
Male and Childless-not-by-Choice – some thoughts 

This is my second attempt. I began to write a very personal essay, on my feelings about 

childlessness, rather than some detailed analysis. As my feelings, and those of others around me, 

must remain private, I am reverting to an untutored analysis instead. My initial premise: I am later 

middle-aged, have never had children, and never will have, and find this a source of regret. This does 

not seem to be something that many males have discussed, as I outline below. Yet if childlessness is 

something that I share with many adult males, far fewer articulate publicly any regret. Indeed, for 

some people it may seem a strange idea that an adult male should feel sadness about this. Concern 

over the feelings of a childless female partner, perhaps, but not distress about one’s own position. 

I have been shocked at the recent – very recent - response – to the views of Holly Brockwell, a 

seemingly confident and successful member of the English middle class, who, at 29, feels capable of 

deciding that she does not wish to bear children. She is so definite about this that she seeks 

sterilisation, and has publicised both her motives and difficulties in obtaining a simple operation. I 

wonder what the response would be if a 29-year old male sought a vasectomy, so that he could 

never father a child (I appreciate that many do seek vasectomies after having children). Or indeed, if 

she revealed, as could very substantial numbers of women, that she used contraception in order to 

avoid having children now, but on the hope or assumption that she would never bear children. Many 

women (and some men) do indeed use contraception to delay the possibility of pregnancy until their 

40s and then sometimes find, tragically, that they are unable to conceive. Sometimes IVF then 

proves to be helpful and effective, sometimes not. 

I am puzzled as to why Ms Brockwell’s statements caused such anger, although for some, perhaps, a 

young woman who clearly knows her own mind is seen as a challenge to their own position. Should  

people not simply respect her right to express her feelings, and acknowledge her right to hold such a 

perspective, even when this is not one that they might share about their own position? Some anger, 

at least, comes from the feeling that somehow she is invalidating feelings that others hold dear. If 

this sense of invalidation is understandable, it may be, in part, because there is a great deal of 

confusion about childlessness and what it means for individuals and those close to them. 

The reason for confusion lies partly in the very wide range of motives, responses and circumstances 

that lie behind the position of each childless person. Tempting though it might be to make 

assumptions about a childless person, and even build judgements around that, it is likely to fall far 

short of that person’s real feelings. 

If an older adult has no children, this can reflect a very broad range of reasons, and an even wider 

range of feelings that might be held by that adult, and by others. The simplest contrast is between 

those who deem themselves “childfree” and those who deem themselves “childless-not-by choice”. 

(Even here there can be confusion, as some maintain that anyone without children is “childfree”, 

and faces similar social reactions, whatever their reasons for childlessness). To be “childfree”, to me, 

means that a person has no children and does not wish to have children; this could be because they 

have not had children and have decided to make the most of an unsought position, or those for 

whom children would be, whatever the reason, unwelcome. So, if one expresses sympathy for 

someone who is “childfree”, or who suggests that maybe children might arrive in time, they may 

well be short of the mark; the person would not be happy to have children, and is positively satisfied 

to be without children. “Childless-not-by-choice” is, I think, a term coined in the USA, to express the 



clear position that someone would have children if they could, but does not, perhaps not yet (or not 

for want of trying) or quite probably never. A clear variant here is that one might adopt or foster, 

although for some that is not an adequate solution for the sense that they have no children. And, of 

course, adoption is difficult to achieve. So, someone with adopted children might feel themselves to 

be no longer childless, but – for reasons I sometimes find it difficult to understand, but respect – 

they might still see themselves as childless-not-by-choice. 

It gets more complicated than this. Some people, thankfully a small proportion of adults, feel it best 

not to have children because of the risks that any children will inherit severe conditions like 

Huntington’s disease, or that their own pregnancy could result in their own death or that of their 

baby. Grimmest of all is where someone has had children, but is childless because their children 

have died, whether in infancy or later life. For such people, “childless-not-by-choice” is almost an 

inadequate term; I do so comfort myself, in rational moments, that at least I cannot experience the 

loss of a child of mine. Some may see themselves as “childless” because their children are estranged, 

or, indeed, live so far away that contact is rare. And, for some, “childless-not-by-choice” is their 

personal position, but that is because their partner does not seek to have children, and, although 

some might not acquiesce in such a position, they feel that a childless life with that partner is better 

than a life with a different partner who would want children (or with no partner at all). The latter 

might seem somewhat submissive, but I used to subscribe to a message board in which at least one 

male participant knew that his infertility prevented his wife from having children, and felt that his 

wife should leave him; but his wife felt that the pain of childlessness was less than the pain that his 

sacrifice would mean to him (and to her). 

For those that are positively “childfree”, it may be that painful memories of being parented, 

especially learning the restrictions placed on women who became mothers up to 1970s Britain, and 

which persist in many cases. They may simply be aware of the difficulties that any children would 

experience, when, for instance, their parents have jobs that involve moving home, or which could 

mean an adult lifetime of poverty. Or (and again this usually involves women), they find themselves 

caring for elderly relatives and would find it impossible to do this and care for children at the same 

time. Or, as Ms Brockwell seems to feel, they just do not see themselves as parents, and do not seek 

to find out whether they might, in practice, become such. Others feel that the future of the world is 

too bleak to countenance voluntarily producing another individual who might have to bear a tough 

life. 

Many stereotypes persist, and these centre round two extremes. One is the “childfree” individual as 

a self-centred, selfish individual making a conscious choice entirely in their own interests. This 

disapproval seems to apply to women only, who may be deemed as failing to fulfil their allotted role 

of reproduction. Men don’t seem to experience the same stigma, although perhaps it is rare for men 

to openly articulate their position. I am puzzled as to why someone who does not want to have 

children, and feels they would be unable to provide a good life for a prospective child, should be 

cajoled into having one. Maybe some people feel that they might not make good parents, due to 

temperament or circumstance, and do not wish to foist their self-perceived inadequacies on some, 

as yet, unborn person. Positively childfree persons tend to feel that there is a social stigma to being 

childless by choice, and seek to change this. 



The other stereotype is that a childless-not-by-choice person is always a woman who is infertile and 

wants to have children. Most contributions to various support websites suggest this; they centre 

around infertility, attempts to conceive, disasters and occasional triumphs. For some women, 

however, no suitable partner has come along, or they have had to accept the unacceptable: that 

they will not have children. For some this is, or becomes, a permanent, overwhelming source of 

deep sadness, an unfathomable sense of loss or lack. Sometimes, however, women have come from 

a neutral position, or one that could be seen as positively childfree, but they have changed their 

minds. The desire to have children is one that can vary throughout adulthood, sometimes with the 

experiences of others, sometimes through reflection on circumstances. What also counters the 

stereotype is that males also feel a sense of loss and lack, sometimes overwhelmingly so. And, given 

the way in which society conditions gender roles, feelings about childlessness are something that 

many men feel that they cannot articulate, indeed should not feel at all. 

These stereotypes do describe, accurately enough, the positions of some childless people. Perhaps, if 

a stereotype is articulated for long enough, we might start to see this as expressing our own 

viewpoint: what is, for some, is what should be for all, and if not you are an unwelcome deviant. But, 

if you do so deviate, it is not because you do not understand your position, because, despite social 

norms, there are a wide variety of responses, sometimes contradictory and ambivalent. What you 

may need to comprehend is how others may view you through the blurred lens of the stereotype.  

One further stereotype is that the childless, especially the childless-not-by-choice, are always 

envious and resentful of those who have become parents. Perhaps some of those who vilified Holly 

Brockwell were outraged parents, who felt that she was mocking or devaluing their parental role. I 

am not one of the envious, and indeed can use imagination and analysis to consider the problems 

that parenthood can bring: the enormous sense of responsibility, the fears (for their children) of loss 

and failure, the sense that they are judged as parents, not least by themselves, and the 

disappointments and outright anguish that may result when the unconditional love and support 

somehow fails to provide the life that they hoped that their children would have. One branch of 

psychology, and indeed much of traditional psychoanalysis, seems to focus almost entirely on 

relationships within families, perhaps with good reason. “Childless-not-by-choice” need not involve 

opposition to parents and parenthood, and hopefully does not put parenthood on a pedestal. It is 

about regret for an opportunity that was never available, a life that will not (literally) come into 

being, and a remaining life reduced in some ways, but perhaps opened up in others. It is also, 

sometimes, a position that is shared, a clear empathy with the deep grief that others feel about their 

childlessness; perhaps this is the position of many partners of childless women. But – such is the 

diversity of experiences and responses, that there are childless-not-by-choice people who would 

probably disagree with my view here. 

I struggle more to understand the position of the “childfree”, who do not want something that other 

childless people want desperately. Some childfree people feel that they are discriminated against, in 

a society in which so much seems to be about children, consumption by children and provision for 

them. Christmas might well be cited in this regard – a party to which one is not invited. I do not feel 

that there is much social, structural discrimination, but there is certainly discrimination by some 

individuals. Somehow there is a feeling, subtly articulated, that if you do not have children you are a 

lesser sort of adult. The positively “childfree” would state that this, cruelly, even applies to people 

who would love to be parents, but cannot be.  



“Childfree” is not always the choice of affluent, secure middle-class people, and indeed, to be 

“childfree” is to fall in with the sort of lifestyle that expectations about work, and access to housing, 

demand from younger people. If those who work long hours, because of ambition, commitment or 

poverty, were to feel the need to create and nurture a family, that would be remarkably 

inconvenient, if not positively dysfunctional, for many employers. It would be even worse if such 

workers were to go on to demand more child-friendly hours. So, to be childfree may be to conform, 

not to expectations about parenthood, but to demands for patterns of work. For some, to work long 

hours or night work is essential if they are to avoid or limit poverty, and for such people to decide to 

be childfree is again, supplying suitably available labour to employers.  

It is an irony that the features of the “childfree”, and access to employment and housing, also 

applies to the “childless-not-by-choice”, even though these “advantages” are ones that they would 

glad give up. And it is important that some of the childless-not-by-choice are male. 

This could turn into the skeleton of a treatise, one which I would be very interested to read. What 

preliminary conclusions can be drawn, especially ones that might help a reader who, like those who 

turn to academic studies of bereavement, are hoping that writings might provide some comfort? 

I should stress that my interest is personal, not an academic one; and that while my feelings are not 

at all overwhelming, I can imagine that for some men (and many women) their permanent lack of 

children is a source of permanent anguish. Maybe it is helpful to realise that they are others who 

may share your specific perspective, but who operate in a world of incomprehension, accusation and 

adverse judgement. To understand the reasons for the unpleasant features of that world may be 

important. I can only venture some suggestions. Every society on the planet is unequal, most grossly 

so, and the sense that other seem to have illegitimate access to what you (and yours) deserve is a 

powerful underpinning for jealousy and prejudice. For the young to accuse the old, for parents to 

accuse the childless, and vice versa, serves only to drive and legitimise that inequality which is the 

partial source of such judgements. To hope for empathy, if not sympathy, from people who feel that 

your position is unjustified and that you are better-favoured than they are, may well be fruitless. 

Not only do we live in a competitive, unequal society, we also live in one in which many have fixed 

ideas about social roles, and support the stigma that their attitudes reinforce. Feminism has 

achieved much in my lifetime, but there is a need for social developments that go even wider – to 

liberate people in general from fixed social roles. This can be achieved person by person, but it 

needs to be about more than individual progress. 

I would not want the childless to be seen as yet another beleaguered and misunderstood minority 

(even though they are). I would hope that, given that around 20% of adults (in Britain, at least) are 

destined to be childless, there would be greater understanding of the very wide range of feelings to 

which this gives rise. Again, public understanding would help, and at least bring forward support, 

when this can be given by those who are not childless. Despite the severe psychological effects of 

childlessness for some people, I would be concerned if this was pathologised, and prompted the 

prescription of medication, techniques like CBT or the more unhelpful notions behind positive 

psychology. 

Enough of attitudes, what might really make a practical difference? That would require another 

essay. This one has taken me from an explanation of my own feelings (abandoned), through a 



depiction of complexity, to musings about what would help. If you’ve got this far, thank you; I 

started out not sure where this would go, and I hope that the journey has been worthwhile. I hope 

to continue this in a later essay. 


