
42%
- 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.

- Among the 61.8 million women aged 15–44 years in 2006 - 
2010, 43% were childless; of these 6.0% voluntarily childless.

THE NONMOTHERHOOD PENALTY

Andrea Kis

Voluntarily childless women still face special forms of penalization. These 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. In other
words: they are being penalized both because of their gender and their choices on parenthood.

„

„

Stigmatization of Voluntarily Childless Women

Views on motherhood as obligatory part of
the female role have been long present

Views on motherhood and family structure
have changed during the last few decades

The percentage of childless women has increased. The question is whether the perception
of the motherhood role has changed during this time as well?

Stereotype Content Model
(voluntarily childless women
perceived as lacking warmth)
Shifting Standards Model
(women being held to stricter
expectations than men)

Social Stigma
(voluntarily childless individuals
perceived as deviants)
Gender Roles
(motherhood as an important
element of the female role)
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Voluntarily childless women are being penalized both because of their renouncement
of parenthood and because of their deviance from the normative female role.

Social stigma: a phenomenon that causes an
individual with a specific attribute, reputation
or behavior discredited by their society to be

rejected (perceived as devious) because of this.

COGNITIVE and SOCIAL components of penalization

Such penalties for stigmatized individuals are harmful on both an individual and collective level as well. These effects could lead to
voluntarily childless women assuming a liminal identity between normative womanhood and personal moral spaces (that are

constantly questioned) leading to mental health issues. They could also be damaging social relationships, reducing self-esteem
and dignity for these women. On a greater scale pronatalist attitude affects policies and public opinions which might lead to inequality

(abortion rights, flex-time only for parents, taxation...).

Stereotype content model: stereotypes possess
two dimensions: warmth and competence.
High status groups are observed as more

competent, groups that cooperate with these
are rated as warm, and groups competing with

the former are seen as lacking warmth.

Shifting standards model:  judgments are
influenced by relative comparisons based

on stereotypes about a certain group.

Gender roles: a set of societal norms dictating
the types of behaviors which are generally

considered acceptable, appropriate, or desirable
for people based on their actual or perceived

sex or sexuality.

„Childfree people are selfish.” „You’ll regret it/make up your mind later.” „Your childhood must have been terrible.” „Your biological clock...”
„Often marked as incomplete women who are selfish, empty, or emotionally and psychologically immature.” (Shriver 2005)


