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Abstract
Lifetime childlessness is expected to increase in the future. Recent research suggests that 
also voluntary childlessness in increasing among young adults. As childbearing decisions 
are increasingly based on individual preferences and choices it is believed that also those 
who do not favor family life with children can now more freely express their preferences. 
This study aims to investigate the prevalence of voluntary childlessness among Finnish 
young adults and factors associated with it. Data come from Finnish Social Relationships 
and Well-being Survey, conducted in 2008 among 25-44-year-old childless or one-child 
men and women. This study focuses on childless respondents (N=1244). Two types of 
intentional childlessness are distinguished. Persons are classified as voluntarily childless 
if they do not intend to have children and prefer life without children. Those, who also 
have no intentions to have children, but whose personal ideal number of children is above 
zero are defined as persons who have relinquished parenthood intentions. Childhood 
characteristics are found to predict voluntary childlessness more, while socioeconomic 
circumstances and lack of a suitable partner explain relinquished parenthood intentions. 
Respondents’ personal accounts on the reasons behind their childbearing choices support 
the findings from multivariate analyses.
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Introduction
Recent years have witnessed increasing childlessness among young Finnish adults. In 
2008, 46 percent of women were childless at age 30, among men the corresponding fig-
ure was 61 percent (Statistics Finland 2010a). While many of the childless young adults 
will have children later, it is expected that lifetime childlessness is also increasing all 
over Europe in the future (Frejka and Sardon 2006; Sobotka 2004). Although delaying 
of parenthood may explain large part of the increasing proportion of women and men 
remaining childless at each age (Testa 2007; Sobotka 2004), research has suggested that 
voluntary childlessness, understood to mean a deliberate choice not to have children, 
is also increasing in the industrialized countries (Sobotka 2009; Tanturri and Mencarini 
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2008; Rindfuss et al. 1988). Normative constraints in family formation have become less 
rigid and childbearing choices are increasingly based on individual considerations and 
preferences. Persons who wish to have no children can now more freely express voluntary 
childlessness intentions (Tanturri and Mencarini 2008). The relationship between post-
ponement of parenthood and voluntary childlessness is also somewhat unclear; for those 
who are ambivalent towards parenthood, the decision to remain childless may develop 
through consecutive decisions not to have children at a current moment.

In a recent European Value Survey from 2001, conducted in 15 European countries, the 
proportion of young adults aged 18 to 40 years who desired no children at all varied 
between two percent in Sweden to 16 percent in Germany (Goldstein et al. 2003). In 
Finland, the corresponding figure was five percent. While this modern type of childless-
ness – voluntarily childless or childfree life style – has received increasing attention 
among researchers, factors related to it are still very much understudied. This study 
attempts to investigate to what extend voluntary childlessness plays any role in family 
formation choices of young adults in Finland. In addition, it will look at the factors 
related to childlessness intentions, paying attention to sociodemographic, attitudinal and 
childhood factors as well as self-reported motivations behind childbearing intentions.

Childlessness in Finland
Permanent childlessness has been increasing in most industrialized countries especially 
among women born after the beginning of 1950s (Frejka 2008; Sobotka 2004). Despite 
of the general trend, there is still large variation across Europe between countries in the 
prevalence of lifetime childlessness (Frejka 2008; Sobotka 2004). Childlessness has 
been relatively low in the eastern European countries while some western European 
countries, notably and Germany, show markedly high proportions of childlessness 
(Frejka 2008). In Finland the relatively high overall fertility (1.86 in 2009, Statistics 
Finland 2010b) has been combined with increasing final childlessness (Andersson et 
al. 2009; Miettinen & Rotkirch 2008). Prevalence of lifetime childlessness has also 
been on a higher level in Finland than in the other Nordic countries (Andersson et al. 
2009). Currently 17–18 percent of Finnish women aged 45–49 years are childless; 
however, the growing proportions of childless persons at younger ages suggests that 
the proportion may increase in the future (Statistics Finland 2010a; Miettinen & Rot-
kirch 2008; Ruokolainen & Notkola 2007) (Figure 1). Although the termination of the 
reproductive age span for men cannot be defined as straightforwardly as for women, 
proportion of childless persons among men at age 45-49 is considerably higher than 
among women, or 25–27 percent (Statistics Finland 2010a). 
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Figure 1. Proportion of childless persons at age 35 and at age 49 among women 
and men in Finland 1987–2008.

Note that figures in the table are retrieved from annual statistics on population by age and 
number of live births ever born to a person.
Source: Statistics Finland 1987–2010 (Population structure). 

Although childlessness has gained increased research interest, we know relatively little 
of its components and factors related to it. In contemporary societies, childlessness 
has been more common among educated women (Gonzáles & Jurado-Guerrero 2006; 
Gustafsson et al. 2002; Kiernan 1989). In Finland, however, the impact of education on 
childlessness appears to be reversed in the youngest cohorts as Andersson et al. (2009) 
find the highest proportion of final childlessness among women with low education (see 
however Nisén 2009). Men’s fertility behavior is less studied but findings suggest that 
education, or higher socioeconomic position is positively related to men’s childbearing 
(Kravdal 2007; Tölke & Diewald 2003; Kravdal 2001). Research on determinants of 
lifetime childlessness among men has been scarce (Keizer et al. 2008; Kiernan 1989). 
In Finland, men with a high education show the lowest levels of childlessness among 
cohorts born between 1940 and 1960 (Nisén 2009; Nikander 1995). 

The role of voluntary childlessness in explaining overall childlessness is not clear. It is 
generally assumed that childlessness in the past was mainly involuntary, related to later 
entry to marriage or living unmarried, or to subfecundity due to medical conditions 
(Rowland 2007; Poston & Trent 1982). Contemporary childlessness is, according to 
this view, mainly based on voluntary decision not to bear children (at a current mo-
ment or ever). Traditional reasons – permanent sterility or living without union – may 
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still explain modern lifetime childlessness. However, as the role of individual prefer-
ences and motivations has increased in childbearing choices among young adults, it is 
expected that voluntary childlessness will also increase (Tanturri & Mencarini 2008; 
Hakim 2000). Until now, survey data indicates that the proportion of young adults 
desiring no children has remained low in Finland, ranging from two to seven percent 
(Miettinen & Rotkirch 2008; Testa 2006). Although the data doesn’t show any clear 
increasing or decreasing trends, the comparison over time or across studies is hampered 
by different measurements of voluntary childlessness. 

Theoretical considerations and earlier research
Veevers (1980) has distinguished two types of voluntary childlessness. For some 
people lifetime childlessness results from a deliberate decision made already at early 
age not to have any children. Others may forgo parenthood after series of decisions 
to postpone childbearing, when the appropriate moment for the child never comes. 
Delaying parenthood may be a strategy to avoid a conflict between parenthood and 
education, or employment, particularly among women. It can also be related to in-
creased indecision and ambivalence towards parenthood (Smallwood and Jeffries 
2003). Postponing childbearing may provide a way to test childfree lifestyle, which 
eventually develops into a more explicit decision not to have children at all (Clarke 
and McAllister 1998).

Increasing proportion of childlessness at each age among young adults is believed 
to be mostly a consequence of postponement of parenthood to a later age (Sobotka 
2009; Frejka & Sardon 2006; Sobotka 2004). Young women and men want to receive 
a degree from education and establish a secure position in the labor market before they 
consider childbearing (Miettinen and Rotkirch 2008). Economic theories stress the role 
of women’s education and employment in fertility decisions. In terms of gaining edu-
cational competence or earnings potential it is advantageous for a woman to postpone 
or forgo parenthood (Becker 1993; Blossfeld and Huinink 1991). Among men, income 
effect is expected to dominate in fertility decisions. The importance of costs related 
to raising children diminish with increasing income, thus men with higher income are 
more likely to opt for parenthood and to have more children (Becker 1993). Cultural 
and ideational explanations seek reasons for childlessness in changes in the attitudes 
and value orientations. Individualization, secularization and the importance ascribed 
to self-realization have meant that young adults can now more freely evaluate differ-
ent pathways in life and pursue their own goals according to personal preferences. 
Childless, or childfree, lifestyle has become more accepted and people can more freely 
express a deliberate choice to remain childless (Tanturri & Mencarini 2008). Family 
and children are no longer considered self-evident options in young peoples’ lives, 
and particularly persons with a higher education are expected to be forerunners in this 
respect (van de Kaa 2001; Lesthaeghe 1995). 
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While factors related to postponed or low fertility may also explain lifetime childless-
ness, decision to remain childless may stem from other factors. Hakim (2000 and 2002) 
has proposed a theory according to which women (and plausibly men too) develop 
preferences regarding family and working life already at early ages. Women who have 
a stronger preference for career advancement and working life and who are less prone 
to family may choose to reject parenthood completely. Preference for childlessness or 
a small family may also develop through socialization in childhood; living in single 
parent household, or having no siblings has been found to decrease fertility aspirations 
(Miettinen and Rotkirch 2008; Bloom and Pebley 1982).

Although comparable data on attitudes towards childlessness in Finland is scarce, 
surveys indicate that childless life appears to be relatively well accepted as over 70 
percent (Nikander 1992, data covers only women) agree with that a woman doesn’t 
have to have children in order to be fulfilled, and only 20 percent think that a person 
cannot be completely happy unless he or she has children (Paajanen et al. 2007). On 
the other hand, stronger pronatalist norms are expressed towards couples as 70 per-
cent of Finns disapprove increasing trend of couples deciding not to have children 
(Paajanen et al. 2007).

Fragility of the partnerships may also contribute to postponement of childbearing or 
complete rejection of parenthood. Partnership remains an important prerequisite for 
childbearing (Spéder and Kapitány 2009; Miettinen and Rotkirch 2008; Testa 2007), 
and although most Finnish men and women start to cohabit or marry during their 20s 
or early 30s (Pitkänen and Jalovaara 2007; Nikander 1995 and 1992), partnership dis-
solution and re-formation can complicate realization of childbearing desires (Thomson 
et al. 2009). In addition, a significantly larger proportion of Finnish men never find a 
partner compared to women, which contributes to a larger share of men being unable 
to realize their childbearing aspirations (Nikander 1995 and 1992). 

Although living without a partner is maybe one of the most important reasons for not 
having children, decision to remain childless can be made independently of partner-
ship status. Tie between union formation and childbearing has weakened partly due 
to increasing fragility of the unions and long cohabitation period before marriage or 
before the couple starts to consider children (Thomson et al. 2009). It is possible that 
for those who find other life domains than family more interesting, a decision (not) to 
have children is entangled with a desire to live without a couple relationship.

Postponement of parenthood to a later age may also increase unwanted childlessness. 
While estimations of the prevalence of lifetime infertility have not provided conclusive 
results (for example Stephen & Chandra 2006), infertility experiences are known to 
increase with age (te Velde and Pearson 2002; Notkola 1995). Decision to postpone 
childbearing until later may turn into involuntary childlessness once the couple is 
confronted with fecundity impairments. Toulemon (1996) has proposed that a very 
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small fraction of childlessness among married couples is voluntary. Current estimates 
suggest rather low proportion of lifetime childlessness caused by primary infertility. 
Coleman (1996) has estimated that in contemporary Europe three percent of couples 
suffer from primary sterility. Similar findings are reported in Finland as Notkola (1995) 
using a retrospective data on female cohorts born 1938–65 finds that three percent of 
women suffer from primary infertility. 

Relationship between voluntary childlessness and infertility can also be ambiguous. 
Women (and men) who wait long may confront unexpected infertility problems when 
trying to conceive. However, late marriage and delayed childbearing may reflect 
disinclination to parenthood (Veevers 1971), emphasizing voluntary factors which 
contribute to postponement of family formation. In addition, a proportion of impaired 
fecundity or permanent sterility may remain unobserved as those who do not plan to 
have children never try to conceive. 

Childbearing decisions are essentially time dependent and childlessness intentions 
can be reversed as fertility desires are revised by life experiences. Previous studies 
have found that fertility intentions are sometimes poor predictors of future behavior, 
particularly when intentions are inquired at early age (Quesnel-Vallée and Morgan 
2003; Schoen et al. 1999). However, negative intentions are found to be more stable 
than positive, and overestimation of future fertility more frequent than underestimation 
(Quesnel-Vallée and Morgan 2003). Increasing age and stable partnership status have 
been found to reduce instability of intentions (MacInnes 2006; Heaton et al. 1999). In 
contemporary low fertility societies fertility intentions have gained increased research 
interest as the recuperation of fertility is determined by the willingness and ability of 
young adults to have children. Intention for additional children provides a mediating 
variable in predicting future behavior and can shed light to the factors which are related 
to actual childbearing (Schoen et al. 1999; Rindfuss et al. 1988).

The aim of this article is twofold. First, I investigate the prevalence of voluntary 
childlessness among Finnish young adults. Voluntary childlessness is divided into two 
groups based on information on fertility intentions and preferences. I distinguish those 
who do not intend to have any children and whose personal ideal of the family size 
is zero children from those whose personal ideal number of children is one or above 
but who have relinquished parenthood intentions. Second, factors related to these two 
types of voluntary childlessness are examined. Attention is paid to socioeconomic, 
ideational and childhood factors in explaining the decision not to have any children. 
I also look at the reasons and motivations behind childlessness intentions as reported 
by the childless persons themselves. As socioeconomic factors appear to correlate 
with overall childlessness, it is of interest to examine, whether these differences are 
manifested in voluntary childlessness intentions.



11

Data and methods
Data for this study come from Social relationships and well-being -survey conducted 
among childless and one-child adults aged 25 to 44 years living in Finland in 2008. 
Sample was stratified according to the number of children and age to ascertain that 
a fair amount of childless respondents particularly in the older age groups could be 
reached. Questionnaire included questions on fertility aspirations and ideals, attitudes 
towards gender relations, family and working life, perceptions related to childbearing 
and family formation, and sociodemographic background factors. Response rate varied 
between 34 and 37 percent among childless men and between 47 and 56 percent among 
childless women (Miettinen & Rotkirch 2008). This study focuses on childless adults 
(N=1244) and their fertility intentions and ideals. 

Dependent variable, intention to have children, was created from two separate ques-
tions (Table 1). Respondents were asked to tell their ideal personal family size as well 
as whether they intended to have a child or children in the future. Persons who did not 
intend to have a child, or who were uncertain about their intentions and preferred life 
without children (personal ideal ‘no children’) were defined as voluntarily childless. 
Those who had perhaps previously thought about having children (personal ideal 1+ 
children, or could not tell ideal number) but who currently stated that they did not intend 
to have any children, were considered as having relinquished parenthood. This group 
included also those who were uncertain about childbearing and couldn’t tell their ideal 
family size. However, although they are classified as having relinquished childbearing, 
some proportion of them may still consider childbearing but feel ambiguous about it. 
Persons who intended to have children sometime in the future, and whose ideals of a 
family also included children were then categorized as intentional parents.

Table 1. Classification of fertility intentions among survey respondents.

Childbearing intentions Ideal family size New variable 
No intention to have 
children 

Personal ideal 0 (N=99) Voluntarily childless 
Couldn’t tell ideal number 
(N=136) 

Relinguished parenthood 

Personal ideal 1+ (N=104) Relinguished parenthood 
   
Uncertain about 
childbearing 

Personal ideal 0 (N=2) Voluntarily childless 
Couldn’t tell ideal number 
(N=107) 

Relinguished parenthood 

Personal ideal 1+ (N=163) Relinguished parenthood 
   
Intends to have  
children 

Personal ideal 0 (N=0) - 
Couldn’t tell ideal number 
(N=90) 

Intentional parent 

Personal ideal 1+ (N=544) Intentional parent 
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Variables measuring socioeconomic and demographic conditions include factors related 
to economic situation: employment (employed, student, unemployed/other), educational 
attainment (low, middle, high), income (personal income divided into three almost equal 
size categories), as well as demographic factors: age, living in a union (four categories: 
never in union, previous union(s) but no current union, previous unions and living cur-
rently in a union, living in intact first union), and place of living (urban, semiurban/
rural). Individual value orientation includes two factors: orientation towards work and 
religiousness coded both as dummy-variables. Childhood factors were measured with 
education of the parents (either or both of the parents having at least lower tertiary level 
education, both parents no or less than tertiary level education), a dummy for whether 
the respondent’s parents had divorced before the respondent reached adulthood, and 
number of own siblings (no siblings, one or more siblings). Distribution of variables 
according to childbearing intentions is provided in the Appendix 1.

I employ multinomial logistic regression to analyze factors related to different types 
of childlessness. In the models, voluntarily childless and those who have relinquished 
fertility intentions are compared with those who intend to have children. These two 
types of voluntary childless persons are here understood to represent qualitatively 
different childlessness intentions. In the second part of the results section I describe 
self-reported reasons and motivations for childlessness intentions provided by the 
childless young adults themselves.

Results
The proportions of voluntarily childless and those who have relinquished fertility 
intentions grow with age (Figure 2). This stems partly from the way the sample was 
drawn. As the survey was conducted among persons with no children or with one child, 
the group under study becomes more selected with increasing age. Childless women 
represent about 50 percent and men about 65 percent of the total population in the age 
group of 25–34-year-olds. Among 35–44-year-old population, a little over 20 percent 
of women and over 30 percent of men are childless (Statistics Finland 2010a).

Voluntary childlessness is rather rare among Finnish men and women below 30 years of 
age. Among 25–29-year-old persons, five percent of women and three percent of men stated 
that they did not intend to have any children and preferred life without children. Among 
the oldest age groups under study, those aged 35 or above, 14 percent of women and ten 
percent of men were classified as voluntarily childless. Considering the proportion of 
childless persons among total 40–44-year-old population, it can be estimated that less than 
three percent of Finnish men and women above or close to the end of their reproductive age 
span are voluntarily childless. Looking at the proportion of voluntarily childless persons 
among the youngest age groups, there appears to be no indication that the role of voluntary 
childlessness in explaining lifetime childlessness will increase in the near future.
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Age is naturally related to forgone fertility desires, and parenthood intentions are 
abandoned with increasing age. However, close to a third of men below 35 years of 
age and little less than a fourth of women in the same age group stated that they did 
not consider childbearing though their personal family size ideal was not zero children. 
Although some of these respondents expressed more often uncertainty about child-
bearing rather than complete rejection of parenthood, one man in ten and about five 
percent of women in the youngest age group did not intend to have children although 
their personal ideal of a family included children. On the other hand, 10 percent of 
childless women and 20 percent of men in the oldest age group (40–44 years) still 
considered having children.

Figure 2. Childbearing intentions by age group, 25–44-years old men and women 
(%).

Next, multinomial logistic regression is used to look at the correlates with different 
kinds of childbearing intentions. The results are presented in Table 2. Columns provide 
the effects of the covariates on the probability of expressing either type of intended 
childlessness against the probability to intention to have a child. Analyses are done 
separately for men and women as I expected gender differences in factors associated 
with childlessness intentions. 
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Table 2. Multinomial logistic regression for childbearing intentions and sociode-
mographic factors, 25–44-year-old women and men. (Odds ratios).

WOMEN men
Voluntarily 
childless

Relinquished 
parenthood

Voluntarily 
childless

Relinquished 
parenthood

age 25-29 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00
30-34 3.28** 1.92* 2.59 1.29
35-39 8.03*** 5.99*** 6.09** 2.57**
40-44 37.68*** 41.17*** 10.38*** 7.52***

Partnership intact 1st union 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00
Currently in union, 
previous union(s) .96 .94 1.80 .51+
No union, previ-
ous union(s) 2.05 2.41** 2.39 1.42
Never in union 2.61* 4.32*** 4.86* 3.31***

education low 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00
middle 1.26 .96 1.35 1.23
High 1.03 .95 1.08 .67

Employment Employed 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00
Unemployed .75 2.23 1.00 6.14**
Student .91 1.67+ 1.25 1.03

income low 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00
middle .48 1.14 .70 .87
High .31* .79 .32 .88

Place of 
residence

Rural 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00
Urban-semiurban 1.16 .69 .66 .80

Work 
orientation

High 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00
Weak-moderate .83 .96 1.02 .77

Religiousness not important 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00
important .50* .63* .23* .77

Parents’ 
education

Both low 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00
Both/either high .59 .92 2.67* .76

Number of 
siblings

1+ 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00
No siblings 1.36 .77 3.12+ 1.46

Parents’ 
divorce

Yes 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00
no .63 .88 .81 .95

Note: + = p<=.10; * = p<=.05; ** = p<=.01; *** = p<=.001

Logistic regression analysis confirms the importance of partnership status to child-
bearing intentions. Persons who do not have a partner (who are not living in a union) 
are more likely to reject or forgo parenthood. Voluntarily childless men and women 
are more likely to live without union although among men, voluntary childlessness is 
more frequent among those who have never found a partner than among those who 
currently do not live in a union but who have previous experiences of union(s). The 
impact of union status is more straightforward among men than among women. 
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Although not having a partner is a strong predictor of voluntary childlessness, voluntary 
childlessness intentions are expressed also among those who live in a union. In the 
age group of 25 to 34 years, four percent of men and women living in a union stated 
that they preferred life without children. Among older age group, eight percent of men 
living in a union and 15 percent of women were voluntarily childless.

Socio-economic factors contribute only little to voluntary childlessness in Finland. Only 
income seems to be related to childlessness preferences as women with low income are 
more likely to be voluntarily childless. Among men, the impact of income is similar 
although not statistically significant. Educational attainment seems to have no relation 
to voluntary childlessness after age and union status were added to the models. 

This, as well as the finding that work orientation shows no marked association with 
voluntary childlessness, runs somewhat against theoretical considerations which 
presume that voluntary childlessness is more common among women from higher 
educational groups, or among women with strong work orientation (cf. Hakim 2000). 
Economic theories suggest that particularly highly educated women are affected by the 
opportunity costs posed by childbearing and thus are more likely than others to delay 
or completely forgo parenthood (Becker 1993). Perceptions of the balance between 
working life and family and relatively generous governmental support to working 
mothers may contribute to that strong work orientation among (highly educated) 
women is not combined with childlessness preferences in Finland. The finding that 
also urban residency is not related to childlessness preferences does not lend support 
to that highly educated persons or urban residents are not forerunners of modern 
childfree life style in Finland.

In line with previous studies (Tanturri & Mencarini 2008; Kiernan 1989), childhood 
factors appear to influence childlessness preferences also among Finnish adults, 
particularly among men. Voluntary childlessness is more common among men who 
are not very religious, who have no siblings or whose parents or either of them has 
at least lower tertiary level education. Women are more than men affected by their 
parents’ divorce, although the effect is not statistically significant. On the other hand, 
the impact of parents’ education on voluntary childlessness is the opposite among 
women; among them, the higher parental education is associated with lower likelihood 
of voluntary childlessness.

Results for relinquished childbearing show, that socioeconomic conditions as well as 
union status are related to delaying and finally abandoning parenthood. Women and 
men who are not living in a union are more likely to relinquish childbearing inten-
tions. However, the impact is less marked, if the person has experiences of previous 
union(s). In fact, men who have experienced a disruption of a previous union are more 
likely to intend to have a child if they enter a new union compared to men who live 
in an intact first union. 
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Socioeconomic factors contribute more to relinquishing parenthood intentions than to 
voluntary childlessness. Highly educated men are less likely to forgo parenthood than 
other men but once other factors are included in the models the impact of education 
becomes insignificant. Unemployment leads both men and women to abandon parent-
hood (among men statistically significantly). It is possible that men still presume the 
responsibility for the breadwinning in the family. Unemployment may pose a threat 
to man’s economic competency and therefore, leads to relinquishing childbearing in-
tentions. Among women, on the other hand, unemployment may increase uncertainty 
towards parenthood as only employed women benefit from earnings related maternity 
benefits. Economic considerations and uncertainty about the consequences of parent-
hood to one’s situation may explain also why studying women are more likely to forgo 
childbearing.

Although urban residency was not associated with voluntary childlessness, it may be 
associated with ‘postponement culture’ as urban women are more likely to intend to 
have a child than their rural age mates who for their part express more often relin-
quished childbearing intentions in each age group. Childhood factors appear to be less 
connected with relinquishing parenthood than with voluntary childlessness. Religious 
women are less likely than others to abandon childbearing, while background of the 
parents or circumstances in one’s childhood family do not explain forgone childbear-
ing intentions.

Reasons for deciding ‘no’
What are the reasons and motivations behind childlessness intentions provided by 
the childless persons themselves? Finnish Social relationships and well-being sur-
vey included also questions which asked respondents to agree or disagree if a given 
reason or motivation had been relevant in their decision (not) to have children or to 
postpone childbearing. Table 3 provides the proportions of those who considered the 
reason important or very important. Persons who had relinquished childbearing are 
divided into two groups according to their age as it was expected that the self-reported 
motivations may differ between the younger and older respondents.
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Table 3. Reasons and motivations provided by childless persons for their decision. 
Childless men and women aged 25 to 44 by childlessness intention. Proportion 
of respondents who agreed with the given statement (%).

Voluntarily 
childless

Relinquished 
parenthood
Age group 25-34

Relinquished 
parenthood
Age group 35-44

men Women men Women men Women
Health motivations
too old 13 21 0 2 26 53
Partner too old 5 7 0 2 29 16
Health reasons 8 8 15 11 9 19

Economic reasons
Uncertain employment situation 8 16 22 18 20 6
Uncertain employment, partner 3 12 10 4 4 8
Uncertain economical situation 5 18 24 20 17 11
too small an apartment 5 3 27 15 12 8
not enough support from the 
society 5 12 10 7 12 6

Career and education
Career opportunities 5 18 22 33 7 5
Career opportunities, partner 5 2 12 8 0 2
Finish education 3 5 12 22 4 6
Finish education, partner 5 5 5 7 0 1

Personal considerations
Want to do other things 38 33 34 36 7 8
Would have to give up life style 49 54 35 38 22 14
Doesn’t want to be tied to 
children 74 58 15 22 27 22

Feels too immature 21 23 20 27 9 11
Would not be a good parent 51 51 15 29 14 13
Concerned about the future of 
children 26 32 20 16 14 13

Partnership
no partner 23 20 58 41 48 38
Problems in partnership 0 5 5 9 3 9

Note: Although not all respondents were living with a partner, they were not excluded from 
reasons concerning partner to provide an overall picture of the importance of a specific rea-
son to childlessness intentions.

Self-reported reasons further support the notion of the multifaceted picture of volun-
tary childlessness and relinquished fertility intentions. Personal considerations and 
ambivalence towards parenthood proved to be the most often cited motivations for 
voluntary childlessness among women and men rather than perceived economic or 
work-related barriers. A half or more than a half of voluntarily childless persons told 
that they didn’t want to be tied up with children and felt that children would threaten 
their life style. Voluntarily childless persons were also less confident with their abili-
ties to be a good parent. 



18

Economic uncertainty, employment and career related reasons appear to play only a mi-
nor role in a deliberate long-term decision not to have children. Only few men indicate 
these motivations, among women they are a little more frequent. On the other hand, 
their role grows when we look at the relinquished fertility intentions among younger 
respondents. Economical situation, uncertain employment and career ambitions are 
key reasons to forgo parenthood. Prolonged studies diminish also parenthood inten-
tions in these age groups. Lack of a suitable partner prevents also many from trying 
to have children. Uncertainty about parenthood among younger age groups is often 
related to personal factors. Both men and women are concerned about having to change 
one’s life style, or wanting to do other things first. This may be related to postpone-
ment culture, as particularly the highly educated young adults want to ‘keep all doors 
open’ and delay those decisions which are considered restrictive (c.f. Ketokivi 2002). 
Young women may also fear the double burden associated with combining children 
and family life with work. Health reasons for relinquishing childbearing are cited by 
10-15 percent of the younger respondents. Although not directly inquired, infertility 
problems may explain some of the health reasons.

Among the older respondents, health conditions and old age become important reasons 
to forgo childbearing. Lack of a suitable partner is also cited as a major reason for not 
considering children among the older respondents. As almost half of those who did not 
currently live with a partner had had previous partnerships, fragility of the partnerships 
can contribute to relinquished intentions. Late entry into (new) union may also prevent 
childbearing as people consider themselves too old to have children. 

Economic or work-related reasons play less important role in childbearing decisions 
among older respondents. Economic reasons for abandoning childbearing were cited more 
often among older men than among women. Older men were also more reluctant than 
women to give up their present life style, or to tie themselves up with small children.

These findings suggest that voluntary childlessness is related to personal preferences 
and motivations, which may be shaped by childhood context, rather than to life experi-
ences and socioeconomic circumstances during adult life. Relinquished childbearing, 
on the other hand, seems to stem from recurrent decisions to delay and finally abandon 
childbearing in which particularly the lack of a suitable partner and economic and 
work-related constraints condition the decision making. However, personal motivations 
are also indicated as important reasons for relinquishing childbearing among younger 
respondents. It is also possible that norms still prevent particularly women from express-
ing deliberate rejection of parenthood and the decision to have children is postponed 
to a later age when it becomes socially more acceptable to forgo parenthood.
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Conclusion and discussion
The prevalence of childlessness among young adults has shown continuous increase 
during last decades in Finland as in all industrialized countries. Although this to a 
large extent is related to postponement of parenthood to a later age, it is expected that 
voluntary childlessness is also increasing (Sobotka 2009; Tanturri & Mencarini 2008). 
The aim of this article was to investigate the prevalence of voluntary childlessness and 
its determinants among young Finnish adults. The article divided voluntary childless 
persons into two groups, into those who preferred life without children and did not 
intend to have any children, and those, who had no intentions to have children but 
whose personal ideal of a family included children. The first group was classified as 
voluntarily childless, and the latter as having relinquished parenthood.

The results showed that voluntary childlessness is rather rare in Finland. Although 
normative constraints to childfree life have diminished, only a small proportion of 
young adults express a deliberate wish to have no children. Below 30-year old child-
less respondents, only four percent wished to have no children at all. If we use the 
information on the prevalence of voluntary childlessness among women aged 40–44 
years in this study, it can be estimated that currently roughly 14 percent of childless 
women at the end of their reproductive age span are childless due to voluntary rejec-
tion of parenthood. Marked increase in the extent to which voluntary childlessness will 
explain future lifetime childlessness seems also unlikely, as the proportion of voluntary 
childless persons among the youngest age group under study was considerably small.

Partnership status remains an important condition for childbearing and lack of a suitable 
partner was associated with relinquished parenthood among both men and women. 
Among men, lack of partnership was also associated with voluntary childlessness, 
among women voluntary childlessness was less related to union status. It is also evident 
that the fragility of partnerships contributes to overall childlessness although there are 
some signs that entry into new union may increase childbearing (see also Vikat et al. 
2003). However, early breakup of unions and late entry into (subsequent) partnerships 
may prevent many from realizing their fertility desires.

Among older persons, childlessness was mainly related to abandoned fertility desires. 
Many (had) wished for children but due to circumstances – not finding a suitable 
partner, health conditions or other reasons – had relinquished childbearing. Although 
a fifth of childless men and one in every ten women in the age group 40–44 still 
planned to have children it is likely that many of them will not be able to fulfill their 
fertility intentions.

Voluntary childlessness appeared to be mainly connected with childhood factors rather 
than socioeconomic circumstances during adult life. Particularly among men, childhood 
home characteristics explained voluntary childlessness more than the other factors. 
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Results suggest that voluntary childlessness among women and men is somewhat 
different. For men, religiousness, parent’s low education and living with siblings in 
childhood reduced the likelihood to be voluntarily childless. For women, childhood 
home characteristics had less marked impact. Besides childhood factors, no distinctive 
socioeconomic or demographic group could be identified among voluntarily childless 
persons. Voluntary childlessness was more common among low income women but 
otherwise there were no marked differences between educational or socioeconomic 
groups. Contrary to presumptions, high education, strong work orientation or urban 
residency are not connected to voluntary childlessness in Finland.

In cross-sectional surveys, voluntary childlessness may be difficult to define and 
operationalize. In this study, a composite variable based on both fertility intentions 
and ideals was used. However, it was apparent that the crude classification ignored 
some important dimensions in childbearing decisions which would require a more 
detailed study. Particularly, uncertainty and ambivalence which appears to characterize 
modern childbearing decisions should receive more attention in the future. For many, 
decision not to have children may be a consequence of a process, where childbearing 
is postponed due to reasons related to relationship, personal considerations as well 
as financial and work-related constraints until it is too late to have children. Cross-
sectional studies fail to address these issues. In addition, this study did not address 
infertility experiences in explaining childlessness intentions. Although childlessness 
caused by infertility is understood to be involuntary, factors related to it may in many 
cases be the same as those explaining more voluntary intentions, particularly when we 
consider the role of voluntary postponement of childbearing and late entry into union 
in explaining increasing infertility trends.
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Appendix Table 1. Distribution of sociodemographic factors by childbearing inten-
tions, men and women aged 25 to 44, %.

Women men

Voluntarily 
childless

Relin-
quished 

parenthood

intends 
to have 
children

Voluntarily 
childless

Relin-
quished 

parenthood

intends 
to have 
children

Union status
Never in union 19.4 29.8 15.5 41.0 51.8 22.2
Previous union(s), no 
current union 30.6 28.7 17.4 23.1 15.4 16.3
Previous union(s), 
currently in union 29.0 23.6 31.4 20.5 16.2 30.0
Intact first union 21.0 17.8 35.6 15.4 16.7 31.5
Education
low 24.6 28.6 22.2 41.0 53.3 40.2
middle 49.2 41.2 37.8 30.8 27.0 29.9
High 26.2 30.2 40.0 28.2 19.7 29.9
Employment
Employed 4.9 10.4 4.7 0.0 17.2 3.3
Unemployed/not working 19.7 24.2 23.7 22.6 15.4 21.7
Student 75.4 65.4 71.6 77.4 67.4 75.0
Income
low 22.6 22.1 19.4 23.1 29.6 17.0
middle 56.5 54.8 54.3 56.4 49.0 58.9
High 21.0 23.2 26.3 20.5 21.4 24.1
Place of residence
Urban-semiurban 77.4 72.1 76.3 66.7 63.5 73.7
Rural 22.6 27.9 23.7 33.3 36.5 26.3
Work orientation
Weak-moderate 67.7 69.8 70.4 76.3 73.3 72.7
High 32.3 30.2 29.6 23.7 26.7 27.3
Religion
important 25.8 34.9 34.1 15.4 20.8 24.5
not important 74.2 65.1 65.9 84.6 79.2 75.5
Parents’ education
Either/both middle/high 30.6 33.7 47.6 46.2 24.5 39.6
Both low 69.4 66.3 52.4 53.8 75.5 60.4
Number of siblings
0 14.8 8.0 9.8 18.4 9.5 8.0
1+ 85.2 92.0 90.2 81.6 90.5 92.0
Parents’ divorce
no 74.2 83.1 80.6 76.9 79.7 81.6
Yes 25.8 16.9 19.4 23.1 20.3 18.4

n 62 264 634 39 245 273


