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Abstract Given that parenthood is considered a central

adult status with developmental implications, and an

increasing number of adults are childless, we assessed

whether adult development is structured differently for

parents and non-parents. This study’s main goal was to

assess and compare the connection between generativity

development—a key task of middle adulthood—and psy-

chological well-being for childless adults (N = 289) and

parents (N = 2,218), ages 35–74, using the 1995 MIDUS

dataset. We also examined differences in these associations

for women and men by parental status, because childless-

ness is often assumed to be more critical for females’ than

males’ development. Structural equation modeling indi-

cated a positive association between generativity and

psychological well-being. Differences in this association

for parents and childless adults were not evident, nor were

there significant differences for childless women and

mothers, and childless men and fathers. Implications of

these findings are discussed.
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An increasing number of adults today have never experi-

enced parenthood for a variety of reasons (e.g., by choice,

infertility), resulting in greater life course diversity. In

1985, 11% of American women between the ages of 40 and

44 years did not have children; by 2004, the number of

childless women in that age category had almost doubled

(19%; Dye 2005). Despite the increased percentage of

older childless adults, parenthood is still considered the

norm and a central adult status with significant develop-

mental implications. In particular, psychological well-

being, an important indicator of adult development, is often

linked to parenthood (McAdams 2001; McMullin and

Marshall 1996). Generativity, which is the psychological

need to care for and give back to the next generation, is

also commonly considered in relation to parenthood

(McAdams and de St. Aubin 1992). Yet, empirical findings

regarding the association between psychological well-

being and generativity development, based on parental

status, are mixed (An and Cooney 2006; Beckman and

Houser 1982; Koropeckyj-Cox 2002; McAdams and de St.

Aubin 1992). Additionally, little is known about the

influence of generativity on multiple dimensions of psy-

chological well-being and how its role may differ in the

development of older childless adults and parents.

Framed by Erikson’s (1963) psychosocial theory, this

study examines and compares the association between

generativity and psychological well-being for mid- to late-

life childless adults and parents. Generativity is of primary

interest because of its theorized importance for develop-

ment in middle adulthood, association with parenthood,

and link to adult well-being. We conceptualize psycho-

logical well-being as multidimensional, employing Ryff’s

(1989) six, widely used, theoretically based domains of

psychological functioning. In addition, because early

childhood experiences lay the foundation for life course
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development and progression through the developmental

stages proposed by Erikson, we consider early family

experiences as a potential influence on both generativity

processes at midlife and psychological well-being. Finally,

we examine whether parental status differences in the

connection between generativity and well-being are stron-

ger for females than males, based on the common view that

parenthood is more critical for women’s than men’s

development (Braverman 1989; Nakano Glenn 1994).

Adult Psychological Well-Being, Generativity,

and Early Parental Influences

Adult Psychological Well-Being

Psychological well-being is widely considered in relation to

middle-aged and older adults’ parental status. Having and

raising children are thought to promote personal growth,

maturity, and adaptation (Azar 2002; Morgan and Berko-

witz King 2001). Parenting may also provide benefits in the

form of emotional, physical, and social support, which adult

children are likely to give to parents in late life (Merrill

1997). Such exchanges predict greater psychological well-

being for parents (McMullin and Marshall 1996). Numerous

other practical and emotional long-term benefits of parent-

hood are also noted, such as achieving a sense of

immortality, passing on one’s genes, enhancing one’s pur-

pose in life, and giving back to the next generation (Astone

et al. 1999; Edin and Kefalas 2005; Erikson 1985).

Although, historically, parenthood has been described as

a transition experienced by most adults (Erikson 1963;

Gould 1978; Levinson 1978) and a rite of passage into

adulthood (LeMasters 1957), recent scholarship adopts a

more diverse view of adult development. That is, human

development today is generally conceptualized as multi-

directional, plastic, and guided by human agency, albeit

bound by various personal, historical, and social constraints

(Baltes 1987; Elder 1998). Consistent with this view, par-

enthood is now viewed as only one way to experience

growth, maturity, and well-being in adulthood (Azar 2002).

Still, recent research on perceptions of adult develop-

ment, based on parental status, reveals that childless adults

are widely regarded as lonelier, less happy and well-

adjusted, and more likely to suffer from psychological

disorders than parents (LaMastro 2001; Park 2002).

Childless women, especially, are seen by others as deviant

and dysfunctional, and typically labeled selfish, immature,

unfulfilled, and lonely (Gillespie 2003; Letherby 2002;

Park 2002). Such findings are interesting given the high

prevalence of non-parenthood status today and growing

acceptance of childlessness, particularly among younger

adults (Koropeckyj-Cox and Pendell 2007; Thornton and

Young-DeMarco 2001). Indeed, young adults today no

longer view parenthood as an important marker of adult

status (Arnett 1997). Thus, despite changing attitudes and

roles, perceptions of childless adults still paint a bleak

picture of their well-being.

Nonetheless, empirical findings on psychological well-

being for parents and childless adults are mixed (Connidis

and McMullin 1993; Jeffries and Konnert 2002). Some

researchers report similar levels of psychological well-

being for parents and non-parents (Koropeckyj-Cox 1998;

McMullin and Marshall 1996; Zhang and Hayward 2001);

others note lower well-being for childless adults (Beckman

and Houser 1982; Kandel et al. 1985). One explanation for

the conflicting findings may be the use of different indi-

cators of well-being. Moreover, researchers’ comparisons

differ; some limit consideration to sex differences for non-

parents, while others test differences for parents and non-

parents, but only for one sex. For example, Kandel et al.

noted that mothers compared to childless women were less

depressed. In contrast, Zhang and Hayward made com-

parisons by sex, but only among childless adults. They

observed that men compared to women were disadvan-

taged in terms of greater depression and loneliness.

Koropeckyj-Cox’s analysis expanded the comparisons

drawn, but still limited the focus to depression and lone-

liness and found that childless women and childless men

were not significantly different when compared to their

parental counterparts. Finally, Jeffries and Konnert con-

ducted a broader assessment of well-being using Ryff’s

(1989) six dimensions of psychological well-being, but

looked only at females. They found that mothers and vol-

untarily childless women reported similar well-being.

This study uses a multidimensional approach to assess-

ing psychological well-being that encompasses six domains

of psychosocial development (Ryff 1989). We examine the

structure of well-being as it may differ by parental status,

as well as distinctions for parents and non-parents by sex.

Attention to this last issue is important because parenthood

is often viewed as more critical for women’s than men’s

development (Braverman 1989; Nakano Glenn 1994).

Additionally, only a few studies have considered the sig-

nificance of parenthood for men’s development (Hawkins

and Dollahite 1997; Palkovitz 2002; Snarey 1993), making

it even more urgent to compare developmental outcomes

for childless men and fathers. Most importantly, because

generativity is a central aspect of adult midlife develop-

ment and tends to be linked to parental status, we compare

its role in the well-being of childless adults and parents.

Generativity Development

Erikson’s (1963) psychosocial theory introduced eight

stages of development across the lifespan. Each stage
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builds on the previous stage and encompasses a crisis

requiring resolution for optimal development to occur;

however, individuals can revisit and resolve various stages

over their lifespan. We first focus on the seventh devel-

opmental stage (‘‘generativity versus stagnation’’) and then

the first stage (‘‘basic trust versus mistrust’’ as it relates to

early parental influences on later development) to examine

psychological well-being for parents and childless adults.

Erikson viewed generativity, which primarily involves

concern and care for others, as the critical developmental

task of midlife. Though he noted that parenthood is neither

necessary nor sufficient for achieving generativity, much

research posits that parenthood is central in promoting the

development of generativity (Snarey et al. 1987; Vaillant

and Milofsky 1980). Empirical support for this view comes

from work by McAdams and de St. Aubin (1992), based on

adults between the ages of 19 and 68 years. In their study,

parents scored higher than childless adults on the Loyola

Generativity Scale (LGS), a measure that captures adults’

concerns with contributing to society and passing on

knowledge to others in general—not just one’s own chil-

dren. Furthermore, differences for childless adults and

parents were particularly pronounced among men in their

sample, with fathers scoring significantly higher on gener-

ativity than childless men. It is also important to point out

that although Erikson (1963) noted that generativity tends to

be positively associated with age, the correlation was not

significant in McAdams and de St. Aubin’s study for the full

sample but positively correlated for men. The current study

focuses more narrowly on adults in mid- and late-life to gain

a better understanding of generativity development for

parents and non-parents, and controls for age in the analyses.

A few studies are more consistent with Erikson’s (1978)

supposition that parenting is only one way to achieve

generativity. Empirical findings reported by An and Coo-

ney (2006) and others (Kotre 1996; McAdams and de St.

Aubin 1992; Rossi 2001) support this claim. Several

studies show that childless individuals often engage in

generativity-promoting experiences, such as participation

in the lives of children (e.g., nephews, nieces), care for kin

(e.g., aging parents), working in fields such as nursing and

teaching, and mentoring and volunteering (Allen 1989;

Milardo 2005; Rubinstein 1996). These experiences may

have positive benefits for both generativity development

and overall psychological functioning. However, research

has not yet compared the value of non-parental generative

experiences for parents and non-parents.

Moreover, the connection between various components

of generativity and well-being has received limited atten-

tion. In one study, based on a parent sample drawn from the

MIDUS study, An and Cooney (2006) found that the

strongest predictors of well-being were actually generative

experiences and feelings pertaining to non-familial

situations, such as community and civic engagement. Par-

enting experiences were positively associated with well-

being, though less directly than non-familial generative

situations. Their study thus begs the question of whether

the generativity–well-being link operates similarly and as

strongly for non-parents as for parents. Hence, of central

interest in this study is generativity development for mid-

life and older adults, and its role in predicting overall well-

being for parents and non-parents.

Early Parental Influences on Later Development

Erikson’s psychosocial theory and the life course per-

spective suggest that early life experiences shape and partly

set the course for subsequent developmental outcomes

(Elder 1998; Elder et al. 2003; Hareven 1991), including

generativity development and psychological well-being

(Erikson 1985). Early parental influences may directly

affect adult well-being, as well as indirectly contribute to it

via their impact on adult generativity. According to Erik-

son, in early life infants develop a basic trust or mistrust in

the world through interactions with their primary caregiv-

ers, generally their parents. Those whose parents display

affection, empathy, and responsiveness tend to deal suc-

cessfully with this first stage and move into the next

developmental stage. Erikson argued that the trust formed

during these early years is critical for generativity devel-

opment because to become a giving person one’s needs

have to be adequately met early in life. Thus, supportive

childhood experiences and relations with parents are the

foundation for positive adult development and well-being

(Belsky 1997; Rossi and Rossi 1990).

In addition, direct links may exist between early child-

hood experiences with parents and adult well-being.

Several retrospective studies of problematic adult out-

comes, such as depression and other psychological

disorders, show that memories of unfavorable, negative

interactions with parents in childhood play a significant

contributing role (Kessler et al. 1997; Shaw et al. 2004;

Whitbeck et al. 1992). Even prospective studies reveal that

supportive and affectionate parenting in the early years

predicts aspects of adult well-being up to three decades

later (Franz et al. 1991). Therefore, this study considers the

developmental impact of recalling emotionally warm par-

ents who were generous with others and had positive

interactions with their children and non-family members.

Whether these direct, significant connections between

early family experiences and adult well-being are main-

tained once generativity formation—the critical task of

adulthood—is considered is an important question. An and

Cooney’s (2006) analysis with mid- to late-life parents

found that early parental experiences directly influenced

adult well-being, but their effects were weaker than those
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of adult experiences—both interactions and experiences

with offspring and involvement in non-familial generative

experiences. In essence, their findings suggested that the

negative implications of unfavorable early experiences

could be attenuated in adulthood by generative experiences

with either offspring or others in community activities and

settings. Given the demonstrated impact of early experi-

ences on adult well-being, an important question in this

study is whether the influence of early family experiences

differs for non-parents, because this group does not have

the opportunity to rework critical early relational experi-

ences with their own offspring in adulthood.

To summarize, this study examines the association

between psychological well-being and generativity, as well

as memories of early parental influences, for midlife and

older adults. The central focus is the role of generativity in

well-being for parents and childless adults. Sex differences

by parental status in these associations are also of concern.

The following research questions are addressed: (1) Is the

association between generativity and psychological well-

being similar for parents and childless adults? (2) Is the

association between recalled parental attributes and psy-

chological well-being similar for parents and childless

adults? (3) Is the association between recalled parental

attributes and generativity similar for parents and childless

adults? (4) Does generativity mediate the relationship

between recalled parental attributes and psychological

well-being similarly for parents and childless adults? (5)

Are the structures of these various associations similar for

childless women and mothers, as well as for childless men

and fathers?

Method

Data

This study used data from the 1995 National Survey of

Midlife Development in the United States (MIDUS),

which addressed psychological well-being, social respon-

sibility, and physical health in midlife. The MIDUS

sample (N = 4,242) was obtained via random digit dial-

ing and is representative of the English-speaking, non-

institutionalized U.S. adult population between the ages of

25 and 74. To assure a representative sample, older adults

and males were oversampled. MIDUS respondents first

completed a 40-min telephone interview (70% response

rate) and then a self-administered mail-back questionnaire

(87% response rate). Sample weights were created for

non-response and selection design, which allows matching

of the U.S. population by age, education, sex, and race.

Unweighted data are used in this study because previous

multivariate work with MIDUS has found no differences

in results between weighted and unweighted data (Keyes

and Ryff 1998).

Sample

A subsample of 2,507 adults between the ages of 35 and 74

was used because of our focus on generativity, a develop-

mental issue that becomes salient in midlife and later.

MIDUS participants who had completed the phone inter-

view and the sections of the self-administered questionnaire

of interest in this study were divided into two groups: (1)

childless adults: those who did not have biological, adopted,

or step-children (n = 289); and (2) parents: those who had

biological, adopted, or step-children (n = 2,218). Childless

adults and parents differed in terms of sex, age, education,

and income (Table 1). Childless adults were younger, more

educated, and earned higher incomes than parents; this

group was also over-represented by males. Thus, in the

Table 1 Demographic characteristics of childless adults (N = 289)

and parents (N = 2,218)

Characteristic Childless adults Parents v2

F (%) F (%)

Respondent sex 5.35*

Male 168 (58) 129 (51)

Female 121 (42) 1089 (49)

Age 41.25***

35–44 134 (46) 643 (29)

45–54 85 (30) 700 (32)

55–64 47 (16) 557 (25)

65? 23 (8) 318 (14)

Terminal education 42.05***

\ High school 17 (6) 209 (9)

High school/GED 52 (18) 679 (31)

Some college 61 (21) 483 (22)

Associate degree 25 (9) 164 (7)

Bachelor degree 73 (25) 432 (20)

Graduate degree 61 (21) 251 (11)

Race 11.15

Non-Hispanic White 253 (88) 1980 (89)

African American 14 (5) 113 (5)

Asian American 6 (2) 17 (1)

Other 16 (5) 108 (5)

Income 24.71***

$0–$9,999 70 (25) 719 (34)

$10,000–$19,999 24 (9) 310 (15)

$20,000–$29,999 50 (18) 286 (13)

$30,000–$39,999 50 (18) 256 (12)

$40,000–$49,999 31 (11) 184 (9)

$50,000? 53 (19) 353 (17)

* p \ .05; *** p \ .001
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subsequent structural modeling, age, education, and income

are controlled. [Please note that a mean imputation was used

to fill in missing income values. Additional analyses

showed that there were no differences in any of the results

with the imputed income variable compared to the income

variable with missing values.] There was no difference in

health reports between childless adults and parents,

t(2505) = .18, p = .86 (M = 7.37, SD = 1.55 and

M = 7.35, SD = 1.67, respectively). However, given the

demonstrated connection between health and well-being

(Brief et al. 1993), health is also controlled for in the

structural models.

Psychological Well-Being

Respondents rated themselves on Ryff’s (1989) widely

used, shortened psychological well-being scale, which

contained three items in each of six domains: positive

attitudes toward others (i.e., establishing and maintaining

quality relationships with others), self-acceptance (i.e.,

evaluating the present and past self in a positive light),

autonomy (i.e., governing one’s life), personal growth (i.e.,

developing the self), environmental mastery (i.e., control-

ling and managing one’s life), and purpose in life (i.e.,

evaluating one’s life in a meaningful way). Responses range

from 1 = strongly agree to 7 = strongly disagree. Items

were reverse coded and each scale summed so that higher

scores indicate greater psychological well-being. Coeffi-

cient alphas ranged from .41 to .69 for childless adults and

.37 to .64 for parents, which are considered adequate when

such limited numbers of items are used for each scale.

Generativity

Five scales were used to assess various types of generativ-

ity: the LGS, and multi-item scales assessing civic

obligation, work obligation, altruism, and involvement in

the community. The 6-item LGS (each item scored on a

1 = a lot to 4 = not at all scale) primarily evaluates indi-

viduals’ perceptions of their contribution to society, giving

back to the next generation, and passing on knowledge and

skills to others—independent of parental status (McAdams

and de St. Aubin 1992). All LGS items were reverse-coded

and summed so that higher scores reflect greater gener-

ativity. Civic obligation, work obligation, and altruism in

hypothetical situations were assessed using three scales

from Rossi’s (2001) research. Each scale included four

items scored 0 = no obligation at all, to 10 = very great

obligation. A 5-item scale assessed respondents’ involve-

ment in the community (scored 0 = worst possible

contribution to 10 = best possible contribution) including

current, past, and possible future contributions to the well-

being of others and perceived sense of control over those

contributions. Coefficient alphas ranged from .70 to .86 for

childless adults and .71 to .87 for parents.

Recalled Parental Attributes Prior to Adulthood

Scales were created for parental relations and parental

generosity prior to adulthood. Participants responded to

retrospective questions about their parents that did not

specify a target period while growing up. Similar to An and

Cooney (2006), we thus refer to these scales as recalled

parental attributes prior to adulthood. Parental affection

was assessed in two steps. Respondents first recalled and

rated the relationship they had with each parent prior to

adulthood (1 = excellent, 5 = poor); then, six items (Rossi

2001) assessed maternal and paternal affection prior to

adulthood (1 = a lot, 4 = not at all). All seven items were

reverse-coded so that higher scores indicate stronger rela-

tionship attributes. They were summed to create both the

maternal and paternal relations scale (Note: Item 1 was

multiplied by .75 factorial to maintain continuity within the

scale.) Coefficient alphas for parental relations ranged from

.89 to .92 for childless adults and .91 to .93 for parents.

Parental generosity was assessed for mothers and fathers

with two items (1 = a lot, 4 = not at all; Rossi). Both

items were reverse-coded and summed so that higher

scores indicate more of the attribute. Coefficient alpha for

parental generosity ranged from .74 to .86 for childless

adults and .82 to .88 for parents.

Data Analyses

Descriptive analyses were performed for all variables using

SAS 9.1. Mean imputation, a commonly used method in

the social sciences (Allison 2001), was used to impute a

participant’s missing values if at least 50% of the items for

each scale were available. Bivariate correlation analyses

were run to assess intercorrelations among the observed

variables, which indicated small to moderate positive cor-

relations and no signs of multicollinearity problems. A

series of iterated factor analyses using promax rotation

were conducted to examine the latent factors in the data; all

of the variables, with the exception of psychological well-

being, loaded in accordance with the scales constructed by

MIDUS. Ryff’s (1989) psychological well-being scale,

which is widely used and accepted, is based on theoreti-

cally derived constructs; thus, we maintained the proposed

six psychological well-being dimensions, as Ryff and

others have done (Jeffries and Konnert 2002).

Structural equation modeling (SEM) using AMOS 7.0

was performed in sequential steps to examine the associ-

ations between generativity, adult psychological well-

being, and recalled parental attributes prior to adulthood.

Further, we evaluated possible mediation effects of
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generativity on psychological well-being, and we used

multiple-group comparisons to assess differences in the

paths between the latent variables for childless adults and

parents, both for the full sample, and then separately for

women and men by parental status.

SEM Measurement Model

The measurement model was developed to test how con-

structs in the hypothesized model correspond to each other

prior to the development and evaluation of the structural

model. All latent variable variances were fixed at 1.00

(Loehlin 2004). Based on the evaluation of the fit indices

and theoretical considerations, correlations were drawn

between error variances of maternal and paternal gener-

osity, the LGS and community involvement, and self-

acceptance and environmental mastery, to achieve an

acceptable fit. Although the measurement model showed a

significant chi-square test (v2 = 1241.4, df = 84, p = .00),

other goodness of fit indices suggested an acceptable fit

(GFI = .94, RMSEA = .07).

Results

Structural Model

The structural model was developed from the hypothesized

measurement model to assess the magnitude of the asso-

ciations between the latent variables (Fig. 1). Although the

structural model showed a significant chi-square test

(v2 = 562.2, df = 79, p = .00), other goodness of fit

indices suggested a good fit to the data (GFI = .97,

RMSEA = .05). Based on the full data set (i.e., parents and

childless adults combined), generativity was significantly

associated with adult psychological well-being (b = .49,

p \ .001), and recalled parental attributes prior to adult-

hood also had a significant (though weaker) positive direct

effect on well-being (b = .29, p \ .001) and generativity

(b = .27, p \ .001). In short, greater generativity was

associated with higher psychological well-being, and more

positive recalled parental attributes were associated with

both greater generativity and psychological well-being.

Testing for Group Differences

Multiple group comparison models were developed using

AMOS to test invariance in the paths among the latent

variables for (a) childless adults and parents, (b) childless

women and mothers, and (c) childless men and fathers.

Model 1, the unconstrained model, assumed that all latent

paths are different between the comparison groups. Model

2, the constrained model, assumed that all latent paths are

similar between the comparison groups. When results

indicated that the unconstrained model fit significantly

better than did the constrained model (i.e., group differ-

ences), further analyses were conducted to determine the

path(s) that contributed to the group differences. Conver-

gence criteria were met for all models.

Differences for Childless Adults and Parents

Results showed that the constrained model fit significantly

better than did the unconstrained model (p [ .05),

Mother's
Generosity

Relations w/
Father

Father's
Generosity

Recalled Parental
Attributes Prior
to Adulthood

Loyola
Scale

Civic
Obligation

Work
Obligation

Altruism Community
Involvement

Generativity
Positive

toward Others

Self-Acceptance

Autonomy

Personal
Growth

Environmental
Mastery

Purpose
in Life

Psychological
Well-Being

Relations w/
Mother 1

1

1

Fig. 1 Structural relationships

between latent variables of

recalled parental attributes,

generativity, and psychological

well-being. Control variables of

age, education, income, and

health were added but are not

shown here

Generativity and Well-Being 153

123



indicating no overall differences in the latent paths based

on parental status. For both childless adults and parents,

there was a positive direct effect between generativity and

psychological well-being, and there were positive direct

effects between recalled parental attributes and both adult

psychological well-being and generativity (Table 2).

Differences for Childless Women and Mothers

Results showed that the constrained model fit significantly

better than did the unconstrained model (p [ .05), indi-

cating no differences in the latent paths for childless

women and mothers. For childless women and mothers,

there was a positive direct effect between generativity and

psychological well-being, and there were positive direct

effects between recalled parental attributes and both psy-

chological well-being (non-significant for childless

women) and generativity (Table 2).

Differences for Childless Men and Fathers

Results showed that the unconstrained model fit signifi-

cantly better than did the constrained model (p \ .05),

indicating differences in one or more of the latent paths

between childless men and fathers. Follow-up comparisons

showed that the positive direct effect between recalled

parental attributes and psychological well-being was

stronger for childless men than for fathers; however, there

were no differences in the positive direct effects between

recalled parental attributes and generativity and between

generativity and psychological well-being (Table 2).

Testing for Mediation Effects

After controlling for generativity (i.e., the mediator) and

based on the full sample, the indirect effect of recalled

parental attributes prior to adulthood on psychological

well-being was lower than the direct effect (b = .10 and

b = .27, respectively), indicating a partial mediation

(MacKinnon et al. 2002). Generativity also partially med-

iated the effect of recalled parental attributes on

psychological well-being for childless adults (b = .10 and

b = .26, respectively) and parents (b = .10 and b = .27,

respectively); for childless women (b = .14 and b = .15,

respectively) and mothers (b = .14 and b = .16, respec-

tively); and for childless men (b = .09 and b = .53,

respectively) and fathers (b = .11 and b = .30, respec-

tively). Thus, generativity had a stronger effect on adult

psychological well-being than did recalled parental attri-

butes prior to adulthood for both parents and non-parents.

Discussion

Increased childlessness and growing life course diversity

make it imperative to assess assumptions about the role of

Table 2 Structural equation modeling: testing for group differences

Group comparison Unconstrained model Constrained model

Model 1 Model 2

Childless Parents Childless Parents

B b B b B b B b df

Childless adults (N = 289) and parents (N = 2,218) 3a

RPA–Generativity .26*** .28 .19*** .24 .19*** .22 .19*** .25

Generativity–PWB .45*** .45 .43*** .42 .43*** .49 .43*** .42

RPA–PWB .35*** .38 .21*** .26 .22*** .26 .22*** .27

Childless women (N = 121) and mothers (N = 1,089) 3a

RPA–Generativity .32** .38 .23*** .29 .24*** .28 .24*** .30

Generativity–PWB .61** .57 .49*** .48 .50*** .49 .50*** .48

RPA–PWB .08 .09 .14*** .17 .13*** .15 .13*** .16

Childless men (N = 168) and fathers (N = 1,297) 1b*

RPA–Generativity .17 .20 .20*** .27 .20* .25 .20*** .27

Generativity–PWB .50*** .45 .48*** .41 .56*** .52 .43*** .39

RPA–PWB .50*** .53 .25*** .30 .23*** .31 .27*** .34

RPA, recalled parental attributes in childhood; PWB, psychological well-being

* p \ .05; ** p \ .01; *** p \ .001
a Constrained model fit significantly better
b Unconstrained model fit significantly better

154 T. Rothrauff, T. M. Cooney

123



parenthood in adult development and psychological well-

being. Hence, the goal of this study was to examine and

compare the association between generativity develop-

ment—a major developmental task during midlife—and

multiple dimensions of psychological well-being for mid-

to late-life childless adults and parents. We also assessed

the link between recalled parental attributes prior to

adulthood and both generativity development and psycho-

logical well-being, given the importance of early

experiences for later development (Erikson 1985). Finally,

we considered sex differences by parental status for the

connections between generativity, psychological well-

being, and recalled parental attributes prior to adulthood,

because parenthood is often considered more critical for

women’s than men’s development (Braverman 1989;

Nakano Glenn 1994). The findings indicate that childless

adults do not differ from parents in the connection between

generativity development and psychological well-being.

Generativity significantly predicts greater well-being for

both groups, and positive recollections of parental attri-

butes prior to adulthood are predictive of both greater

generativity and enhanced well-being.

The Role of Generativity in Psychological Well-Being

for Childless Adults and Parents

No significant differences were found in the association

between generativity and psychological well-being for

childless adults and parents. Reports of greater generativity

were associated with higher psychological well-being.

Additionally, there was no difference in this association for

childless women and mothers and for childless men and

fathers. These findings suggest two major conclusions.

First, although parenthood is often considered a major

catalyst for positive developmental changes in adulthood

(Astone et al. 1999; Morgan and Berkowitz King 2001), it

appears to be only one route to achieving psychological

well-being. Second, parenthood is not as vital for women’s

development and well-being as is often presumed (Brav-

erman 1989; Nakano Glenn 1994).

In line with Erikson (1985), our findings confirm that

parenthood is not a necessary experience for generativity

development and psychological well-being. Despite the

many social, psychological, and practical benefits associ-

ated with parenting (Astone et al. 1999; Edin and Kefalas

2005; McMullin and Marshall 1996), parents are not

advantaged when it comes to establishing generativity or

experiencing well-being. Childless adults appear to have

adequate opportunities for generativity development and to

capitalize on them in ways that contribute to their overall

well-being. That is, childless adults, like parents, may be

interested in giving back to the next generation by partic-

ipating in the lives of children, providing care and

assistance to family members, passing on knowledge and

skills through teaching, and taking on active roles in their

communities (Allen 1989; McAdams 2001; Milardo 2005;

Rubinstein 1996). Such activities are no more, or less,

important to their well-being than they are to that of their

peers who are parents.

Our results also build on An and Cooney’s (2006) study

that examined the link between generativity and psycho-

logical well-being in parents. Their analyses revealed that

the strongest predictor of parents’ psychological well-being

was generativity demonstrated or acquired outside the

context of the nuclear family. Our results confirmed a

similar, significant influence of these non-familial genera-

tive experiences for parents and non-parents. Thus, despite

the fact that childless adults and parents have different life

paths leading into midlife, they both partly achieve psy-

chological well-being through generativity-enhancing

experiences in various social domains.

Parenthood also appears to be no more important to

women’s than men’s development, contrary to popular

assumptions. Our findings indicated no differences for

childless women and mothers and for childless men and

fathers in the link between generativity and psychological

well-being. This finding is inconsistent with stereotypical

perceptions of childless adults, especially women, as being

maladapted, having psychological disorders, and being

immature, unhappy, and unfulfilled (Gillespie 2003;

LaMastro 2001; Letherby 2002; Park 2002). Apparently,

childless adults can rise above pervasive negative attitudes

about their lifestyle and create purposeful and meaningful

lives, supporting the notion that human development is

diverse and heterogeneous (Elder 1998; Hareven 1991).

This shift may be especially strong for women today as

their career pursuits outside the home are considered

legitimate and generally beneficial (Moen and Roehling

2005; Wallen 2002).

Our findings build on the empirical evidence that parents

and non-parents are similar in their reports of psychologi-

cal well-being (Koropeckyj-Cox 2002; McMullin and

Marshall 1996; Zhang and Hayward 2001) by revealing

that predictors of well-being are highly similar for the two

groups. On the other hand, our findings refute those of

McAdams and de St. Aubin (1992) suggesting that par-

enthood is critical for men’s generativity development. One

explanation for this latter finding may be differences in the

age ranges of our two samples. Our analytic sample was

limited to mid- and late-life childless adults (35–74),

whereas McAdams and de St. Aubin included more young

adults (19–68). Although generativity can start to develop

earlier in life, it is primarily a developmental task of

midlife (Erikson 1963). Adults in midlife generally have a

stronger desire and ability to go beyond their own needs

and focus on providing for and meeting the needs of others.
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In addition, younger adults are more likely than are older

adults to be childless (Dye 2005). Thus, differences in

generativity between childless adults and parents in some

past studies may be partially explained by the younger ages

of the respondents in those samples.

Generativity as Mediator

Generativity partially mediated the relationship between

recalled parental attributes and psychological well-being.

There were no differences in the mediation based on

parental status and the sex of the respondents. The partial

mediation effect suggests that although recalled positive

experiences with parents early in life play an important role

in overall adult psychological well-being (Elder et al.

2003; Erikson 1985), generativity established in midlife

seems to be a more crucial contributor to psychological

well-being. That is, individuals appear to have the oppor-

tunity to enhance their psychological well-being, for

example, through involvement in the community, even if

experiences in childhood were less than desirable and

developmentally problematic. This speculation is sup-

ported by Erikson’s proposition that individuals can rework

previous developmental stages that have not been suc-

cessfully resolved to foster successful development. In

addition, it provides evidence of plasticity and the multi-

directionality of development (Baltes 1987; Elder 1998).

Recalled Parental Attributes and Adult Development

Researchers and theorists have posited that early life

experiences shape and direct the course of later develop-

mental outcomes (Elder 1998; Elder et al. 2003; Erikson

1985). Our findings confirmed that adults who recalled

more positive parental attributes prior to adulthood—

including parental warmth and affection, as well as recol-

lections of parental generosity and care for others—

reported both greater generativity and adult psychological

well-being. That is, positive caregiver–child relations early

in life foster children’s trust in their primary caregivers and

the world around them, which supports the successful

transition from one development stage to the next and

provides the foundation for both generativity development

and psychological well-being in mid- to later life (Belsky

1997; Erikson; Rossi and Rossi 1990).

In addition, we did not find differences in the connection

between recalled parental attributes prior to adulthood,

generativity, and psychological well-being for childless

adults and parents, childless women and mothers, and

childless men and fathers. One exception, however, was a

difference in the effect between recalled parental attributes

and psychological well-being for men, where the associa-

tion was significantly stronger for childless men than for

fathers. This finding is puzzling because we did not see any

other differences in developmental outcomes for men in

our study, although past research has found lower gener-

ativity for childless men compared to fathers (McAdams

and de St. Aubin 1992; Snarey et al. 1987). It is possible

that for childless men, early childhood experiences are

more persistent in shaping later development because these

men tend to maintain weaker connections with their fam-

ilies in adulthood than do fathers. Indeed, Eggebeen and

Knoester (2001) found that childless men had less contact

and lower levels of intergenerational exchange with their

extended families than did fathers. This relative lack of

involvement in adulthood may mean that the well-being of

childless men is more strongly influenced by long-held

memories of their early family experience, good or bad,

because they have fewer recent experiences with their

families to draw upon. Or, because childless males are less

involved in community groups and service organizations

than fathers with children at home (Eggebeen and Kno-

ester), they may have fewer opportunities to participate in

meaningful non-familial activities that reshape their

development and well-being in significant ways. As a

result, how they feel about themselves, their relationships

and their lives may be deeply rooted in family relationships

and experiences from their pre-adult years.

Our finding that these direct effects were no stronger for

female non-parents than female parents may be due to the

fact that childless women tend to be heavily engaged with

their families of origin (Allen 1989; Connidis and Davies

1990), and many traditionally ‘‘female’’ occupations (e.g.,

teaching, nursing, social work) also offer extensive

opportunities to engage in personal care and mentoring.

Clearly, more research is needed to gain a better under-

standing of the variety of factors associated with

developmental outcomes based on sex and parental status.

Limitations, Directions for Future Studies,

and Conclusion

Despite the unique contributions of this study, it does pose

some limitations. One concern is the retrospective

approach to assessing parental attributes in childhood.

MIDUS participants were asked to recall the relationships

they had with their parents while growing up and to report

on parental affection and generosity. Although the validity

of retrospective designs can be called into question,

empirical evidence suggests high reliability in recalled

childhood memories between siblings (Parker 1983; Rob-

ins et al. 1985), supporting the validity of retrospective

accounts. Longitudinal studies are needed that allow

examination of early parent-child relations and prospective

measurement of their effects on the development of

childless adults and parents.
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An additional limitation is that in structural equation

modeling, model fit and multiple group comparisons only

indicate if the hypothesis that ‘‘there is no significant dif-

ference between the models compared’’ can be rejected.

Despite efforts to determine the best model, it is possible

that other, unexplored models fit equally well or better than

the models investigated and selected in this study. In

addition, more studies are needed that examine and com-

pare factors, such as partner relationships, work, and other

life domains that influence development across the life

course for childless adults and parents, both men and

women.

Moreover, we did not distinguish between childless

adults who were childless by choice, temporarily or per-

manently childless, or whose children may have preceded

them in death, which may have influenced responses. Other

studies note differences in psychological well-being, for

example, for adults who were involuntarily childless versus

childless by choice (Jeffries and Konnert 2002; Kor-

opeckyj-Cox 2002). If future studies are able to account for

the reasons for childlessness, they may shed new light on

the complex developmental issues assessed herein. Clas-

sifying non-parents more specifically based on voluntary

versus involuntary childlessness may also explain some of

the inconsistencies in findings between the current study

and others suggesting greater importance of parenthood for

men’s generativity development and overall well-being

(Hawkins and Dollahite 1997; McAdams et al. 1993;

Snarey et al. 1987).

Future studies also need to explore possible variations in

the connections between generativity, psychological well-

being, and recalled parental attributes prior to adulthood

for racial/ethnic minorities. Our study did not allow a fine-

tuned analysis by race/ethnicity because only 36 childless

adults were racial/ethnic minorities, which is too small for

statistical comparisons with structural equation modeling.

Parenting styles tend to differ between Whites and non-

Whites (Deater-Deckard and Dodge 1997; Steinberg et al.

1995). Considering that recollections of early childhood

experiences influence development, there may be differ-

ences in reports of generativity and the relationship to

psychological well-being. Also, African Americans and

Hispanics tend to have higher fertility rates and are

believed to place much greater emphasis on childbearing

than Whites (Dye 2005; Heaton et al. 1999; Stevens 1996).

This cultural difference may reveal itself in stronger con-

nections between generativity and well-being for both

parents and non-parents in non-White than White samples.

Similarly, the size of our non-parent sample also pre-

vented an assessment of possible age and parental status

interactions in predicting well-being in mid- and later life.

To speculate, it may be the case that being childless has

increasingly serious implications as adults age and their

social roles change. Retirement and associated changes in

work-related friendships and social contacts, as well as the

death of parents, siblings, and age peers, may leave a larger

gap in the lives of childless elders than parents, resulting in

lower well-being. Though some qualitative studies have

focused on adjustment of late life childless adults (Allen

1989; Koropeckyj-Cox 2003; Rubinstein 1996), systematic

assessment of age variations in the import of parenting for

well-being is needed using quantitative data. Moreover,

contrasts for men and women are critical because these

qualitative studies have generally considered one sex or the

other, rather than both.

In conclusion, this study emphasizes the divergent

pathways to generativity development and adult psycho-

logical well-being within the context of parental status and

sex. Developmental outcomes for childless adults in our

study were similar to those of parents, indicating that

parenthood is only one way to manage the developmental

challenges of adulthood and to age successfully. Thus,

considering the increasing number of adults who are

childless by choice and chance, it is important to empiri-

cally examine stereotypes and assumptions about the link

between a childless lifestyle and developmental outcomes.

Finally, this study highlights that human development is

highly flexible and, although early experiences shape later

development, adult outcomes are influenced by multiple

factors; this is evidenced by our finding that generativity

plays a more important role in psychological well-being

than do early recalled childhood experiences.
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