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Abstract

Evolutionary theorizing predicts that parenthood is associated with higher hedonic wellbeing (experiencing more positive and
fewer negative emotions), higher eudaimonic wellbeing (experiencing greater meaning in life), and greater life satisfaction. To
test this hypothesis, we analyzed a dataset comprising 5,556 participants drawn from 10 different nations. We found a small
positive effect of parenthood on eudaimonic wellbeing, which was more pronounced for women. Conversely, we found vir-
tually no differences between parents and nonparents across all measured dimensions of hedonic wellbeing and life satisfac-
tion. Furthermore, for most dimensions, we did not detect significant interactions between parenthood status and sex, age,
or relationship status. Additionally, participants with children reported lower relationship satisfaction than those without
children; however, the observed difference was small. Our results contrast with evolutionary predictions, as well as empirical
findings showing that parents perceive their children as sources of positive emotions and life purpose, creating a paradox for
which we offer a possible resolution.
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Introduction regarding whether having children is associated with higher

Having and raising children constitutes a central aspect of
people’s lives (Cowan & Cowan, 2000; Ko et al., 2020;
Pick et al., 2022). Nevertheless, parenthood is a costly and
demanding endeavor (Lino, 2014), raising questions

or lower emotional wellbeing, life satisfaction, and relation-
ship satisfaction; questions that the present study aims to
address. By the term “emotional wellbeing,” we refer to two
distinguishable components. The first is hedonic wellbeing,
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which concerns the positive emotions (pleasant experiences
such as happiness) and negative emotions (unpleasant experi-
ences such as loneliness) that people commonly experience,
as well as optimism. The second is eudaimonic wellbeing,
which concerns one’s sense of meaning and purpose in life
(Ryan & Deci, 2001). Although these two components are
correlated, they need not respond identically to the same life
circumstances (Baumeister et al., 2013), and, as we argue
below, evolutionary considerations generate distinct predic-
tions for each. We will begin our discussion by presenting
the evolutionary perspective on emotions.

Emotional Wellbeing and Parenthood

Evolutionary theorizing proposes that emotions are adapta-
tions designed to motivate fitness-enhancing behaviors, that
is, behaviors that increase the probability that an individual’s
genetic material is represented in future generations (Nesse,
2019; Tooby & Cosmides, 2008). Specifically, negative emo-
tions occur when individuals face situations that compromise
fitness, prompting them to take corrective actions to alleviate
these feelings. Conversely, positive emotions arise when indi-
viduals encounter situations that promote fitness, motivating
them to maintain or seek similar situations in the future. For
example, losing one’s job can trigger sadness and anxiety,
motivating people to seek new employment. On the other
hand, receiving a job promotion may evoke feelings of pride
and joy, motivating continued or enhanced performance at
work to achieve further advancements. We need to say that
not all emotions are grouped into positive and negative; but
those that do not fall in such categorization (e.g., feeling curi-
ous) would have little impact on emotional wellbeing and life
satisfaction that constitute the focus of the present study.

Children are the primary means by which people transfer
their genetic material to future generations (Dawkins, 2016).
Therefore, the main way for individuals to increase their fit-
ness is to have children and raise them to sexual maturity
(Stearns, 1992). This being the case, having and raising chil-
dren should be associated with higher emotional wellbeing
and life satisfaction. There are, however, instances in which
having children could reduce fitness. For example, becoming
pregnant without a supportive intimate partner or sufficient
financial resources to raise a child can reduce fitness. If we
make the reasonable assumption that, in contemporary soci-
eties, in most cases, having children reflects planning, where
individuals have assessed that conditions are right to have
children, then we can argue that having children is usually
fitness-enhancing, and thus should be associated with higher
emotional wellbeing and life satisfaction.

Moreover, because parents and children are closely genet-
ically related, parental fitness is closely tied to the fitness of
their children. Emotional mechanisms such as happiness are
thought to track people’s fitness and to be triggered accord-
ingly (Nesse, 2019). It follows that positive emotions are eli-
cited in parents when their children’s fitness increases, and

negative emotions when their children’s fitness is compro-
mised. In this way, people behave so as to increase their chil-
dren’s fitness, and thus their own, in order to experience
positive emotions, and they act to protect their children
from fitness-compromising circumstances, in order to avoid
experiencing negative emotions. Consequently, children
would be expected to serve as sources of both positive and
negative emotions (Apostolou & Kagialis, 2025).

Hedonic and Eudaimonic Wellbeing. It is important to recog-
nize that the evolutionary logic developed above does not pre-
dict a uniform effect across all components of emotional
wellbeing. Hedonic and eudaimonic wellbeing are likely to
be affected differently by parenthood, and evolutionary rea-
soning helps explain why. Regarding hedonic wellbeing,
the fitness-tracking function of positive and negative affect
implies that, ceferis paribus, parents would experience more
negative as well as more positive emotions than nonparents.
Given the positive contribution of children to fitness, we pre-
dict that the positive would be more than the negative emo-
tions, so that parenthood has a positive effect on hedonic
wellbeing.

Regarding eudaimonic wellbeing, the prediction is more
straightforward. Having children represents a long-term,
ongoing commitment to the most fitness-relevant project an
organism can undertake: the production and rearing of off-
spring. From an evolutionary standpoint, mechanisms that
sustain prolonged parental investment should be favored by
selection (Trivers, 1972). A stable sense of meaning and pur-
pose in life, rather than transient hedonic states, is well-suited
to support such sustained commitment. In other words, the
sense that one’s life has direction and significance functions
as a motivational scaffold that keeps parents engaged with
the demanding, long-duration task of raising children, even
when moment-to-moment affect is negative. Accordingly,
the effect of parenthood should be stronger and more reliably
detected for eudaimonic wellbeing (i.e., meaning in life) than
for hedonic wellbeing (i.e., aggregate levels of positive or
negative affect).

Overall, the foregoing arguments lead to the prediction that
parenthood would be associated with increases in both
hedonic and eudaimonic wellbeing, with the latter effect
being more pronounced. Furthermore, to the extent that par-
enthood elevates overall emotional wellbeing, it should also
be associated with higher life satisfaction, predicting that par-
ents would report greater life satisfaction compared to nonpar-
ents. The existing empirical literature provides mixed support
for these predictions.

Current Literature

Hansen (2012), in a literature review addressing folk theories
about parenthood, found that the belief that parenthood results
in greater happiness appears pervasive worldwide. Recently,
Apostolou and Kagialis (2025) employed a mixed-methods
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approach to ask Greek-speaking parents about possible
advantages of parenthood. They identified seven distinct
advantages, the most highly endorsed of which were “experi-
ence love and other positive emotions” (endorsed by over
97% of participants) and “give meaning to life” (endorsed
by over 87%).

Aassve et al. (2012) used data from the European Social
Survey—which included participants from 19 European
nations—to examine the relationship between happiness and
having children. Responding to the question, “How happy
are you?” female participants showed a small positive associ-
ation between happiness and parenthood, while no significant
effect emerged for men. Similarly, Nelson et al. (2013)
employed the World Values Survey dataset, which included
a representative sample from the United States, measuring
happiness, life satisfaction, and meaning in life. Initial ana-
lyses, without controlling for confounding variables, demon-
strated that parents reported significantly higher scores on all
three dimensions. After controlling for relationship status,
however, only the measure of meaning in life retained signifi-
cance, albeit with a small effect size.

Nelson-Coffey et al. (2019) analyzed data from the
National Survey of Families and Households, a nationally
representative U.S. dataset. Participants in this study
responded to questions assessing happiness, depressive symp-
toms, and life satisfaction. Results indicated fathers reported
more happiness and fewer depressive symptoms than men
without children, whereas mothers reported similar depressive
symptoms to non-mothers but less happiness. Yet, relation-
ship status—a likely confounding variable—was not con-
trolled. The authors also recruited another U.S. sample,
measuring life satisfaction, positive emotions, and negative
emotions, finding greater life satisfaction among fathers com-
pared to men without children. Nevertheless, as in previous
analyses, control for confounding variables was not included.

On the other hand, Stanca (2012) employed World Values
Survey data obtained from multiple surveys conducted in 94
countries, measuring life satisfaction and happiness using
single-item instruments. Findings revealed associations
between parenthood and slightly lower happiness (a very
small effect) and lower life satisfaction (a relatively small
effect). Additional analyses suggested these negative effects
were partially mediated by an adverse impact on financial sat-
isfaction (see also Margolis & Myrskylé, 2011). A different
study used data from the European Values Survey (EVS) cov-
ering the years 1981 to 2008 (Ugur, 2020). The survey
included one question about happiness and another about
life satisfaction, both of which the authors used as dependent
variables. Controlling for various demographic factors,
including relationship status, the study found that parenthood
status had no statistically significant effect on happiness. Still,
it had a positive and significant effect on life satisfaction: hav-
ing children increased parents’ life satisfaction by 0.33 to 0.41
points on a 10-point scale. However, it was also found that for
single parents having children was associated with negative

effects on life satisfaction and happiness compared to
nonparents.

The Present Study

To date, three studies examining the association between par-
enthood and emotional wellbeing have identified some posi-
tive effects (i.e., Aassve et al.,, 2012; Nelson et al., 2013,
2019). A significant limitation within these studies, however,
was a failure to adequately control relationship status as a con-
founding variable. Specifically, Aassve et al. (2012) and
Nelson et al. (2013) employed relationship-status variables
distinguishing only between married and single participants,
with the latter group including both individuals who were
not in any intimate relationship and those who were unmar-
ried but in an intimate partnership, while Nelson-Coffey
et al. (2019) did not control relationship status at all.

Adjusting for relationship status is crucial because indivi-
duals without intimate partners are significantly less likely to
have children than those in partnerships. Extant research indi-
cates that individuals in intimate relationships report higher
levels of emotional wellbeing, life satisfaction, and purpose
than unpartnered individuals (Apostolou et al., 2024;
Apostolou & Kislev, 2026). Thus, when relationship status is
uncontrolled, parenthood could inadvertently serve as a proxy
for this variable, artificially inflating associations between par-
enthood and emotional wellbeing. Consequently, any observed
positive effects in the aforementioned studies might reflect rela-
tionship status rather than true parenthood effects. Consistent
with this argument, by controlling for relationship status,
Ugur (2020) found no significant effect of parenthood status
on happiness, and a small significant effect on life satisfaction.
Yet, the study utilized only two single-item measures, limiting
the scope and depth necessary to fully capture the varied
dimensions of emotional wellbeing.

Furthermore, to our knowledge, only one study has
reported negative effects of parenthood on emotional well-
being (Stanca, 2012; replicated by Margolis & Myrskyld,
2011 using the same dataset). Nevertheless, the reported
effects were extremely small and possibly only achieved sig-
nificance due to the large sample size. This study also did not
distinguish adequately between single individuals and those
who were partnered but unmarried, while it utilized only
two single-item measures for emotional wellbeing. Such
measurement limitations have characterized most research
in this domain, as available datasets were typically collected
for broader survey purposes.

The present study addresses these limitations by examin-
ing the relationship between parenthood and multiple mea-
sures of emotional wellbeing, in addition to life satisfaction,
while explicitly controlling for relationship status. Our pri-
mary hypothesis is that parenthood will be associated with
higher hedonic and eudaimonic wellbeing and greater life sat-
isfaction. As parenthood is associated with increased fitness in
all cultural contexts, we predict further that these effects
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would be consistent across different cultural settings. Furthermore,
previous research has revealed significant interactions involv-
ing parenthood status, sex, and relationship status (Aassve
et al., 2012; Nelson et al., 2013), which our study also seeks
to further investigate. Additionally, an important dimension
connected to emotional wellbeing and life satisfaction is
relationship satisfaction. Given existing empirical evidence
identifying parenthood as negatively affecting relationship
satisfaction (Don & Mickelson, 2014; Lawrence et al.,
2008), the current study further seeks evidence to support
this finding.

Method

Participants

In the current study, we analyzed the dataset from the
Apostolou et al. (2024) study. The study employed a cross-
cultural, cross-sectional design to investigate the association
between relationship status and emotional wellbeing. The ori-
ginal study included participants from 12 countries: China,
Egypt, Greece, Japan, Oman, Peru, Poland, Russia, Spain,
Turkey, the United Kingdom, and Ukraine. However, for par-
ticipants from Egypt and Oman, parenthood status was not
recorded, so these samples were excluded from our analyses.
Convenience sampling method was used so the samples are
nonprobability (full details about the sampling method
are reported in Apostolou et al., 2024). In effect, our analyzed
sample comprised 5,556 participants (3,350 women, 2,189
men, and 17 participants who did not disclose their
sex) (full demographic information is reported in the
Supplemental material). The mean age was 33.1 years
(SD=13.8) for women and 36.0 years (SD=15.0) for
men. Furthermore, 37.5% of the participants identified as
single, 31.6% as married, 25.8% as being in a relationship,
and 5.1% described their relationship status as “other.”
Additionally, 38.5% of participants reported having chil-
dren. All data are available here: https://osf.io/94usy/?
view_only=5b78d18f9ad74ddb91727653874c1b93

Materials

Life satisfaction was assessed using the Satisfaction with Life
Scale (Diener et al., 1985). It involved a five-item instrument
that asks participants to rate each item using a seven-point
Likert scale (1—totally disagree, 7—totally agree) (Cronbach’s
alpha=0.86).

Happiness was measured using the Happiness Measures
(HM), comprising two separate items: The first required par-
ticipants to rate their happiness on an 11-point scale (0 = very
low, 10 =very high), while the second asked participants to
estimate the proportion of time spent in happy, unhappy,
and neutral moods (Fordyce, 1988). Positive and negative
emotions were measured using the Positive and Negative
Affect Schedule-Expanded Form (PANAS-X; Watson &

Clark, 1999), specifically employing two basic negative emo-
tion scales (Guilt—Cronbach’s alpha=0.87, Sadness—
Cronbach’s alpha=0.89) and two basic positive emotion
scales (Joviality—Cronbach’s alpha=0.93, Self-assurance—
Cronbach’s alpha=0.90). To minimize respondent burden,
the original study did not include broader positive and negative
affect composites or assess additional emotions. Optimism was
measured using a 10-item instrument (Cronbach’s alpha=
0.79) developed by Scheier et al. (1994), where participants’
answers were recorded on a five-point scale (0—strongly dis-
agree, 4—strongly agree).

Meaning in life was measured using a 10-item instrument
(Cronbach’s alpha=0.76) developed by Steger et al. (2006),
where answers were recorded in a seven-point Likert-type
scale which ranged from 1 (absolutely true) to 7 (absolutely
untrue). Relationship satisfaction was assessed with a
seven-item scale (Cronbach’s alpha=0.92) developed by
Hendrick (1988). Participants were asked to answer each
item using a five-point scale ranging from 1 (low satisfaction)
to 7 (high satisfaction). Finally, participants’ sex, age, parent-
hood status (whether they had children or not), and relation-
ship status were recorded. Relationship status was classified
into the following categories: “In a relationship,” “Married,”
“Involuntarily single,” “Single between relationships,”
“Prefer to be single,” and “Other.” The study was translated
into the respective languages of each country in the sample
using the back-translation method.

Data Analysis

To address our research questions, we estimated a series of
linear mixed models using the MIXED procedure in SPSS
version 31. Participants (level 1) were nested within countries
(level 2). For each of the 12 dependent variables, we specified
a model with random intercepts for country and fixed effects
for parenthood status, sex, relationship status, and age. Note
that age effects were modeled as linear. Restricted Maximum
Likelihood (REML) estimation was used. We also attempted
to fit models with random slopes for parenthood to examine
whether the parenthood effect varied across countries; however,
these models did not converge due to the limited number of
level-2 units, so we retained only the random-intercept specifi-
cation. With respect to relationship satisfaction, the analysis
was restricted to participants who indicated that they were in
a relationship or married (N =3,190). Specifically, we used a
relationship status variable with two categories: “in a relation-
ship” and “married.”

We performed a total of 12 multilevel tests. To reduce the
probability of type I error associated with conducting multiple
tests, we applied a Bonferroni correction, adjusting the alpha
level to .004 (.05/12). This correction was applied to both
fixed and interaction effects. We also examined our research
questions individually for each sample. Specifically, we con-
ducted a series of analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) tests
where each dimension of interest was treated as the dependent
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Table I. The Effect of Parenthood Status on Emotional Wellbeing and Life Satisfaction.

Parenthood *  Parenthood *  Parenthood *

Parenthood
Sex Age Relationship Status

Yes No

Mean raw Mean raw Mean difference

(SD) (SD) (Cl: 95) p-Value p-Value p-Value p-Value
Happiness 6.81 (1.96) 6.18 (2.14) 0.32 (-0.33 0.97) .657 1.00 .298 671
Happy 51.17 (26.32)  44.54 (25.35) 2.40 (—5.51-10.31) .954 221 174 236
Unhappy 22.60 (20.59) 30.90 (23.49) 0.38 (—6.55-7.31) .657 478 332 .885
Neutral 32.12 (23.01)  36.97 (23.34) —2.49 (—9.94-4.96) .285 017 910 .345
Joviality 3.14 (0.92) 3.13 (0.94) 0.18 (—0.10-0.45) 206 .706 931 .592
Self-assurance 3.03 (1.01) 3.05 (1.03) 0.40 (0.13-0.68) .003 .002 147 .072
Guilt 1.97 (0.87) 2.20 (0.95) —0.08 (—0.37-0.22) 637 .884 .285 .350
Sadness 2.11 (0.98) 2.50 (1.08) —0.31 (—0.64-0.01) 116 404 170 213
Life satisfaction 4.41 (1.35) 4.20 (1.30) .025 (—0.37-0.42) .870 .730 .160 .609
Meaning in life 4.57 (1.01) 4.09 (1.02) 0.90 (0.58-1.22) <.001 <.001 <.001 15
Optimism 3.94 (0.72) 3.82 (0.73) 0.13 (—0.08-0.35) 572 .356 332 .653
Relationship 4.36 (0.79) 4.64 (0.83) —0.61 (—0.88 - —0.33) <.001 .007 .198 .006

satisfaction

Note. The first two rows report the unadjusted means for parents and nonparents in the sample. The third row reports the mean difference between parents

and nonparents, adjusted for the independent variables.

variable. The categorical independent variables were sex,
parenthood status, and relationship status; the continuous
independent variable was age, which was modeled as
linear. Individual subsample results are available in the
Supplemental material.

Results

As indicated by the raw scores in Table 1, participants who
had children reported higher overall mean scores in happi-
ness, meaning in life, optimism, and life satisfaction, as
well as lower levels of unhappiness, guilt, and sadness com-
pared to nonparents. Nevertheless, apart from the dimension
of meaning in life, none of these differences were statistically
significant for the pooled sample. Furthermore, the adjusted
mean difference scores between parents and nonparents indi-
cated a very high overlap between the two groups. For
instance, for happiness measured on an 11-point scale, parents
scored, on average, 0.32 units higher than nonparents. This
can also be seen from the effect sizes of parenthood status
for individual samples in Table 2, which in most cases were
zero or near zero. In general, as indicated in Table 2 and
detailed in the Supplemental material, there was cross-cultural
consistency, with effect sizes ranging between zero and
very small, and the main effects of parenthood being
nonsignificant.

The observed differences in raw mean scores between par-
ents and nonparents probably occurred because parents were
more likely to be in intimate relationships, thereby experien-
cing more positive and fewer negative emotions compared to
nonparents, who are more frequently single and thus experi-
ence fewer positive and more negative emotions. To test

whether relationship status was confounding the results, we
reanalyzed the data excluding relationship status as an inde-
pendent variable. These analyses indicated significant parent-
hood effects across all examined dimensions; however, these
effects disappeared when relationship status was included as
an independent variable.

For the pooled sample, the association between parenthood
and meaning in life was statistically significant, with parents
reporting higher scores compared to nonparents. Still, the
adjusted mean difference was relatively small, with parents
scoring 0.90 units higher on a 10-point scale than nonparents.
Furthermore, as presented in Table 2, the effect for meaning in
life reached significance only for the Greek sample. For other
samples, such as the Ukrainian sample, the effect size was
zero. In addition, our analysis of the pooled sample detected
no significant interactions between parenthood and sex, age,
or relationship status for the majority of cases.

For self-assurance, a significant interaction between par-
enthood status and sex emerged. More specifically, when
comparing the nonparent and parent groups, men’s scores
remained unaffected, while women’s scores were higher.
From the Supplemental material we can see that this inter-
action was not significant for most of the countries in the sam-
ple; still in many cases was close to the significance level. For
meaning in life, a significant interaction between parenthood
status and sex emerged. In particular, women’s scores
increased more than men’s scores when comparing parents
to nonparents. From the Supplemental material, we can see
that this interaction was close to significance level for most
countries in the sample. Moreover, a significant interaction
with age also emerged. Here, scores were higher for the parent
group compared to the nonparent group, and this increase was
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Table 2. Significant Main Effects and Effect Sizes of Parenthood Across Different Samples.

China Greece Japan Peru Poland Russia Spain Turkey UK Ukraine

n n n n n n n n n n
Happiness .000 .003 .000 .001 .001 .001 .009 .010 .002 .000
Happy .007 .001 .001 .000 .001 .001 .003 .003 .004 .002
Unhappy 010 .003 .000 .000 .003 .003 .005 .001 .005 .000
Neutral .001 .002 .002 .000 .005 011 017 .000 .001 .001
Joviality .000 .007 .006 .001 .000 .003 .004 .005 .004 .000
Self-assurance .000 .006 .000 .001 .001 .003 .002 .060 .001 .000
Guilt .000 .005 .001 .000 .001 .005 017 .000 .001 .003
Sadness .000 .002 .000 .004 .000 .001 .001 010 .003 .003
Life satisfaction .002 .000 .003 .001 .000 .000 015 .006 .003 .001
Meaning in life .000 .020%* .002 .006 .000 .000 .008 .006 .001 .000
Optimism .000 .005 .002 .001 .002 .004 .004 .006 .008 .007
Relationship satisfaction .000 .028* .010 .005 .005 .008 .008 .004 017 .005

*p-Value <.004 (Bonferroni adjusted).

greater for older participants than for younger participants.
From the Supplemental material we can see that for most
countries this interaction was not significant.

Regarding relationship satisfaction in the pooled sample,
there was a statistically significant main effect of parenthood,
with participants who had children reporting lower satisfac-
tion compared to participants without children. The difference
was relatively small, with parents scoring 0.61 units lower on
a seven-point scale. Table 2 further shows that the negative
effect was statistically significant only for the Greek sample.
Additionally, apart from China, the effect size of parenthood
was above zero in other national samples, indicating that lar-
ger sample sizes might have resulted in significant main
effects.

Discussion

In the present study, we examined differences in emotional
wellbeing, relationship satisfaction, and life satisfaction
between individuals who had children and those who did
not in a large sample of participants from 10 countries. Our
findings indicated that parents and nonparents showed no sig-
nificant differences across nearly all measured dimensions;
this pattern held true both for the pooled sample and each indi-
vidual national sample. In the pooled sample, parents reported
significantly higher levels of meaning in life compared to non-
parents, but the effect size was very small and significant only
in the Greek sample. In most instances, there was a significant
interaction between sex and parenthood status, with parent-
hood being associated with a greater increase in scores for
women than for men. Participants who had children also
reported lower relationship satisfaction than those without
children, but again, this difference was small and significant
only in the Greek sample.

Our results offer some support for the hypothesis that par-
enthood status is associated with increased eudaimonic well-
being. Specifically, within the pooled sample, we found a

significant fixed effect of parenthood status on meaning in
life, with parents reporting higher scores than nonparents.
However, this difference was small and statistically signifi-
cant only for the Greek sample. Nevertheless, the effect
approached significance in several other instances, suggesting
that the difference might reach statistical significance in larger
samples. Furthermore, a significant interaction emerged, indi-
cating that the positive association between parenthood and
meaning in life was more pronounced for women than for
men. This interaction approached significance in most of the
countries included in our sample. Overall, our findings sug-
gest that parenthood is associated with a small increase in
eudaimonic wellbeing, particularly for women.

These results do not support our hypothesis that parent-
hood is positively associated with hedonic wellbeing and
life satisfaction. Instead, our findings suggest neutrality—
namely, that parenthood has limited impact on these dimen-
sions. We emphasize that in almost all cases, the observed dif-
ferences between parents and nonparents were tiny, indicating
that our lack of significant findings was unlikely attributable
to insufficient statistical power. Although some variation
existed among national samples, the conclusion that the effect
of parenthood on hedonic wellbeing and life satisfaction was
limited, was consistently supported across the studied
countries.

We propose that previous research identifying a positive
relationship between parenthood and hedonic wellbeing failed
to effectively control for relationship status. In those studies,
participants who were not in an intimate relationship—and
thus less likely to have children—were often inadequately dif-
ferentiated from participants who were unmarried but cur-
rently partnered—and thus more likely to have children. As
a result, parenthood status served as a proxy for partnership
status. Given that individuals in intimate partnerships typic-
ally report greater emotional wellbeing compared to single
individuals, this methodological oversight likely inflated the
positive effects attributed to parenthood. This argument is
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consistent with the findings of Ugur (2020), who controlled
for relationship status and found no significant effect of par-
enthood on happiness. Additionally, previous research by
Stanca (2012) revealed only a minuscule negative effect of
parenthood on happiness, effectively indicating minimal prac-
tical impact regarding happiness. Yet, a more notable—
although still small—negative effect of parenthood on life sat-
isfaction was observed. On the other hand, Ugur (2020) found
a significant positive effect of parenthood on life satisfaction,
suggesting this dimension deserves further investigation.

In general, combining our findings with prior research sug-
gests that parenthood is either neutral or has a very small
impact on hedonic wellbeing and life satisfaction. This con-
clusion, however, creates a theoretical and empirical paradox.
From a theoretical standpoint, parenthood greatly increases
biological fitness, which evolutionary theorizing predicts
would translate into parents experiencing positive emotions
and elevated life satisfaction. Empirically, parents report
experiencing their children as powerful sources of happiness
and positive emotions. For example, Apostolou and
Kagialis (2025) found that 97% of parents in their study
strongly endorsed the view that their children constituted
sources of positive emotional experiences. In the question
“Watching children grow up is life’s greatest joy” in the
European Values Survey, about 90% of parents agreed
(Ugur, 2020).

We propose a possible resolution to this paradox. To best
increase their fitness, parents’ emotional mechanisms should
monitor their children’s fitness and correlate with it, but there
is no need for lasting changes in parental wellbeing. Because
parents and children are genetically related, and because chil-
dren carry parents’ genetic material to future generations, an
increase in children’s fitness translates into an increase in par-
ental fitness. Given this, positive emotions would be triggered
to reward parents for achieving fitness-enhancing goals and to
motivate them to invest in their children in order to experience
these emotions again in the future.

For instance, graduating from a good university would
raise children’s fitness by making them more likely to secure
good jobs and more attractive as mates, increasing the likeli-
hood of finding a partner with high mate value. As parental
fitness also increases, this event would trigger positive emo-
tions such as joy, pride, and happiness. Experiencing these
emotions would be one factor motivating parents to invest
in their children’s education. Conversely, dropping out of col-
lege would reduce children’s fitness by lowering their pro-
spects for good employment and for attracting high-quality
mates. As parental fitness also declines, parents would experi-
ence negative emotions such as anger, disappointment, and
sadness. Avoiding these emotions would be another factor
motivating parents to invest in their children’s education, as
well as to advise them and influence them to focus on their
studies.

In this respect, emotional mechanisms motivate fitness-
increasing behavior. For this purpose, the emotional

responses need not be lasting. For example, graduating from
a good school with good marks would increase children’s fit-
ness and, by extension, their parents’ fitness. If parents
became permanently happy and proud about this event, they
might be less motivated to invest further in their children’s
college education to re-experience those emotions. Their fit-
ness would be better served if they experienced a spike in
positive emotions that returned to baseline after a while,
thereby motivating continued investment to experience such
spikes again. A similar pattern is observed among lottery win-
ners, whose happiness initially spikes but eventually returns
to baseline levels (Brickman et al., 1978).

Events that produce substantial changes in children’s fit-
ness, and thus strong parental emotional responses, such as
graduating from college, are relatively infrequent, which
makes their impact small in aggregate wellbeing measures.
Nonetheless, parents remember them well. When, for
example, parents are asked about the benefits of parenthood,
memories of these positive emotions readily come to mind
and shape their responses. This argument could potentially
resolve the neutrality paradox: parenthood is associated with
strong positive and negative emotions that parents recall
and report, but these experiences are too infrequent and short-
lived to affect aggregate measures. Our proposed resolution
hinges on affective events tied to offspring milestones (e.g.,
graduating, dropping out) that would vary strongly with chil-
dren’s age, number of children, custodial status, and possibly
children’s sex, variable which were not measured in the pre-
sent study. Thus, this resolution is not directly testable with
the available variables, and needs to be examined by future
research.

Additionally, positive emotions may frequently emerge
from daily interactions with children, reinforcing the reward-
ing aspects of parenthood and motivating ongoing parental
investment (Apostolou & Kagialis, 2025). Along these lines,
Nelson et al. (2013) conducted a momentary emotional well-
being study with 329 adults from the United States. Their par-
ticipants reported daily emotional states through random
pages over the course of seven days. They found parents con-
sistently reported higher levels of momentary happiness, posi-
tive emotions, and meaning in life compared to nonparents.
Using a day reconstruction method, these authors found that
parents felt happier and experienced greater meaning when
caring for their children compared to other daily activities.
Nelson-Coffey et al. (2019) obtained similar results by con-
tacting parents daily via a mobile application; parents reported
significantly greater happiness during interactions with their
children compared to noninteraction periods. Yet, daily inter-
actions do not substantially increase fitness, causing these
positive emotions to remain subtle and transient, thus making
little difference in overall, aggregate emotional wellbeing. In
relation to these findings, we need to emphasize that the
observed “neutrality” of parenthood in our study refers to
small between-group differences on aggregate measures, not
absence of meaningful momentary experiences.
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Evolutionary theorizing further proposes that parenthood
would strengthen relationship bonds, as parents acquire high
stakes in cooperating to raise offspring successfully.
Supporting this, Apostolou and Kagialis (2025) found that
parents perceived a relational advantage of parenthood for
strengthening their partnerships. Correspondingly, empirical
studies have demonstrated that children reduce the risk of
divorce (Andersson, 1997). Yet, our current findings, along
with prior research (Don & Mickelson, 2014; Lawrence
et al., 2008), suggest a negative effect of parenthood on rela-
tionship satisfaction. Rather than fundamentally contradicting
the evolutionary argument, perhaps a more accurate interpret-
ation is that parenthood exerts two opposing influences: One
positive, resulting from mutual genetic interests fostering
cooperation and unity, and one negative, arising from asso-
ciated financial costs, significant time demands, and stressors
involved in child-rearing, all of which place strain on
relationships.

We also need to recognize that the contemporary environ-
ment in which people have and raise children differs in many
respects from the ancestral environment. For example, for
most of our evolutionary history humans lived in close kin
groups, whereas many people today lack access to nearby
kin who can help raise offspring. As another example, in agro-
pastoral, preindustrial societies older children often contribu-
ted economically through farm and herding labor, whereas in
contemporary postindustrial societies children are typically
financial liabilities because they require substantial monetary
resources to raise. Because behavioral mechanisms, including
emotions, evolved in a preindustrial context, they may not
function optimally in the contemporary context to the extent
that the two environments differ, a phenomenon known as
the mismatch problem (Li et al., 2018). Nonetheless, we do
not think the mismatch problem provides a solution to the
neutrality paradox. For it to do so, novel environmental con-
ditions would need to cause emotional mechanisms to fail to
register fitness changes associated with having and raising
children. We are not aware of such conditions, although this
possibility warrants investigation in future research.

One concern that we would like to raise is that our findings
could potentially discourage prospective parents (for the con-
ditions people considered necessary for procreation see
Apostolou et al., 2026). Given the substantial costs of parent-
ing, individuals may conclude from limited impacts on
hedonic wellbeing and potential negative effects on relation-
ship satisfaction that choosing to remain childfree is prefer-
able. We stress, however, that both our findings and related
research remain insufficient to fully capture the depth and
complexity of potential rewards and costs associated with par-
enthood. Therefore, these findings alone are not adequate for
fully informed decision making regarding family planning.
Nevertheless, our research does possess practical predictive
value. Specifically, if one anticipates sustained increases in
happiness and positive emotions from having children, these
expectations will likely not materialize. Similarly, having

children is unlikely to enhance relationship satisfaction, and
instead may have neutral or slightly negative effects. In gen-
eral, our results combined with the results of previous litera-
ture, suggest that parenting has many rewards, but a
permanent increase in baseline hedonic wellbeing is unlikely
to be one of them.

The study has several limitations. First, it relied on self-
report data, susceptible to biases and inaccuracies inherent
to subjective reporting. Second, our use of nonprobability
samples limits the generalizability of our findings to broader
populations. Additionally, while our study included parent-
hood status, we did not measure how the number of children
might affect reported outcomes; future studies could address
this issue. Moreover, we did not measure children’s age or
sex which could be associated with parents’ happiness
(Pushkar et al., 2014). It could be the case that parents with
young children have low emotional wellbeing and parents
with older children have high emotional wellbeing, so in the
aggregate the two effects cancel out. We do not think that
this is the case, but future studies need to investigate this
possibility.

Similarly, we did not measure related factors, such as
financial status or level of education which could interact
with parenthood and affect outcomes (Augustine & Negraia,
2024; Walsh & Murphy, 2021). Future research should repli-
cate our findings while including a broader set of potentially
important variables. Moreover, our sample included a broad
set of postindustrial societies, but it did not include data
from preindustrial societies. Future research should address
this limitation by examining the association between emo-
tional wellbeing and parenthood status in preindustrial con-
texts. Additionally, the study was not designed to formally
test equivalence, and therefore the results should be inter-
preted as indicating limited observed differences rather than
definitive evidence that no differences exist in the wellbeing
between parents and nonparents.

In summary, although parenthood’s overall impact on
emotional wellbeing, relationship, and life satisfaction
appears limited, these dimensions remain complex, multi-
factorial, and insufficiently understood. Existing evidence
suggests a small positive effect on eudemonic wellbeing,
and no permanent positive or negative effect on hedonic
wellbeing and life satisfaction, and a possible small nega-
tive effect on relationship satisfaction. Additional, nuanced
research is required for a comprehensive understanding of
how having children affects emotional and relationship
wellbeing.
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