbers of women. Whether the perception of their 

decisions regarding motherhood changed during this time as well seems questionable. The 

purpose of this paper is to discuss how and why voluntarily childless women face special 

forms of penalization and to examine the detrimental effects of such consequences of their 

nonmotherhood status. 

Perception of childless women in America has always been a controversial issue: 

attitudes ranging from extreme discontent to applauding the voluntarily childless on moral 

grounds have emerged and many of these still seem to be co-existent to this day. Views on 

motherhood as part of the female role have been long present in the field of medicine and 

psychology for example, with textbooks from 1958 discussing the question of abortion by 

referring to a woman being "a uterus surrounded by a supporting organism and a directing 

personality" or going on as "We know that woman's main role here on earth is to conceive, 

deliver and raise children… When this function is interfered with, we see all sorts of 

emotional disorders". Freudian psychology also described the rejection of childbearing as an 

indication of abnormal psychological adjustment (Zimmerman 1987). Contemporary beliefs 

seem to have evolved since the 1950s and there is some cause for optimism as there is an 

increasing tolerance of diversity in adult paths among Americans which means that 
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childlessness might become increasingly acceptable when it comes to life styles (Thornton & 

Young-DeMarco, 2001). 

Although some positive change might have occurred in this area, several authors still 

find that voluntarily childless women do face special forms of social and psychological 

penalization. Specific negative stereotypes and social pressures are still present and affect 

these individuals on a daily basis in contemporary Western societies (Laegeforen, 2002; 

Letherby, 2002; Park, 2002) and the fact that voluntarily childless women are viewed more 

negatively than men (Park, 2002) makes this a gender inequality issue. These types of 

penalizations are consequences of their membership in a unique intersectional status group, 

one that could be described by interrelations of their gender and their conscious renouncement 

of the motherhood role. My approach is that these together constitute the nonmotherhood 

penalty (or at least parts of it) and I will try to provide theoretical evidence that confirms this 

argument. 

When talking about such consequences, we need to differentiate between at least two 

types of discontent based on their differing nature. First, on a sociological level, there are 

penalties linked to the nonmotherhood role (especially when it’s a result of a conscious 

decision) due to social norms and expectations and second, on a psychological level, several 

types of cognitive bias exist linked to motherhood and nonmotherhood roles. These two basic 

types are related to each other, yet to understand them as separate mechanisms, some 

elaboration is in order. 

Erving Goffman (1963) defined social stigma as a phenomenon that causes an 

individual with a specific attribute, reputation or behavior discredited by their society to be 

rejected because of it. Accordingly, the relationship between the stigmatized and the 

stigmatizer is based on a set of social expectations. In this specific case these expectations are 
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related to the pronatalist nature of most Western societies (the American society as well). 

Even though some change has occurred, the social norms of the United States still promote 

and reward families with children, and while there also are penalties associated with having 

children (especially for mothers), all in all and somewhat ironically the approach is still a 

pronatalist one. Goffman also describes three basic types of stigma based on the nature of the 

socially unacceptable attribution. The first type is based on external deformations, the second 

on ethnic, national or religious traits and the third is dependent of personal traits. The latter is 

the one that includes such traits as single parenthood, criminal background or teenage 

pregnancy and – at least in a pronatalist environment – childlessness of any sort. The socially 

discredited attribute of being childless hence accounts for the perception of such individuals 

as being abnormal or deviant. 

It could also be argued that gender roles, especially the strong linkage between 

womanhood and motherhood could be the basis for the perception of voluntarily childless 

women as deviants. Western ideals of womanhood have been known to consider parenthood 

in general and especially the motherhood role as part of the social norm (Russo, 1976; 

Gillespie, 2003). Because of this normative approach to childrearing, being childless results in 

becoming a member of an out-group. Women not wanting children easily become outcasts 

because of the nature of normative gender roles and they have to suffer the consequences. 

These are often directly linked to their roles as women; as Gotlib writes, they are “often 

marked as incomplete women who are selfish, empty, or emotionally and psychologically 

immature” (2016). 

As for cognitive processes, there are several theories related to the issue at hand. First, 

the stereotype content model describes how competence and warmth are the two ends of a two 

dimensional approach to group stereotypes. According to this approach, high status groups are 

known to be observed as more competent, while groups that cooperate with these are rated as 
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warmer than those that seem to have competitive relationships with the former. This model 

has been cited in relation to the motherhood penalty arguing that mothers are perceived as less 

competent and warmer due to their relationships to high status groups constituted mainly of 

men (Benard, Paik and Correll, 2007).  A similar, yet in some terms opposing approach could 

manifest itself in the instance of voluntarily childless women. They might be perceived to 

have lost their expected likeableness and warmth as opposed to women who concur with such 

norms. As a result, they might be perceived as being less warm and less feminine than their 

childrearing counterparts. 

The shifting standards model is the second cognitive process related to this issue. The 

main argument of this model is that stereotyped group members are judged by more lenient or 

stricter standards than higher status groups based on the basis of comparison. Within-category 

standards are applied when judging such groups and the decisions about stereotyped traits rely 

on these. A shift occurs however when both groups are judged by more objective standards: in 

this case, stereotypes for both high status groups and stereotyped groups are activated and the 

latter are judged more harshly. This model actually works in very similar ways for mothers 

and nonmothers. Both groups suffer from double disadvantage mainly because of their 

gender, but while mothers are disadvantaged in work settings and held to more lenient 

standards at home, childless women also suffer from these effects in a slightly different 

manner. They, too could be disadvantaged in the workplace (although they might be 

perceived as more competent than their childrearing counterparts), but because of how women 

in general are held to stricter expectations regarding parenting, their unwillingness to become 

mothers could lead to being held responsible for not assuming such a role. This leads to being 

disadvantaged at home, as their male counterparts aren’t held to such strict standards when it 

comes to having (or even wanting) children. 
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In other words, it could be concluded that as a result of several psychological and 

sociological factors, voluntarily childless women are indeed being penalized both because of 

their active renouncement of parenthood and because of their deviance from the normative 

womanhood role. The importance of this question could not be neglected.  Discriminatory 

affects and stigmatization are known to have a detrimental effect on both psychological and 

physical health, performance and well-being (Hing, 2012). Without adequate, in-depth 

knowledge, these effects could not be countered. 

In addition to this, the group labeled as voluntarily childless women is not a 

homogenous one by nature. Different age groups, motivations, marital status, (religious) 

ideologies and norms define the choices of individuals within this group even within culture, 

thus they face different challenges in regard to their choices. For example, expectations 

directed toward married women define the desire of not having children as aberrant, while 

lesbians and single women are seen as deviants when they decide to assume the motherhood 

role (Heitlinger, 1991). Contemporary research focuses mainly on women reaching a certain 

age without having children. Longitudinal studies of women’s lives could also shed some 

light on the psychological development and temporality of attitudes toward childlessness. In-

depth research is needed to examine such differences and also to establish comprehensive 

knowledge in this topic. What could be concluded for now is that the nonmotherhood penalty 

does exist and has special determinants in regard to its nature based on both cognitive and 

social factors. 
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