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Abstract

Though not having children is no longer as unusual as it once was, voluntary childlessness is still a controversial choice that
might generate moral outrage against people who choose not to have children. The current study explored the associated fac-
tors related to the attitudes towards voluntary childlessness in a sample of 418 adults aged 18 to 82 (M =28.94, SD=12.63,
76.1% females). Specifically, we investigated the links between participants’ attitudes toward benevolent and hostile sexism,
religiosity, and a series of demographic variables (i.e., age, gender, education, relationship status, and parental status). Based
on previous related literature, we hypothesized that sexism would mediate the relationship between religiosity and volun-
tary childlessness. Results suggested that older and married participants with children had more negative attitudes related
to voluntary childlessness. Additionally, overall sexism and its two dimensions (hostile and benevolent sexism) partially
mediated the relationship between religiosity and attitudes towards voluntary childlessness. The practical implications of
these results are discussed in light of Romania’s cultural and socio-economic context, a post-communist country and the

most religious state in Europe.
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Introduction

How many children do you want to have? One of the main
challenges in the current modern society is the choice con-
cerning parenthood. Nowadays, infertile couples can choose
between various ways of assisted reproductive techniques
(e.g., in vitro fertilization), adoption, or surrogate moth-
ers, though the attitudes towards these options broadly vary
across cultures (Bello et al., 2014; Grunberg et al., 2020;
Igreja & Ricou, 2019; Maftei & Holman, 2020), and the
most preferred choice seems to be the biological link, i.e.,
biological parenthood (Bell, 2019). However, couples
worldwide seem to increasingly consider voluntary child-
lessness (i.e., the choice of fertile couples not to have any
children) as an alternative to parenthood (Ahmadi et al.,
2019). Though having children remains a universal desire
(Purewal & Van den Akker, 2007), not having children is no
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longer as unusual as it once was. According to Livingston
and Cohn (2010), one-in-ten American women in the 1970s
were childless. By 2005, these numbers have doubled: one
in five women up to the age of 40 had never had a child, and
the declining birthrate is not limited to the United States,
but it is instead a worldwide phenomenon (CBS/AP, 2014;
Frejka & Calot, 2001; Gonzéalez & Jurado-Guerrero, 2006).
Although these numbers have changed since 2005, they
never came close to those of the 1970s. Moreover, accord-
ing to more recent data, there seems to be an increase in
childlessness within European societies (Mills et al., 2011;
Sobotka, 2009; Tanturri & Mencarini, 2008).

In light of a series of political movements from the 1960s
and 1970 (e.g., second-wave feminism), voluntary childless-
ness received cultural support, at least in Western countries
and the United States (Park, 2002). However, this was not
the case for Romania, now a post-communist country pre-
viously forced towards a rigid, mandatory pronatalist pub-
lic policy. One of the most persistent collective memories
related to the communist period in Romania is the 1966 anti-
abortion decree that imposed a pronatalist regime encourag-
ing a high number of children to reach a high natality rate
that would correspond to the assumed economic progress of
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the population (Berelson, 1979). Women were not given a
choice, and, more importantly, they were severely punished,
by law, for any attempt to terminate a pregnancy, as they
were expected to be “mothers of the nation” (Marinescu,
2020). As a result of the restrictive reproductive health poli-
cies, in the 1980s, Romania had the highest mortality rate in
Europe due to unsafe, illegal abortions (Hord et al., 1991).
Thus, voluntary childlessness was only an option for Roma-
nian women in the post-communist era (i.e., since 1990).

In addition to the individual and demographical factors
that may lead to higher acceptance of voluntary childless-
ness, the social acceptance of childlessness seems to differ
depending on the socio-cultural context (Whitehead, 2006).
For example, in a comprehensive report related to childless-
ness in Europe, Mills et al. (2015) provided several theo-
retical explanations related to the socio-cultural factors that
might explain contemporary fertility behavior and, generally,
people’s choice to have or not to have children. Within the
cultural perspective, the authors detail, for example, van de
Kaa’s (1987) Post-Material Values Theory paradigm, which
suggested that modern systems usually favor self-realization
and individual options, rather than traditional systems that
maximized the well-being of the family. Thus, childlessness
might be a result of contemporary partnerships, “character-
ized by egalitarianism and individualism, with parenthood
no longer an intrinsic aspect of such relationships” (Mills
et al., 2015, p. 15).

In Europe, there are significant related variations, accord-
ing to Merz and Liefbroer (2012). The highest approval rates
related to childlessness were found in northern and western
European countries, while the lowest approval rates were
found in formerly communist eastern European countries.
Also, according to Testa (2012), the two-child family seems
to remain the most preferred family version for Europeans
(around 50%), Romanians included (around 60%). As Mills
et al. (2015) suggested, in Eastern Europe (thus, in Roma-
nia as well), “childless men could be considered cultural
‘forerunners’ in a context characterized by relatively high
values of family life and children, low levels of gender equal-
ity within the family and also by inadequate opportunities
for combining work and family”; (...) “voluntary childless-
ness could spread in a different way across social classes: it
might become more and more common among both “power
women” and “unsuccessful men” (p. 35).

Cultural norms and values encourage reproduction, the
general perception of childfree women being mostly nega-
tive (Mueller & Yoder, 1997; Park, 2002). People generally
consider that one cannot be entirely satisfied with their life
without any children (Ashburn-Nardo, 2017; Vinson et al.,
2010). Adults who choose not to have children are gener-
ally stigmatized, considered abnormal, selfish, or lacking a
sense of responsibility (Dever & Saugeres, 2004; Gillespie,
2000; Letherby, 2002; Park, 2002). Based on one’s parental

status, women without children are usually perceived more
negatively than those having children (Bays, 2017; Kopper
& Smith, 2001), triggering envy and disgust (Bays, 2017).
Koropeckyj-Cox and her collaborators (2015), for example,
suggested that, generally, parents were perceived as more
warm than non-parents, but with less positive marital rela-
tionships; meanwhile, voluntary childless married women
were perceived as more emotionally troubled and less warm.

Voluntary childlessness also seems to be considered a
controversial choice that might generate moral outrage (i.e.,
anger, disapproval, and disgust) against people who choose
not to have children, therefore, considered as violating the
social roles and stereotypic expectations that consider par-
enthood as a moral imperative (Ashburn-Nardo, 2017). Ash-
burn-Nardo’s findings represent the first known empirical
evidence that outlines parenthood as a moral imperative and
highlights the potential consequences that voluntary child-
free people experience. Given these findings and their sig-
nificant implications at both social and individual levels, as
well as the scarce related data from Romania, we considered
it important to explore the associated factors related to the
attitudes toward voluntary childlessness considering the par-
ticularities of this post-communist cultural European space.

Religiosity and Attitudes toward Voluntary
Childlessness

Religiosity was extensively documented and identified as
a significant factor related to fertility behavior worldwide
(e.g., Gotmark & Andersson, 2020; Peri-Rotem, 2016; Pinter
et al., 2016). For example, religious individuals are less
likely to consider surrogacy or other assisted reproductive
technologies such as in-vitro fertilization (Demeny, 2017,
Maftei & Holman, 2020). On the other hand, religious peo-
ple are more likely to support and encourage high fertility
rates (thus, more children) since most of them elaborated
moral codes guiding individuals’ reproductive behavior, i.e.,
procreation and gender roles (McQuillan, 2004; Moulasha
& Rao, 1999). Hayford and Morgan (2008) also suggested
that those who consider religion an essential factor in their
lives seem to have more traditional gender and family atti-
tudes, though these links are also subject to cultural norms
and ideologies.

The research exploring the specific link between religi-
osity and voluntary childlessness generally suggested that
the more negative attitudes toward voluntary childlessness
are higher among individuals with conservative religious
beliefs (Koropeckyj-Cox & Pendell, 2007; Merz & Lief-
broer, 2012; Noordhuizen et al., 2010). Furthermore, less
religious individuals seem to be more likely to be childfree
(Avison & Furnham, 2015) since religiosity is often associ-
ated with parenthood and the wanted number of children
(Abma & Martinez, 2006). Earlier studies also suggested

@ Springer



11488

Current Psychology (2023) 42:11486-11496

that voluntary childlessness was associated with less tradi-
tionalism and religiosity (Heaton et al., 1992, 1999; Tanturri
& Mencarini, 2008).

According to Pew Research Centre (2018), Romania is
the most religious country in Europe (> 85% Orthodox).
Both the Orthodox and the Catholic Churches in Romania
declared their opposition to assisted reproductive technolo-
gies, contrary to their support for adoption. In any case, fer-
tility is encouraged, as in many other religious communities
around the world. Husnu (2016), for example, suggested the
critical role played by religiosity and ambivalent sexism in
predicting undergraduate students’ attitudes towards volun-
tary childlessness.

Ambivalent Sexism and Voluntary Childlessness

Sexism comprises gender-based discrimination, highly
related to gender roles and stereotypes. According to Bahti-
yar-Saygan and Sakalli-Ugurlu (2019), ambivalent sexism, a
theory developed by Glick and Fiske (1996), “explores both
male dominance and intimate interdependence by covering
issues of patriarchy, gender role differentiation (different
social roles and occupations), and heterosexual intimacy” (p.
7). In many cultures, women’s roles and identities are shaped
through motherhood (Holton et al., 2009; Sakalli-Ugurlu
et al., 2018), and Romania is no exception. Hostile sexism
highlights the punitive attitudes towards women who violate
traditional norms, whereas benevolent sexism refers to the
admiration and praise of women who conform to traditional
gender roles and norms, including motherhood.

Both Hostile and Benevolent sexism enforce traditional
gender roles and underline the inequalities between men and
women. Therefore, ambivalent sexism seems to be a sig-
nificantly associated factor related to the attitudes towards
voluntary childlessness: since women “should” be mothers
according to the sexist stereotypes dominated by paternal-
ism, thus, rejecting motherhood equals violating their gender
prescriptions (Merz & Liefbroer, 2012; Tanturri & Men-
carini, 2008). Consequently, it is reasonable to consider that
higher levels of benevolent sexism might be associated with
higher levels of stigma concerning women who choose not
to have children.

Since “the nonconformity of women and men to have a
child in marriage may challenge pronatalist and sexist ide-
ologies” (...), “it is possible to deduce that women are gener-
ally under the social pressure of having a child, especially
in patriarchal cultures” (Bahtiyar-Saygan & Sakalli-Ugurlu,
2019, p.8). On the other hand, men who choose voluntary
childlessness are not as harshly judged, as women are: “A
man who displays no desire to become a father could be
considered as “sowing his wild oats” or unwilling to “set-
tle down”; any number of reasons could be made for his
choice, but most likely, as a man, he would not have to
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defend his choice to refuse fatherhood” (Vidad, 2009, p.
3). However, when Rijken and Merz (2014) explored the
differences in norms related to voluntary childlessness for
men and women, their results suggested higher disapproval
rates for men who chose voluntary childlessness. Moreover,
the authors suggested that “higher levels of gender equal-
ity were associated with larger double standards favoring
women” (p. 470). Though their results were observed in a
large Australian population, which may significantly differ
from European societies such as Eastern Europe, their con-
trasting findings ask for further related research.

Religiosity and Sexism: The Romanian Case

An extensive number of studies (e.g., Burn & Busso, 2005;
Diehl et al. 2009) suggested that traditional religions, i.e.,
Christianity and Islam are more likely to promote tradi-
tional gender role attitudes (including protective paternal-
ism). However, other researchers pointed out that, regard-
less of one’s religion and its conservative or liberal overall
approach, religiosity is highly related to family values and
traditions (e.g., Myers, 2004). For example, individual
autonomy seemed less important than obedience toward
family and traditional family models for individuals affili-
ated with various Christian churches (Mahoney, 2005). In
other studies, Catholic religiosity predicted more benevolent
sexist attitudes (Glick et al., 2002), while Islamic religios-
ity positively predicted honor beliefs that prioritize family
reputation through men’s control over women and women’s
religious piety and sexual modesty (Glick et al., 2016).

Generally, previous research exploring the specific link
between hostile sexism, benevolent sexism, and religiosity
indicated a positive, significant association between these
dimensions (Mikotajczak & Pietrzak, 2014). For example,
Tasdemir and Sakalli-Ugurlu (2010) suggested that Muslim
religiosity was significantly associated with hostile sexism.
However, similar investigations in Christian samples sug-
gested contrasting findings, with religiosity being signifi-
cantly linked to benevolent sexism and not hostile sexism.
Nevertheless, as Glick et al. (2002) highlighted, the relation-
ship patterns between ambivalent sexism and religiosity are
subject to fluctuations due to the ideologies promoted by
other religions.

To our knowledge, there is a scientific gap in exploring
the specific link between sexism and religiosity in Roma-
nian samples (which is 86.6% Orthodox, according to the
Commssion, 2019), and we aimed to address this issue in the
present research, within the voluntary childless framework.
However, previous research suggested that gender inequality
based on hostile and benevolent justifications in Romania
has one of the lowest rates in Europe (Napier et al., 2010).
Additionally, similar to voluntary childlessness, the current
Romanian religious dynamic is a tributary to the religious
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restrictions and repressive decisions imposed by the com-
munist regime until 1989. Data from the European Values
Survey showed that the Romanian church’s trust level was
around 86% in 2008 (Miiller, 2011). More importantly, the
Barometer for Public Opinion (Bidescu et al., 2007) indi-
cated that 83% of Romanian adults considered family and
children as the most critical aspect of their life, followed by
religion.

Demographic Influences

Among the various factors underlying the choice of not hav-
ing children and those related to the perception of child-
free individuals, demographical correlates had also been
underlined by previous research. For example, childlessness
seems more common among highly educated people (Abma
& Martinez, 2006; Livingston & Cohn, 2010), who have
higher incomes, and usually live in urban settings (DeOl-
los & Kapinus, 2002). Therefore, these factors might also
contribute to the understanding of people’s different views
related to childlessness. Previous research suggested that
younger individuals (Bahtiyar-Saygan and Sakalli-Ugurlu,
2019; Merz & Liefbroer, 2012), with higher educational
levels and without children (Koropeckyj-Cox & Pendell,
2007) seem to have more positive attitudes towards volun-
tary childlessness. Other studies suggested that women who
choose childlessness are more likely to be non-religious, less
traditional, and to have higher gender equity within their
relationships (Hakim, 2005; Tanturri & Mencarini, 2008).

Regarding gender, voluntary childlessness seems gen-
erally higher among men than among women across all
countries (Hakim, 2005), though further investigations are
needed for a more precise and comprehensive view on this
matter. However, in several cultural contexts, voluntary
childlessness among men was significantly linked to poor
education and health and lower social status, opposed to
the links related to women who voluntarily chose to remain
childless (Barthold et al., 2012; Tanturri, 2010; Waren &
Pals, 2013).

Motherhood costs may be highly challenging in career
choice and general economic and social costs (Crittenden,
2001). In addition, studies have previously highlighted the
parenthood-related inequalities between men and women,
e.g., disproportionate responsibility for children’s care and
housework (Lachance-Grzela & Bouchard, 2010). Moreover,
a high number of studies documented workplace discrimina-
tion against women with children, especially towards those
who become mothers at younger ages (Correll et al., 2007,
Mills et al., 2011), generating a potentially more positive
view on voluntary childlessness among women, compared
to men (Koropeckyj-Cox & Pendell, 2007). Furthermore, the
transition to parenthood may be challenging for both women
and men (e.g., it might generate depression and lower levels

of emotional well-being), especially in the case of single par-
ents or unplanned pregnancies (e.g., Lawrence et al., 2008;
Mitnick et al., 2009; Mollen, 2013).

The Present Study

Our study explored a series of potential factors related to
the attitudes towards voluntary childlessness among Roma-
nian adults. Considering the previous related literature
(e.g., Bahtiyar-Saygan & Sakalli-Ugurlu, 2019; DeOllos
& Kapinus, 2002; Merz & Liefbroer, 2012; Mills et al.,
2015), we investigated benevolent sexism, hostile sexism,
religiosity, and a series of demographic variables (i.e., age,
education, parental status — already having a child or not,
and relationship status), and their relationship with partici-
pants’ attitudes toward voluntary childlessness. Our primary
hypothesis was that sexism would mediate the relationship
between religiosity and attitudes towards voluntary child-
lessness. We also hypothesized that older male participants
with children would have more negative attitudes towards
voluntary childlessness.

Research Procedure

We used a cross-sectional design to test our hypothesis. The
study was designed and ran following the 2013 Helsinki
declaration research guidelines and the ethical requirements
specific to the faculty where the authors are affiliated. We
collected our data using a web-based survey between Octo-
ber and December 2020. Before beginning the study, the sur-
vey was piloted with a small sample of young adults in Sep-
tember 2020. Participation was voluntary. All participants
were informed that there were no right and wrong answers,
that their answers were anonymous and confidential, and that
they could retire from de study at any time. The time needed
to answer all questions was around 20 min.

Participants

Our convenient sample consisted of 418 participants, aged
18 to 82 (M =28.94, SD=12.63). Most of our participants
were females (76.1%), and most had no children (71.3%).
Table 1 offers a detailed description of our sample’s char-
acteristics (i.e., age, gender, number of children, education,
and relationship status). The only inclusion criterion was
related to participants’ age (>18 years old).

Research Materials
We used The Centrality of Religiosity Scale (CRS-15;

Huber, 2003) to measure participants’ “centrality, impor-
tance or salience of religious meanings in personality”.
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Table 1 Sample characteristics (N=418)

Variables M SD
Age 28.94 12.63
Number of children N %

0 298 71.3
1 57 13.6
Above 2 63 15.1
Gender

female 318 76.1
male 100 23.9
Relationship status

Married 117 28.0
Single 163 38.5
In a stable partnership 140 33.5

Participants answered to the 15 items on a Likert scale rang-
ing from 1 (never) to 5 (very often). Example items include
“How often do you think about religious issues?” and “How
often do you pray?”. Higher scores indicated higher religios-
ity levels. Cronbach’s alpha indicated excellent reliability of
the scale (x=.95).

We further used The Ambivalent Sexism Inventory (ASI),
developed by Glick and Fiske (1996). The scale measures
overall sexism and two separate subscales, namely hostile
Sexism and benevolent Sexism. Participants answered 22
items on a Likert scale ranging from 0 (disagree strongly)
to 5 (agree strongly). Example items from the Hostile Sex-
ism subscale included “Most women interpret innocent
remarks or acts as being sexist” and “There are actually very
few women who get a kick out of teasing men by seeming
sexually available and then refusing male advances”. The
Benevolent Sexism subscale included items such as “No
matter how accomplished be is, a man is not truly complete
as a person unless he has the love of a woman” and “Peo-
ple are often truly happy in life without being romantically
involved with a member of the other sex”. Cronbach’s alpha
indicated good reliability values of the scale (a=.771) and
its subscales. Higher scores indicated higher sexism levels.

We further used the Attitudes Toward Voluntary Child-
lessness Scale, developed by Bahar Bahtiyar-Saygan and
Nuray Sakalli- Ugurlu (2019). The scale measures the over-
all attitude towards voluntary childlessness and also com-
prises three different dimensions: Negative biases against
childfree people (example item: “Those who don’t want to
have children are the ones who don’t like children”), Neces-
sity of children in being a family and having a happy/mean-
ingful life (example item: “Being a parent is a feeling that
everyone should experience when the times comes”) and
Supporting individuals’ choice to be childless (reversed
items such as “I support a woman’s decision not to have
children”). Participants answered 24 items on a Likert scale
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ranging from O (disagree strongly) to 5 (agree strongly).
Cronbach’s alpha indicated very good reliability of the over-
all scale (a=.88). The higher the score, the more negative
participants’ attitudes towards voluntary childlessness.

Finally, a demographic scale assessed participants’ age,
gender, relationship status, and the number of children. All
instruments were pretested in a sample of 34 participants
(M=31.25, SD=1.25, 45% males), and no related issues
were reported.

Results

We used the SPSS (v.24.) and PROCESS (Hayes, 2013) pro-
grams to analyze our data. First, we analyzed the relation-
ships between participants’ demographical characteristics,
i.e., age, gender, relationship status, the number of children.
Male participants is our sample were older (M =33.18;
SD =15.71) than females (M =27.61; SD=11.20),
1(132)=3.29, p<.01, while the latter had fewer children
(M =.38; SD=.74) than their male counterparts (M =.68;
SD=.89), 1(145)=3.03, p<.01. Gender was also associated
to relationship status, X2=7.80, p <.05, “in a stable rela-
tionship” being the most frequent category among females
(37.1%), while being single was the most frequent in our
male group (45%). ANOVA comparisons with Games-How-
ell corrections indicated that married participants were older
(M=43.52; SD=11.87) than single participants (M =23.74;
SD=28.29) and than participants in a stable relationship
(M=22.75; SD=5.79), both ps < .01. Older participants had
more children than the younger ones (r=.76, p <.01). Mar-
ried participants also had more children (M =1.44; SD=.77)
than those who are single (M =.03; SD=.17) or in a stable
relationship (M =.12; SD = .44), both ps <.01.Second,we
explored the associations between participants’ demographi-
cal characteristicsand their attitude towards voluntary child-
lessness. As the demographical characteristics emerged as
related, the relationship between each of them and the atti-
tude towards voluntary childlessness was analyzed while
controlling the others (relationship status was dichotomized
when controlling for its effects on the associations between
the other three demographic variables and participants’
attitudes). Results of the partial correlation analysis (con-
trolling for gender, number of children and relationship
status differences) suggested a significant association with
age (r=.12, p<.05), i.e., older participants had a more
negative perception of voluntary childlessness. Analyses of
covariance with Games-Howell corrections while control-
ling for the effects of the other demographics indicated no
significant differences in terms of participants’ gender (F(1,
413)=.17, p=.68) or relationship status (F(2, 412)=.34,
p=_.71).. Finally, the number of children also generated sig-
nificant differences among participants (F(2,412)=4.45,
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p <.05) even when controlling for the other demographics.
Participants with no children (M =52.10, SD=16.52) had
significantly more positive attitudes towards voluntary child-
lessness, compared to the other participants, i.e., people with
one child (M =64.21, SD=14.44), or two or more children
(M=66.83, SD=15.31).

We then explored the correlations between participants’
scores on sexism (overall sexism, hostile and benevolent
sexism), religiosity, and their attitude towards voluntary
childlessness (overall attitude, as well as the three subfac-
tors comprised in the Attitudes Toward Voluntary Childless-
ness Scale) (see Table 2). Our results suggested significant
associations between all the main variables (religiosity,
sexism, and attitude towards voluntary childlessness), and
the underlying subfactors (i.e., Negative bias, Necessity of
children, and Supporting childlessness, Hostile sexism, and
Benevolent sexism = subscales of sexism).

We further explored the mediating role of sexism (overall
Sexism, followed by hostile sexism, and benevolent Sex-
ism) on the relationship between religiosity and participants’
overall attitude towards voluntary childlessness in PRO-
CESS 3.5 (Hayes, 2013). PROCESS uses a regression-based
bootstrapping approach to examine mediation and modera-
tion effects within various types of predefined conceptual
models that specify the nature of the relationships between
the variables analyzed (Hayes, 2013). The statistical signifi-
cance and the parameters of the effects in the model under

scrutiny are computed in each of a large number of samples
drawn from the original one, generating the means and also
the bootstrap-based confidence intervals of all these esti-
mates. This allows for more accurate tests of indirect effects
than other, more traditional, methods of investigating media-
tion (Preacher & Hayes, 2008; Hayes & Scharkow, 2013).
Statistically significant mediation effects are indicated by
confidence intervals of the indirect relationships that do not
include zero. Our theoretical hypothesis models were tested
by estimating the 95% confidence interval (CI) for mediation
effects with 5000 resampled samples.

We controlled the effects of gender, age, relationship
status, and the number of children, by introducing them as
covariates in the mediation analyses. Results (see Fig. 1)
suggested that religiosity significantly predicted sexism,
b=.009, p<.001, 95% CI [.006-.013], and participants’
overall attitude towards voluntary childlessness was sig-
nificantly predicted by sexism, b=12.21, p<.001, 95%
CI [9.46-14.97] and religiosity, b= .28, p <.001, 95% CI
[.18-.39]. The indirect effect of religiosity on the attitude
towards voluntary childlessness was partially mediated by
sexism, 95% CI [.07-.16], and the effect size of this media-
tion was Py;=.28.

In order to deepen our results, we further repeated the
analysis, testing the mediating roles of the two sexism
dimensions, namely hostile Sexism and benevolent Sex-
ism, while controlling for the demographic variables. For

Table 2 Correlations between

the main variables (N=418) ! 2 3 4 > 6 ! 8
1. Religiosity 1.000
2. Negative.bias .040 1.000
3. Necessity of children 3257 4377 1.000
4. Supporting childlessness 4007 2647 630 1.000
5. Atittude towards childlessness  .332"° .622"° 949"  744™  1.000
6. Hostile sexism 1687 2607 333 153 334 1.000
7. Benevolent sexism 3667 282" 475 208 446 5317 1.000
8. Sexism 2777 3127 456" 1937 438" 8747 853" 1.000

Negative bias, Necessity of children, and Supporting childlessness =attitudes towards childlessness sub-
scales; Hostile sexism and benevolent sexism =subscales of sexism; **=p <.001; *=p <.05;

Fig. 1 The mediating effect

of sexism on the relationship
between religiosity and the
attitude towards voluntary child-
lessness. The values represent
standardized coefficients.
**p<.001

Religiosity

27

Sexism

36%*

24
»  Voluntary childnessness
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the hostile sexism dimension, results (see Fig. 2) suggested
that religiosity significantly predicted hostile sexism,
b=.005, p=.01, 95% CI [.0016-.008], and participants’
overall attitude towards voluntary childlessness was signifi-
cantly predicted by hostile sexism, b=7.17, p<.001, 95%
CI [4.79-9.54] and religiosity, b=.36, p <.001, 95% CI
[.26—.45]. The indirect effect of religiosity on the attitude
towards voluntary childlessness was partially mediated by
hostile sexism, 95% CI [.006—.072], and the effect size of
this mediation was Py;=.009.

For the benevolent sexism dimension, results (see Fig. 3)
suggested that religiosity significantly predicted hostile sex-
ism, b=.015, p<.001,95% CI [.011-.018], and participants’
overall attitude towards voluntary childlessness was signifi-
cantly predicted by benevolent sexism, b=11.41, p <.001,
95% CI [8.91-13.91] and religiosity, b=.22, p<.001, 95%
CI [.12-.32]. The indirect effect of religiosity on the attitude
towards voluntary childlessness was partially mediated by
benevolent sexism, 95% CI [.12-.22], Py, = .49.

Power Analyses

Firstly, we examined the power of our study to detect,
through analyses of covariance, the effects of each of the
demographic variables on participants’ attitude towards vol-
untary childlessness when controlling for the other demo-
graphics. To this aim, we performed a sensitivity analysis
(Faul et al., 2007) in GPower 3.1 in order to find the mini-
mum size of this type of effect that our sample size can

Fig.2 The mediating effect of
hostile sexism on the relation-
ship between religiosity and
the attitude towards voluntary
childlessness. The values repre-
sent standardized coefficients.
*#p <.05; **p <.001

Religiosity

detect as significant. With an alpha=.05 and power =0.80,
the minimum size of an effect of an independent variable
with three groups (such as relationship status or number
of children) while controlling for three other variables that
would be detectable with our sample of 418 participants
is f=.15. The size of the significant effect of the number
of children is also f=.15, equal to this minimal detectable
effect size, which suggests the reliability of this finding. Yet,
our study was underpowered to find a weaker statistically
significant effect, which implies that the differences between
the groups varying in gender and relationship status, which
our results indicated as non-significant, may be in fact sta-
tistically significant but too small to be discovered within
our small sample.

Secondly, we used simulation analysis to calculate the
statistical power for our mediation models focusing on
the second model, which had the smallest effect size (i.e.,
Py =.009). We took into account the small size (i.e., p=.12,
see Fig. 2) of the first path in this model, between the predic-
tor (i.e., religiosity) and the mediator (i.e., hostile sexism),
and the small-to-medium size (f=.25) of the second path,
between the mediator and the dependent variable (i.e., atti-
tude towards voluntary childlessness). We then identified the
minimum sample size needed for .8 power to detect through
the percentile bootstrap test of mediation implemented by
PROCESS 3.5, at .05 significance level, a real mediation
effect of this size (corresponding to the magnitude of the
relationships between the variables in our model). According
to the simulation results reported by Fritz and MacKinnon

Hostile
sexism

2% 25%*

J1EE Voluntary

Fig.3 The mediating effect of
benevolent sexism on the rela-
tionship between religiosity and
the attitude towards voluntary
childlessness. The values repre-
sent standardized coefficients.
**p <.001
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(2007), the minimum sample size needed to this aimis 411.
Our sample size (i.e., 418 participants) is above this thresh-
old, which suggests that our study was adequately powered
to find even this small indirect effect and, therefore, in the
other two hypothesized models as well.

Discussion

Our study aimed to explore the mediating roles of sexism
and its dimensions — namely hostile and benevolent sexism,
in a sample of Romanian adults. We also investigated the
associated demographical factors of the attitudes towards
voluntary childlessness, namely age, gender, relationship
status, and the number of children. Our primary hypoth-
eses were confirmed: older participants with children, had
the most negative attitudes towards voluntary childlessness.
These results align with previous studies that suggested
that the higher the age, the higher the negative attitudes
towards people who decide not to have any children (Bahti-
yar-Saygan and Sakalli-Ugurlu, 2019; Merz & Liefbroer,
2012). No gender differences were observed concerning
these attitudes, though further investigations are needed in
this regard, given the unbalanced gender ratio in our sample.

Participants with children (primarily those having two
children) had the most negative attitudes towards childless-
ness. This particular result seems to be in line with Korop-
eckyj-Cox and Pendell (2007), who suggested that, gener-
ally, people without any children seem to have more positive
attitudes towards voluntary childlessness. Also, younger
individuals are more likely not to have any children (given
their younger age) and have less traditional views concerning
the family structure and family planning (given the post-
modern social changes); therefore, these findings seem com-
plementary. Another potential explanation for these results
concerning significant demographical differences may be
related to the economic difficulties that contemporary youth
faces, such as increasing levels of inequality and expensive
housing (Flynn, 2019), which may determine a more positive
view towards voluntary childlessness.

We used a scale that measures the attitudes towards vol-
untary childlessness concerning women’s and men’s deci-
sions. More specifically, the scale contained items address-
ing participants’ views of both women’s and men’s decisions
not to have any children: “A woman feels complete when
she has a child” and “If there is no physical problem, every
man should be a father”. However, among the twenty-four
items of the scale, seven items refer to the woman’s choice,
two items refer directly to men’s choices, while the other
fifteen are more general (referring to “couples”, “family”,
“individuals™, with no specific related to the potential par-
ent’s gender). Previous studies already suggested that the
attitudes concerning voluntary childlessness might be more

hostile towards women who decide not to have any children,
compared to men (Bays, 2017; Kopper & Smith, 2001), gen-
erally due to sexism, which enforces traditional gender roles
and underlines men versus women inequalities. Therefore, a
potentially interesting suggestion for future research direc-
tion might involve alternative measures to voluntary child-
lessness perception and attitudes, i.e., different scales for
measuring voluntary childless men’s attitudes versus vol-
untary childless women.

Our results suggested that overall sexism, as well as hos-
tile and benevolent sexism, partially mediated the relation-
ship between religiosity and attitudes towards voluntary
childlessness. Benevolent sexism was the most powerful
predictor of the negative attitude towards voluntary child-
lessness. As hypothesized, higher levels of religiosity also
predicted more negative attitudes concerning childlessness.
In other words, the more religious, the less tolerant towards
the choice of not having children, and this relationship was
partially mediated by benevolent sexism, which praises
women who conform to traditional gender roles and norms,
such as motherhood. Therefore, though one may expect that,
given the costs related to the pronatalist ideology in com-
munist Romania, the contemporary Romanian society might
be more open towards one’s choice concerning voluntary
childlessness, it seems that the opposite is actually the norm.

In communist Romania, however, religion was not a desir-
able practice, as the Romanian Communist Party considered
religion a capitalist remnant (Stan & Turcescu, 2000). The
fact that Romania is, at the current moment, the most reli-
gious country in Europe might also be a result of the oppres-
sive communist years, in which people were not entirely
free to practice their beliefs. Since the Romanian church, as
many others, generally encourage procreation and traditional
gender roles and family structures, our results seem to be in
line with the related studies that underline the significant
links between religiosity, hostile and benevolent sexism,
and overall sexism (e.g., Glick et al., 2002; Husnu, 2016;
(Koropeckyj-Cox & Pendell, 2007; Tasdemir & Sakalli-
Ugurlu, 2009). Finally, several other cultural factors might
also explain our results. For example, the fact that younger
people in our sample had more positive attitudes concern-
ing voluntary childlessness, compared to older participants,
might be explained by van de Kaa’s (1987) Post-Material
Values Theory paradigm, suggesting that contemporary
society encourages self-realization and individual options,
and not traditional systems that generally support the well-
being of the family. Nevertheless, further research is needed
in this regard.

The are several limits of the current research that need
to be addressed. For example, all our measures were self-
reported, implying a high possibility of desirable answers.
Though the anonymity and confidentiality of participants’
answers were ensured, desirability remains a possibility.
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Second, as mentioned before, the scale we used might not
entirely reflect the attitudes towards men and women who
choose voluntary childlessness, but rather the attitudes
mostly concerning childless women. Future studies might
want to use experimental measures or vignettes for more
comprehensive results in this matter. Third, our sample
included, as noted above, too few participants to detect even-
tual small effects of some of the factors we examined, and
was also unbalanced in terms of gender. Future studies might
want to explore the voluntary childlessness phenomenon and
its associated factors in a more extensive, more diverse, and
more gender-balanced sample. Also, future studies might
want to consider accounting for participants’ specific reli-
gion (as we did not assess it), previous procreation experi-
ences (e.g., failed procreation attempts), and socio-economic
status, two of the essential factors that might also explain
some of our results.

Practical Implications

Our study’s most significant strength is that, to our knowl-
edge, it is the first study to directly address Romanian adults’
attitudes towards voluntary childlessness and its link with
religiosity and sexism, in addition to the explored demo-
graphic variables. In a transitioning society such as Romania
and highly religious, we consider that investigating sensitive
topics such as voluntary childlessness is highly important.
First, our results add to the theoretical background related
to parenthood choices and family structure views. Second,
our result highlights the powerful impact of sexism in shap-
ing people’s attitudes towards voluntary childlessness and
the strong link between hostile and benevolent sexism and
religion. Building on the current results and previous related
findings concerning the attitudes towards voluntary child-
lessness, one of the most important implications from the
present study may lie in the practical recommendation for
the social message that might be disseminated to decrease
prejudicial attitudes towards this choice, by emphasizing that
choosing a life without children is a personal, private choice,
regardless of one’s reasons or gender, and should not be sub-
ject to traditional gender roles, discrimination, and inequity.

Conclusion

The present study is the first to explore the relationship
between benevolent sexism, hostile sexism, and religios-
ity in a Romanian sample. Benevolent sexism seems to
be embedded in religiousness, which, in turn, shapes the
negative attitudes towards childlessness through the capi-
talization of traditional gender roles. In addition to using
alternative experimental measures to assess the attitudes
towards voluntary childlessness, future studies might also
investigate other potentially significant related factors. For

@ Springer

example, one related research direction might include the
use of moral dimensions, such as moral disengagement
and moral identity, given the previously documented links
between these constructs and prejudicial attitudes (Passini,
2013; Sanchez-Jiménez & Mufioz-Fernandez, 2021), relig-
iosity (Sverdlik & Rechter, 2020), and sexism (Paciello
et al., 2019). Additionally, further investigations concern-
ing the attitudes towards voluntary childlessness might
benefit from including personality assessments and media
portrayals of childfree couples (Kaklamanidou, 2019).
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