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Is parenthood related to higher well-being? Any yes or no answer is likely to be overly simplistic 
and ignore the more interesting question of when parenthood is related to higher well-being. In 
this symposium, we demonstrate that parents’ well-being depends on demographic, 
psychological, and methodological factors. 
 
Parenthood Unpacked: When, Why, and How Is Parenthood Associated With Well-Being? 
S. Katherine Nelson, Sonja Lyubomirsky 
University of California, Riverside 
Past research on the association between parenthood and well-being has been mixed: Some 
studies suggest that parents experience a well-being benefit, while others suggest the reverse. 
To reconcile these conflicting findings and better understand the emotional experience of 
parenthood, we developed a model of parents’ well-being, which highlights how and why 
parents experience more happiness (e.g., via greater purpose) or less happiness (e.g., via 
increased financial strain) than nonparents (i.e., mediators of the parenthood to well-being link), 
as well as when parents experience more or less happiness (i.e., moderators). In 3 studies 
using 3 different methodologies, we provide evidence that parenthood is associated with greater 
well-being: Parents experience greater happiness and satisfaction overall, more positive 
emotions and meaning in their daily lives, and more positive emotions and meaning when 
spending time with their children. Furthermore, these studies demonstrate that parents’ well-
being is moderated by marital status, gender, and age.  
 
 
Using Panel Data to Estimate the Effect of Childbirth on Parents' Life Satisfaction 
Richard E. Lucas, Ivana Anusic, Stevie Yap, Gunvor Marie. Dyrdal 
Michigan State University; University of Oslo 
We use longitudinal data from four nationally representative panel studies (from Germany, the 
U.K., Switzerland, and Australia) to investigate whether parent's life satisfaction changes 
following the birth of their first child and whether characteristics of the parents moderate these 
changes. In all four studies, participants reported a boost in life satisfaction around the time their 
first child was born, but the effect was neither large nor long-lasting. In one of the four studies, 
there was no lasting difference from baseline levels in the years after the birth of a child and in 
the other three studies the effect was negative. However, follow-up analyses with matched 
controls showed that observed declines in satisfaction are likely due to normative effects of 
aging rather than to the event itself. Overall, the effects of childbirth on long-term levels life 
satisfaction appear to be small.  
 
 
Parental Caregiving Goals Shape Well-Being and the Quality of the Parent-Child Bond 
Emily A. Impett, Bonnie Le 
University of Toronto 
The nature of the parent-child relationship--especially in its earliest years--entails unilateral 



caregiving from parents to their children. We developed a scale to measure parents’ goals for 
providing care for their children, and then used this scale in 10-day daily experience study of 85 
parents of 4- and 8-year old children. On days when parents cared for children to express love 
and provide them with security, they experienced increased daily positive emotions and 
closeness. In contrast, on days when parents provided care out of self-conscious concerns that 
others would perceive them as good parents, they experienced less positive emotion and 
closeness; and when they provided care to gain their child’s acceptance, they felt less 
closeness and experienced more conflict with their children. The results show that the 
motivation with which parents approach caregiving plays a critical role in shaping well-being and 
the quality of the parent-child bond.  
 
 
Money Impoverishes Parental Experience 
Kostadin Kushlev, Elizabeth W. Dunn, Claire Ashton-James 
University of British Columbia; VU University Amsterdam 
Money is undoubtedly interconnected with people’s psychological functioning--not only through 
the effects of having money, but also through the goals associated with money. We show that 
having money and simply activating the concept of money both compromised a main benefit of 
children--subjective sense of meaning in life. In Study 1, socioeconomic status (SES) was 
related to experiencing less meaning when parents were taking care of their children but not 
during the rest of the day. In Study 2, priming the concept of money compromised parents’ 
sense of meaning while they were spending time with their children at a festival. Finally, Study 3 
suggested that this latter effect may be due to the conflict between the agentic goals activated 
by money and the communal nature of childcare. Study 3 also showed that the effect of money 
priming on meaning is moderated by gender with a stronger effect for mothers.  
 


