


“But why isn’t it an accomplishment not to have children?”: A Qualitative Investigation into Millennial Perceptions of Voluntarily Childless Women
Abstract
The concept of women as ‘child-bearers’ and the overarching view of motherhood as a prerequisite for female fulfilment has formed the basis for societal expectations of the female gender for centuries. However, the number of women who choose not to have children is increasing. This research aimed to gain a deeper understanding of millennials’ perception of voluntarily childless women in the United Kingdom. It also aimed to explore the extent to which these perceptions are culturally specific and are shaped by societal expectations and the media. Semi-structured interviews were undertaken with participants aged between twenty-three and thirty-eight years. Data were analysed using reflexive thematic analysis informed by a social constructionist epistemological standpoint. Data analysis related to millennial perceptions of voluntarily childless women in the UK revealed three dominant themes: (1) women are expected to behave in accordance with socially constructed gender norms; (2) women are presumed to desire children, as dictated by their gender; and (3) external positive perspectives contrast with internal negative perceptions. Findings indicated that women remain captive to the culture of prevalent gendered expectations that conflate womanhood with motherhood. Millennial mothers displayed external positive perspectives towards voluntarily childless women, but internal prejudices and biases were apparent in the data. Despite the rapidly evolving changes in relation to social norms and gender roles in modern day life, millennial perceptions in the UK align with the long-standing traditional belief that women must become mothers in order to realise social satisfaction and ultimate fulfilment in their lives.
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Perceptions of Voluntarily Childless Women: A Societal Examination

	According to Tajfel’s (1978) Social Identity Theory, human beings seek to define their own identities regarding the social groups they inhabit; these identifications serve to bolster and protect self-identity. Within the parameters of these social groups, we endeavour to understand the world in which we live, to decipher the behaviour of our peers and to create order and purpose within our lives. Such an endeavour constitutes a fundamental aspect of the human psyche, and it can generate a sense of unease and discomfort if this endeavour proves difficult to achieve. In response to an environment where we are bombarded with complex information, we unconsciously form elaborate group identities concerned with the categorisation of ‘in’ and ‘out’ groups (Islam, 2014; Tajfel, 1978). Evidence suggests that we view our own group with a positive bias and subsequently denounce the behaviours, attitudes and cognitions of the opposing ‘out-group’ (Islam, 2014). As our perception of the environment is shaped by exchanges and communications with others, it might be argued that group identity is a means by which we form the reality of our world, amass social acceptance and negate potential disapproval or exclusion from our peer groups. One such example of an in-group is ‘motherhood’. 

For millennia, the notion that women will bear offspring and nurture a family has remained the dominant expectation of the female gender. Bringing a child into the world was considered one of the fundamental aspects that conferred human, particularly female, happiness (Barlow & Cairns, 1997). However, as we advance toward a culture that seeks to empower and embolden future generations of women, it becomes increasingly important to reflect upon the concept of ‘motherhood’. Fenton-Glynn (2020) postulates that motherhood is frequently afforded a desirable status, connoting femininity, selflessness, fertility and the ability to nurture. In accordance with Social Identity Theory, motherhood might be defined as one such ‘group’ that comprises a diverse collection of individuals, all of whom are female, share an interest in parenting and view the world from the perspective of ‘mother’. The normative role requirements attached to this group, such as homemaking, love and self-sacrifice, are deeply embedded societal constructs (Lindsey, 2020), bound firmly in place by the social institutions that govern and influence our lives. Traditional family and educational organisations, religious institutions, political parties and more recently, the entertainment industry, continually seek to construct women as ‘mothers’, ‘daughters’ and ‘wives’ (O’Driscoll, 2019; Ireland, 1993).
Childbearing has been identified in the literature as one of the most significant psychological transitions that a woman can undertake during her lifetime and presents considerable challenges for both herself and her family (Olza et al., 2018; Daevill et al., 2010; Nelson, 2003). Arguably, these challenges are exacerbated by our current social environment. This could be owing to the construction of motherhood as one such ‘group’ with enormous social standing and importance. Individuals belonging to this group maintain a homogamic personal and media discourse, preferring to converse with others of similar opinions and engage with religion, politics and popular culture media that serve to confirm their own beliefs (Seppalla et al., 2021). However, Ambrosini and Stanghellini (2012) assert that the socially constructed concept of motherhood is impersonal, external and inapplicable to a woman’s actual lived experience. The experiences to which they refer are both complex and multifaceted. For instance, mothers suffer a substantial wage penalty and multiple disadvantages within the workplace and are perceived to be less competent, capable and committed than their childless peers (Correll et al., 2007; Cuddy et al., 2004). Lazarus et al., (2015) suggests that mothers whose expectations of the childbirth and pregnancy process are not met may encounter significant challenges when adjusting to parenthood, resulting in potential complications related to maternal-infant bonding. In addition, the fateful consequences of postnatal depression, postpartum anxieties and other mental health conditions related to parenting are well documented (Cimino et al., 2015; Sayil et al., 2007; Schetter & Tanner, 2012). It should be no surprise then, that all the above raise notable questions surrounding a woman’s ability to make informed choices regarding motherhood. Further, some might argue that the extent to which she is able to make a choice is irrevocably compromised, given that gender schematic reasoning so often conflates ‘woman’ with ‘womb’ (Starr & Zurbriggan, 2016).

As noted by Serbin et al., (1993), one of the first social categories that children can competently distinguish is that of sex. The ability to differentiate between ‘male’ and ‘female’ is a fundamental aspect of childhood development, and it allows for largely reliable predictions with regard to the behaviour and character traits of our caregivers. However, the tendency to make associations based on gender does not necessarily diminish as we mature. Starr and Zurbriggan (2016) argue that we are ‘gendered’ during childhood and this process has a significant impact on our cognitive processing and social interactions. According to Bem’s (1981) Gender Schema Theory (GST), we have little agency in this matter. Our understanding of what it means to be ‘male’ and ‘female’ is developed at an early age, shaped by the socially ascribed characteristics of gender that surround us. We therefore develop a gender-based classification of our reality, assigning others to the appropriate ‘gender schema’, and subconsciously approving of any behaviour that aligns with our expectations and rejecting that which does not (Bem, 1981). For example, De Beauvoir’s (2013) notion of ‘woman = mother = womb’ asserts that bearing children is one of the dominant expectations of the female gender schema. Increasing numbers of women are stepping away from ‘the norm’, exploring alternative life choices that do not necessarily align with raising a family (Daum, 2015; Letherby, 2002; Peterson, 2015). 
In 2019, there were 640,370 live births in England and Wales, a decrease of 2.5% since 2018 and a 12.2% decrease since the most recent peak in 2012 (Corps, 2019). Further, in 2019, fertility rates for women under the age of thirty, living in England and Wales, were at the lowest levels since records began in 1938 (Corps, 2019). These figures could be attributed solely to a change in attitudes amongst women, but other factors are at play. One of the most important contributors to declining birth and fertility rates is global urbanisation. In 1950, just 30% of our global population lived in urban settlements, as opposed to 70% that opted for homes in rural settings (United Nations, 2018). The latest empirical evidence suggests that urbanised regions are expanding at an exponential rate. By 2050, the proportion of us that choose to live in urban areas is expected to increase to 68% by 2050, resulting in significant population decline (Madsen et al., 2018; United Nations, 2050). Bricker and Ibbitson (2019) argue that as widespread urbanisation continues to rise, children become less of an asset and more of a financial liability, accentuating an unmistakable association between economic hardship and raising a family. What’s more, following a significant global economic downturn in 2008, many countries experienced stagnant or declining fertility rates as a result (Fernández-Crehuet et al., 2017). On the other hand, advanced levels of education, better working positions and higher earnings in recent years have also been associated with the decision to raise smaller families (Brini, 2020). Factor in the devastating and far-reaching consequences of a global pandemic, including unemployment, domestic violence and limited access to the healthcare sector, and the decline in birth rates should be no surprise (Ullah et al., 2020). Whilst all  the factors listed above are consequential, it might be argued that it is the notable increase in voluntary childlessness now occurring across Europe that signifies the most radical change in demographic behaviour. 

Although statistics concerning fertility often do not offer a distinction, the definition of a woman who does not have children as simply ‘childless’ threatens to overlook the fundamental differences between individuals in relation to matters of choice and autonomy (Avison & Furnham, 2015). It is often stated that the ability to choose whether to start a family is a relatively novel phenomenon, as previous generations of women were coerced into motherhood by various influential factors, such as lack of adequate birth control, religious attitudes and prevalent social norms (Gillespie, 2001; Kreyenfeld & Konietzka, 2017; Shaw, 2010). Our propensity to view the world around us through a ‘gender lens’ has ensured robust conformity to socially constructed ‘masculine’ and ‘feminine’ ideals, making it almost impossible to avoid pervasive gender stereotypes (Bem, 1981). Simply put, human beings crave social acceptance and the approval of our peers. We conform to discriminatory attitudes and behaviours because at an early age, we are taught that consensual reality is representative of the beliefs that we share with others (Forgas & Williams, 2001). It is unsurprising then, given our tendency to conflate ‘mother’ and ‘woman’, how little influence the voluntarily childless woman exhibits within our cultural consciousness. According to Dykstra and Hagestad (2007), a voluntarily childless woman is an individual who, at present, does not have any biological children and has a definitive intention not to have them at any point in the future. In short, ‘voluntary childlessness’ should be considered an active choice not to bear children, whereas ‘involuntary childlessness’ refers to those that are unable to reproduce (Kelly, 2009; O’Driscoll; 2019). Though this rationale appears straightforward, it is important to note that it can depict an extremely disparate and varied set of life circumstances (Dykstra & Hagestad, 2007). The excessive range of terms available to describe a voluntarily childless woman might be reflective of an attempt to capture such differences. ‘Intentionally childless’, ‘child-free’, ‘without child’ and ‘non-mother’ are just a few of the available options (Shapiro, 2014). For the purposes of transparency, this article will refer to women who choose not to have children as ‘voluntarily childless’ throughout. 
At the commencement of the 1970s, voluntarily childless women were regarded as problematic, psychologically distressed individuals, incapable of achieving true happiness and personal satisfaction (Parlak & Tekin, 2020). Women that openly chose to remain childless, as opposed to those who were unable to have children, were quickly ostracised and showered with disapproval. Further, Goffman’s (1963) ‘stigma management’ theory postulates that voluntarily childless women instinctively attempt to preserve a ‘good self’ in the eyes of others (Goffman, 1963; Morison et al., 2016). They wish to avoid the perception that in their child-free status, their identity is somewhat ‘spoiled’ (Goffman, 1963). Such attempts to protect themselves from the scrutiny of others arise from an intrinsic desire to conform. Processes of social influence provide us with a ‘frame of reference’ (Sherif, 2017) for our attitudes and behaviours within wider society. These guidelines set certain parameters for our actions and allow us to predict the behaviour of others effectively. According to Hogg and Vaughan (2018), conformity is based on a feeling of confidence and certainty that the attitudes and behaviours outlined by the norm are correct, valid, and socially desirable. Throughout human history, producing offspring has been considered the ‘honourable duty’ of a fertile and otherwise healthy woman. As a result, many women who may otherwise have remained childless are now mothers, their ability to rigorously evaluate alternative options ultimately suppressed by an inclination to conform (Hogg & Vaughan, 2018).

As we move further into the twenty-first century and witness powerful feminist movements such as ‘#Me Too’ and ‘Time’s Up’, significant strides have been made toward a ‘gender-equal’ society. A society that seeks to protect women’s rights and promote female independence. However, even when the voluntarily childless are considered favourably for greater autonomy and financial independence, it is understood to be at the cost of the most profound and intimate of human relationships (Gandolfo, 2005). Far more often, such women are thought to be inherently selfish, egotistical, capricious and self-absorbed (Carey et al., 2009; Park, 2002; Shapiro, 2014). With this in mind, some might argue that no matter how progressive our contemporary society may appear, a woman’s decision to remain voluntarily childless remains intolerable. The negative discourse surrounding this matter across a wide variety of political, social and religious forums is just one indication. In other words, voluntary childlessness is the ‘final female taboo’ (Rainey, 2013), the disparaged out-group that continues to persist in our otherwise postfeminist era (Tajfel, 1978). The socially constructed concept of ‘femininity’ and what it means to be a woman creates a sense of real or imagined pressure in relation to motherhood. For example, high profile female figures and celebrities are continually targeted and besmirched for their childlessness in the media (Hadfield et al., 2007). It is not unusual for senior female politicians, at the height of their career, to find themselves publicly challenged on this matter in professional settings (Smith, 2018). In 2015, Pope Francis even went so far as to vilify the decision to remain child-free as ‘the choice of a greedy generation’ (Hinsliff, 2015; Kirchgaessner, 2015). Some Christian women report that having children is a deeply embedded assumption of the church, leaving the childless somewhat isolated and excluded from the co-constructed mothering ‘group’ (Giles, 2015; Moscovici, 1963). Further, Gillespie’s (2000) qualitative research, made up of 25 women aged between 18-51, observed that women who are unable to produce children due to extenuating circumstances are typically offered emotional support and compassion, whereas their childless counterparts are treated with incredulity, mistrust and contempt.
[bookmark: _Int_NnLsqLNw]Despite the continued defamation of those who choose not to have children, scores of women have been quietly carving alternate paths for themselves at the expense of motherhood. In tandem with our shifting cultural landscape, they have been busy sidestepping the perception of the female identity as the desired object who simply ‘waits’ for a man to claim her (Ireland, 1993). Countless lives have irrevocably changed because of elevated employment opportunities, increased availability of contraception, and progressively diverse familial arrangements. This has led to a steady disenchantment with the prospect of motherhood (Gillespie, 2003). Interestingly, this deviation from the role of mothering has taken place irrespective of wider traditional constructs associated with femininity. This may be attributed to the inclination of individuals to exhibit non-conformist behaviour in response to social influence processes, particularly when they perceive group norms as detrimental or disadvantageous (Packer, 2008). With regard to this research, the view that voluntary childlessness represents a deviant and conclusively unfeminine lifestyle choice for women has been highlighted (Bartlett, 1995; Daum, 2015; Gillespie, 2000; McAllister & Clarke, 1998). However, very few studies exist that seek to explore current perceptions of voluntarily childless women amongst the millennial population. Fewer still consider the valuable insights that millennial mothers have to offer. 

As stated in Delbosc and Ralph’s (2017) paper, millennials are typically considered to be those that were born between the years 1980 and 2000. As they have transitioned into adulthood throughout the last decade, millennials have received an inordinate amount of attention in the wider literature (Kurz et al., 2019), perhaps owing to the considerable cultural and societal shifts that have taken place during their lifetime. Evidence suggests that millennials are better educated than their predecessors, with around 39% of individuals aged between 25-37 holding a bachelor’s degree or higher (Bialik & Fry, 2019). Progress with regard to educational attainment is particularly substantive for women and, as such, the share of millennial women with a bachelor’s degree has now superseded that of men, which is an unprecedented situation (Bialik & Fry, 2019). Further, Ng et al.’s (2010) quantitative research highlights that millennial women prioritise five major themes within their work environments: maintaining a work/life balance; good pay and benefits; opportunities for advancement; meaningful work experiences; and a nurturing work climate (p282). Though criticised by some for an apparent disconnect between what they expect to achieve and what they are capable of achieving (Greenberger et al., 2008; Hill, 2002), millennials would appear far more likely to successfully navigate undesirable working conditions. In addition, studies suggest that the millennial generation are unique in the value they attribute to racial and ethnic diversity, championing the importance of a contemporary society that is empowered, authentic and politically engaged (Bannon et al., 2011; Smith & Turner, 2015). Most notably with respect to the purposes of this research, millennials are much slower than previous generations to establish their own households, commit to marriage or start a family, with the average woman now aged 28 when she chooses to marry (Barroso et al., 2020).
	
In the current literature, there are examples of research papers that aim to explore attitudes toward voluntarily childless women, the majority of which are quantitative (e.g., Ashburn-Nardo, 2017; Calhoun & Selby, 1980; Cuddy et al., 2004; Merz & Liefbroer, 2012). Most qualitative research studies are grounded in the individual experiences of voluntarily childless women themselves, as opposed to wider societal perceptions (O’Driscoll, 2019; Peterson, 2015; Stegan et al., 2020). In addition, many of these studies use a mixed-methods design and findings are presented in conjunction with quantitative research in the form of empirical literature reviews (Blackstone & Stewart, 2012; Carey et al., 2009; Shapiro, 2014). To contribute most effectively to the current literature, this research sought to explore the perceptions of voluntarily childless women from the perspective of millennial mothers, based in the United Kingdom, using a non-experimental qualitative research design. A qualitative design was selected as it is considered preferential for better understanding the quality and texture of an individual’s experiences (Willig, 2013). As such, this research was conducted from a social constructionist epistemological perspective. The need to further our understanding of ‘motherhood’ as an in-group can be observed in the notion that group identities, once formulated, are very persistent and not easily dissolved (Tajfel, 1978; Breakwell, 1993). Deciphering the influence that social groups can exert on participating members may allow us to better understand their perspectives on perceived ‘out-groups’; in this case, voluntarily childless women (Tajfel, 1978). Further, one of the most compelling sets of issues in social influence is how we construct ‘norms’ and conform to the attitudinal and behavioural uniformities that they represent (Hogg & Vaughan, 2018). Social norms associated with femininity and womanhood, how voluntarily childless women are regulated by these norms and whether they have changed over time are of particular interest here. Finally, the exploration of defective gender stereotypes and inaccurate assumptions related to womanhood and femininity have never been of greater significance than today (Lips, 2020). The author sought to investigate perceptions of voluntarily childless women in the United Kingdom and more specifically, the perceptions of millennial mothers. In doing so, the author intended to investigate the assumption that such perceptions are culturally specific, influenced and shaped by societal expectations and the media.


Method
Design

Qualitative research promotes greater understanding of how we make sense of our world, alongside the quality and texture of our experience within it (Willig, 2013). It allows for a thoroughly pragmatic and interpretative investigation which is grounded in the study of social phenomena (Marshall & Rossman, 2014). As such, a qualitative approach was considered to capture the subjective experiences of participants more effectively and to provide them with a means by which they could steer the narrative toward topics of their choice. This was informed by a social constructionist epistemology as this research was concerned with how participants constructed reality and the implications of this for human experience (Willig, 2013). 

Participants

Participants were recruited via an advertisement shared on social media platforms (Facebook, Instagram and Twitter) over a two-week period. A ‘snowball sampling’ method was also adopted (Berg, 2006) in which participants were asked to share the recruitment advertisement with others that met the inclusion criteria. Those that were interested in participating were asked to contact the researchers using the displayed contact information. Women who were White/British, based in the United Kingdom, fluent in the English language, aged between 23 and 38 years, and had one or more children were eligible to take part in this research. It was decided that participants would be White/British as opposed to ethnically diverse to reduce cultural differences that may influence perceptions. For example, in Asian culture procreation is expressly encouraged, and women are typically expected to produce and nurture a large family (Withers, et al., 2018). In addition, participants had to be aged between 23 and 38 years to be considered a ‘millennial’ (Dimock, 2019). Participants were also required to demonstrate significant commitment to career advancement and an ability to balance work and family life, with a desire to pursue continuous learning and lifelong up-skilling outside of motherhood. This was reflected in a variety of ways, such as participants’ numerous professional achievements, leadership roles and promotions, flexible work arrangements and dedication to self-directed learning alongside continued skill development. Those with existing mental health conditions or who could not provide informed consent were excluded. 
Participants were not offered any payment, reward or incentive. The concept of information power was applied to determine sample size (Braun & Clarke, 2022; Malterud, Siersma, & Guassora, 2016). As opposed to predetermining the exact sample size, information power requires reflection on the richness of the data in relation to the aims and requirements of the research. The researchers aimed to recruit between twelve and eight participants. However, this number was adjusted due to the richness of the data collected and therefore, seven participants were interviewed.

Procedure

	Those who expressed interest in taking part and met the inclusion criteria were sent the information sheet containing details of the research to further consider their involvement and the consent form via email. If they were still interested in participating, participants were asked to sign the consent form and create a unique ID code to be linked with their data, before returning this via email. 

All participants undertook a semi-structured interview via Microsoft Teams at a time convenient for them with the lead researcher (HC) which lasted up to ninety minutes. The interview began with an introductory question to elicit information regarding participants’ background and personal biography. An interview schedule consisting of an introductory question to elicit information regarding participants’ background, personal biography, core questions and prompts was followed. Alongside this, media elicitation, which took the form of a newspaper article, was used to assess participants’ views of the media and its impact on perception of voluntary childlessness. Some critics find the transactional nature of qualitative analysis unreliable due to lack of consistency during the interview process (Turner, 2010). Creswell (2007), posits that respondents are highly sensitive to the ways in which questions are worded by the interviewer, creating potential instability within the data. However, feminist literature argues that the exploration of potentially sensitive issues requires a semi-structured, ‘loose frame’ approach (Allen, 2011; Letherby, 2015). The author sought to ensure that focus on the interview schedule was duly maintained, whilst attempting to allow for some degree of freedom and flexibility throughout (McNamara, 2009).
At the end of the interview, all participants were thanked for their time and sent a written debrief via email. 

Ethical Considerations

	Ethical approval was obtained from the University’s Research Ethics Committee. Participants gave their informed consent to participate and were assured that subject to legal requirements, their data would remain confidential in accordance with the Data Protection Act, General Data Protection Regulations and the University’s good scientific practice requirements in the information debrief forms.

Analytical Strategy

Data were analysed using an inductive approach to reflexive thematic analysis (RTA) (Braun & Clarke, 2021). RTA was best suited to explore the complex and diverse nature of the qualitative data obtained. The research question posed here is grounded in the concept of a socially constructed reality, in that the gender classifications and social influence processes that infiltrate our lives are arbitrated historically, linguistically and culturally (Willig, 2013). RTA works both to reflect reality and to unpick or deconstruct its surface (Braun & Clarke, 2006; 2021), positioning itself as the ideal choice for a social constructionist epistemology.

Analysis began with listening to the voice recording of each participant interview carefully, examining the data set for initial themes or codes. These recordings were then transcribed and individually analysed. In accordance with Braun and Clarke’s (2006; 2021) approach to RTA, themes or codes were then grouped together and checked for possible patterns, variabilities and consistencies, as well as for the function and effects of distinct discourses (Taylor & Ussher, 2001; Braun & Clarke, 2006). The transcripts and video recordings were read and listened to repeatedly throughout this process, in tandem with wider reading of the relevant literature and supervisory discussion. Once coding was complete, the data were examined for differences and commonalities across the transcripts. Five primary themes were identified following thorough checks and re-reads, three of these were selected to form the basis for discussion surrounding millennial perceptions of voluntarily childless women. 

Results

In total, seven participants were recruited. Table 1 provides insight into the participants’ demographics. 

	Pseudonym
	Age
	Number of Children
	Marital Status
	Occupation

	Evelyn
	29
	1
	Single
	Teacher

	Daisy
	35
	2
	Married
	Marketing Consultant

	Sarah
	30
	1
	Married
	Police Officer

	Isabelle
	32
	3
	Married
	Financial Advisor 
(Temporarily unemployed due to personal reasons unrelated to familial commitments)

	Nora
	30
	1
	Cohabiting
	Dentist

	Lilly
	29
	1
	Cohabiting
	Teacher


Table 1: Participant demographics
	
The findings presented report key themes related to millennial perceptions of voluntarily childless women. Three prominent themes were identified during analysis: (1) women are expected to behave in accordance with socially constructed gender norms; (2) women are presumed to desire children, as dictated by their gender; and (3) external positive perspectives versus negative internal perceptions. Quotations from the participants are used throughout to illustrate the description of findings. To protect participant anonymity, pseudonyms have been used in place of identifiable names and the author has actively avoided any descriptive labels or nicknames. 

Women are expected to behave in accordance with socially constructed gender norms

This theme encapsulates participants’ feelings surrounding various pressures and expectations typically placed on women with regard to motherhood. The women frequently referred to ‘societal norms’ and detailed the conflation of motherhood with the female gender. One participant named Daisy, in the quote below, described feeling shocked that voluntarily childless women might choose to denounce the ‘norm’:

It’s almost like, it shocks you. It shouldn’t, but I think it shocks me because it isn’t ‘the norm’. It’s one of those things when you think, “Oh, everyone ends up doing it anyway”. If we’re talking miscarriages and they’ve tried and they’ve tried and they feel like giving up, you almost find that easier to understand than someone saying, “No, it’s not for me. I don’t fancy it”. [Daisy, Lines 177-181]

It is that expectation again -- you’re married, you’re in a long-term relationship, when are you going to have a baby? [Evelyn, Lines 215-216]

Daisy’s allusions to the notion that everyone ends up doing it anyway [Line 178] align with that of Russo’s ‘motherhood mandate’ (1978), in that a woman is customarily expected to produce children during her lifetime, in accordance with socially constructed gender norms. Evelyn’s mention of questions such as you’re married, you’re in a long-term relationship, when are you going to have a baby? [Lines 215-216] serve to reinforce this. Further, the understanding offered to women who have suffered miscarriage correlates with Gillespie’s (2000) argument that women who are unable to have children for reasons beyond their control are typically treated with compassion and empathy by their peers. In contrast, Evelyn touches upon the concept that voluntarily childless women tend to be regarded as deviant in their approach to childlessness, showing blatant disregard for societal norms (Gillespie, 2000; McAllister & Clarke, 1998):

There’s obviously that expectation there that if you’re a woman, you must be maternal, your hormones are going to kick in, you’re going to want a child. You don’t have to justify why, but you do have to justify why not. Even if I said to my friends, “I don’t want any children” -- they’d be like, “Oh. Why is that?” [Evelyn, Lines 373-376]

Evelyn asserted that your hormones are going to kick in, you’re going to want a child [Lines 373-374], which subtly suggests that a woman’s decision to eschew motherhood lies beyond her socially acceptable ‘frame of reference’ (Sherif, 2017). It might be argued that in defying the norm, voluntarily childless women choose to flout the actions and behaviours we come to associate with women of childbearing age, attracting intrigue, suspicion and in some cases, ‘shock’ [Daisy, Line 177]. Further, Evelyn’s perspective, ‘if you’re a woman, you must be maternal’ [Line 373-374], echoes that of De Beauvoir’s (2013) “woman = mother = womb” concept, reinforcing gender identities and fuelling the expectation that all women desire to be mothers. Such assumptions highlight the importance of continuing to question the perceived nature of womanhood and how we come to observe it (Burr, 2015). Another participant was able to empathise with voluntarily childless women in the above matter, touching upon the pressure to conform exerted by her peer group:

Say you met someone at work and you told them you’d just gotten married -- instantly, the assumption was that we’d have kids. They’d say, “Oh, when will you have a little baby on the way then?”. I’d say, “Oh … You know … There isn’t”. I mean, what if I didn’t want to have a baby? What if I can’t have a baby? There’s a lot - I would say that’s where the pressure came from for me. It was outside society [Sarah, Lines 352-356].

According to Hogg and Vaughan (2018), the peer groups Sarah described have developed a sense of conviction that their beliefs surrounding women and the desire to have children are valid and socially desirable. Our reality is socially defined and constructed, particularly by our peers, who play a central role in the exertion of influence (Haslam & Reicher, 2012). In addition to the above, participants referred to potential pressures that exist in the media, as demonstrated by Isabelle:

Like I say with these big idols -- whether they’re having babies or not. It’s always a big focus in the media, isn’t it? Who’s pregnant and who’s had a baby. [Isabelle, Lines 347-349]. 

Acknowledgement of widespread preoccupation with women and motherhood in the media aligns with Hadfield et al’s (2017) assessment of childless female celebrities and the scrutiny they are often subjected to, as discussed by Evelyn:

You still get all those articles zooming in on women’s tummies, don’t you? Trying to say, “Oh, are they pregnant?”. You don’t know what impact that has on famous celebrities, things like that. They may not have been thinking about having children, but then if they’ve got the media speculating and their childlessness becomes the main topic in the media - I don’t know what impact that may have on them or you. It might make you feel quite sad. It might make you wonder if you should have a child. [Evelyn, Lines 344-349].

Evelyn’s suggestion that it might make you wonder if you should have a child [Line 349] is particularly concerning when we consider our tendency to accept information from others as evidence of our reality. The frustration that the millennial mothers feel in response to cultural definitions of gender appropriateness (Hogg & Vaughan, 2018; Bem, 1981) was reflected in a statement made by Isabelle:

I just feel that it’s none of anyone else’s business! Do you know what I mean? It’s not really for the media to be speculating on this. It must be so hard for people that are famous, to have a normal life without criticising everything that they’re doing. [Isabelle, Lines 407-409].

The women interviewed were also keen to discuss the social media pressures that now exist within contemporary society and the impact this may have on voluntarily childless women. They observed that the tendency toward comparison with others may lead an individual who has chosen not to have children to question her decision-making:

 Social media is just one of those things where people post the nicer things, happy family things, all your friends are having family days out - things like that - they’re just posting happy memories, but it can make you feel, “Oh. All of my friends have got children now”. You know, especially if they’re of a similar age. Social media, one of the negative things about it, is that people compare, don’t they? It’s not a true reflection of what’s going on behind closed doors. [Evelyn, Lines 461-466].

With Tajfel’s (1978) Social Identity Theory in mind, it might be suggested that social media platforms such as Instagram and Facebook serve to perpetuate the existence of socially constructed ‘in’ and ‘out’ groups. In this case, the in-group is representative of the substantial online communities surrounding motherhood and parenting, intended for women that either have children or are currently expecting. The opposing out-group is made up of the voluntarily childless. This assumption was reinforced by Gemma:

Perhaps people posting a lot about their families. That might make them reflect upon themselves -- perhaps thinking, “Oh, I want what they’ve got!”. And because everybody tries to make out that they’re the perfect family on social media [Gemma, Lines 362-364].


To summarise, the above theme indicated that our attitudes and behaviours towards others hinge upon an innate desire for social acceptance and approval. Participant responses highlighted a willingness to conform reflexively and instinctively to socially constructed ideals (Haslam & Reicher, 2012; Burr, 2015). Our knowledge of what it means to be a woman is derived, not from the nature of the world as it really is, but from the constructions that we establish between ourselves (Burr, 2015). 

Women are presumed to desire children, as dictated by their gender

The second theme encompasses participants’ thoughts concerning what it means to be a woman in relation to motherhood. As discussion around the previous theme has demonstrated, it might be argued that voluntarily childless women are more susceptible to external pressures, applied via social media or otherwise, due to their deeply embedded gender schemas (Bem, 1981). Evelyn described her views surrounding socially constructed gender roles and the presumption that all women should desire children, as befits their womanhood:

I think that just shows that there is this expectation that women -- are maternal. I guess part of that is due to our genetic makeup and our hormones that kick in for -- 90% of us, or whatever. At the end of the day, we’re still, sort of - animals. Procreation is something we’re genetically wired to do. I think it’s very hard to get past that as well, because most women will experience that ‘click of a button’, hormones, children, because it’s just -- how we’re made. It’s hormones. They’re beyond your control. I think that’s why people can’t relate if they’ve experienced that ‘switch on’. They’re like, “Oh” [Evelyn, Lines 382-388].

Evelyn’s assertion that most women will experience that ‘click of a button’, hormones, children, because it’s just – how we’re made [Lines 386-387] correlates with Bem’s (1981) Gender Schema Theory, in that she has prescribed gender-typed characteristics to a woman’s role within society. This fits with Fenton-Glynn’s (2020) proposition that bearing children signifies all of the socially constructed components that we typically associate with femininity. When asked to describe their perceptions of voluntarily childless women, participants gave answers such as confident, self-assured [Daisy, Line 86], career driven [Evelyn, Line 84; INS405, Line 148], ambitious [Nora, Line 245] and independent [Daisy, Line 117; Evelyn, Line 126]:

So, independent? I think if they’re going to continue their life with a limited family they probably have to be independent to some degree. I think she would be confident, self-assured, independent, strong... [Daisy, Lines 117-119].

The characteristics participants referenced seem to contrast with those that we’d conventionally assign to women, such as selflessness, warmth and sensitivity, perhaps due to the assumption that voluntarily childless women do not fit with traditional gender-role beliefs (Bem, 1981). However, the participants did refer to the importance of challenging fixed gender stereotypes:


The assumption almost has to be turned on its head and negated, doesn’t it? No-one goes, “We’re assuming all these women won’t have children”. They probably assume that, if there’s twenty women in a room, they’ll all have children. And the one that doesn’t is the odd one out. It’s for them to say, “Actually, I don’t want children” [Evelyn, Lines 354-357].

But why isn’t it an accomplishment not to have children? [Isabelle, Lines 479-480]

It’s a big thing, isn’t it? I think people take for granted that lots of people have children and therefore it’s an ‘easy’ thing that anyone can do, but it’s … it’s not for everyone. That doesn’t mean that everyone has to do it [Nora, Lines 152-155]. 

The answers provided here are indicative of the wider literature that suggests women are beginning to explore alternate life choices that do not necessarily encompass motherhood, as referenced by Daum, (2015), Peterson, (2015) and Letherby, (2002). According to Ashmore et al., (2004), the mothers’ responses signify that gender norms are now more readily accepted as multidimensional social constructs, open to interpretation and perhaps even subversion. The media elicitation question in relation to the treatment of female celebrity figure Jennifer Anniston evoked similar responses regarding her rights to freedom of choice and autonomy:

I thought, well, you shouldn’t expect it. Just because she’s been married, that doesn’t mean she should have a child [Isabelle, Lines 403-405].

That she should have had them [children]. And that she’s missed her time, kind of thing! And you do think, “Is she reading all this?”. How awful must it be, that people are judging you on your whole life? And what you should or shouldn’t have done? [Lilly, Lines 676-678].

Lilly and Isabelle’s comments suggest that, despite recent progress made surrounding female empowerment, the media’s continued scrutiny of high-profile female figures only serves to intensify the widely purported ideology that women should desire children (Hadfield et al., 2017; Kaklamanidou, 2018). Given the media’s tendency to avoid representations of female childlessness, it is understandable that women who opt out of motherhood still wrestle with the obligation to conform to a more traditional, socially constructed gender identity (Hogg & Vaughan, 2018; Bem, 1981; Kaklamanidou, 2018). This was reflected in participant responses concerning the appropriateness of questioning women on their parenting choices:

 I make a point of not asking; it’s none of my business if people want to or don’t want to have children. They’ll say if they want to say [Nora, Lines 230-231]

For example, I think my mom’s generation -- if someone didn’t have a baby I think my Mom would probably still ask somebody, “Oh right, you’re not having children then?”. Whereas me, I’d be far more ‘PC’ because I think, as a generation, we are. I know that it actually might be a big thing for them, so I wouldn’t ask, you know. I would only -- if they volunteered the information, we might have a chat about it. But yeah, I just think, I wouldn’t even -- even a close friend, I’d still sort of tread carefully [Gemma, Lines 378-383].

Participants’ reluctance to ask other women questions surrounding their personal choices and motherhood is suggestive of a systemic taboo that continues to exist in relation to childlessness (Rainey, 2013). It might be suggested that we approach this topic cautiously as a result of our tendency to construct women as ‘mothers’, ‘daughters’ and ‘wives’ (O’Driscoll, 2019; Ireland, 1993). This raises the uncomfortable question of where the voluntarily childless woman sits in relation to culturally defined gender appropriateness (Bem, 1981). 

External positive perspectives versus negative internal perceptions 

The third theme comprises a trend that emerged throughout the interview process alluding to participants’ negative internal perceptions towards voluntarily childless women, despite external positive perspectives. As highlighted in the previous theme, the older generation appear more likely to ask women direct questions concerning their childlessness, perhaps because of the traditional gender-role beliefs that had greater prevalence as they were growing up (Parlak & Tekin, 2020). Although millennial mothers might attempt to be ‘PC’ [Gemma, Line 386] in their approach to voluntarily childless woman, their responses suggested that potential biases are still very much in circulation:

So my friend, she’s made that decision -- and in the back of my mind I think, “Oh, but she might change her mind” [Daisy, Lines 167-168]

So -- and I think it’s what we spoke about before, that definitive decision. I almost think, when I look at younger women, there’s time to maybe change their mind? Even though, you know, good for them if they don’t want to [Daisy, Lines 490-492]

I do know of people who have said they will never -- well, I know of one couple and they said that they will never have children. And they did. So a lot of people do change their mind, don’t they? [Lilly, Lines 437-440]

This propensity to believe that the voluntarily childless woman will one day come to her senses and change her mind [Daisy, Lines 167-168] is reflective of an inability to understand or accept her choice to reject motherhood (Gillespie, 2000). According to Tajfel (1978), this perception only serves to widen the considerable gap between the in-group of mothers and the opposing out-group made up of voluntarily childless women. It also supports Tajfel’s (1978) reasoning that socially constructed group identities are incredibly persistent and difficult to disperse. This was reinforced by Isabelle who unconsciously contradicted herself when discussing her thoughts around starting a family:

If you don’t want kids though, that’s fine. There is a part of me, now that I have children, that thinks, “Oh go on, it can be really amazing!” [Isabelle, Lines 171-173].

So -- but no, I’m very happy for them. I don’t feel that they are losing out on an experience. I don’t feel that they are lost, or anything [Isabelle, Lines 179-180].

Tajfel (1978) might argue that the above quote is just one example of in-group favouritism, in that Isabelle feels her position as a mother and the experiences she will share with her children, along with other women that have had children, are superior to that of the voluntarily childless. This aligns with the perception that the only available options for voluntarily childless women involve going out clubbing [Evelyn, 34-35] and going out with your mates [Evelyn, Line 27]:

Yeah, just getting a bit fed up of going out and there’s only so long you can enjoy going out clubbing before you become the oldest person in the club [Evelyn, Lines 34-35].

You go out and you do all your sort of, going out with your mates and everything and it just got a bit, like, I’d done it all? [Evelyn, Lines 27-28]

In summary, this theme highlights participants’ inclination to display external positive perspectives whilst attempting to conceal internal prejudiced beliefs. Although the millennial mothers were keen to demonstrate a forward-thinking, ‘woke’ attitude in the face of voluntary childlessness, their responses hinted at a deeper adherence to the socially constructed ideals of womanhood.

Discussion

[bookmark: _Int_CCNGhxPV]This research sought to investigate millennial perceptions of voluntarily childless women in the United Kingdom. As aforementioned, existing literature surrounding wider societal perceptions of voluntarily childless women is lacking, particularly with regard to qualitative research. Much research focusses on the experiences and perspectives of voluntarily childless women themselves and is conducted using quantitative research methods, utilising large sample sizes and a mixture of data gathering methods (Cuddy et al., 2004; Merz & Liefbroer, 2012; Calhoun & Selby, 1980; Ashburn-Nardo, 2017). Inevitably, this may lead to oversights in relation to the emotional and sensitive nature of this topic. A sustained focus on perceptions of voluntarily childless women also fails to account for the attitudes and opinions of others in response to their decision-making. To address the inattention paid to these areas in the current literature, this research bridges the gap between qualitative research and wider societal perceptions of the voluntarily childless in the UK.  From the research, three prominent themes emerged, offering valuable insights into how millennials perceive voluntarily childless women. Firstly, the participating mothers emphasised the tremendous societal pressure women face in relation to motherhood, often compelling them to conform to traditional gender norms. Secondly, despite variations in personality and personal motivations, there appears to be a pervasive assumption that all women inherently desire children and the role of ‘mother’. Lastly, the data analysis uncovered an intriguing contrast. While millennial mothers outwardly expressed positive perspectives, there were discernible internal negative perceptions towards voluntarily childless women. These three themes collectively shed light on the complex dynamics surrounding this subject. 

The results of this research highlight that the penchant for acceptance and approval within society can heavily influence attitudes and behaviours towards others. Further, it can lead individuals to conform passively and unthinkingly to social pressures. As theorised by Haslam and Reicher (2012), individuals are less willing, perhaps even less able, to object to prejudiced views and opinions due to an unconscious need to conform. The participants reported feeling shocked and perplexed that a voluntarily childless woman would choose to flout the conventional expectations socially ascribed to her gender. The disquiet and vexation participants may feel in response to the voluntarily childless aligns with Gillespie’s (2000) assertion that such women are viewed as ‘deviant’ and treated with incredulity. Further, Hogg and Vaughan (2018) contend that such perceptions occur because participants are convinced that their views are correct, valid and pre-approved by their peer groups. All judgements and perceptions evident in the reactions of participant peer groups take place within their appropriate ‘frame of reference’ (Sherif, 2017); therefore, they are safe in the knowledge that others share their beliefs in relation to motherhood. The disbelief and scepticism demonstrated here helps to provide some context regarding social conformity and our willingness to adopt the attitudes and behaviours of others. It could be argued that women feel pressured to adhere to socially constructed prerequisites of womanhood, such as embracing the role of ‘mother’, due to a deep-seated desire for acceptance and approval. 
The millennial mothers reported examples of questioning from their peers around the desire to parent, most notably surrounding declarations of voluntary childlessness or unions of marriage. The women interviewed also commented on a reluctance to delve deeper once it became apparent that a woman was most likely going to remain childless. They believe that as a generation, they have moved beyond the traditional, long-established gender norms to which their parent’s generation were tightly bound. However, the findings reported in this research suggest the illusion of progression. Millennial mothers may be less likely to overtly challenge a voluntarily childless woman’s decision-making than the older generation, but their reluctance to broach the subject betrays their true feelings on the topic. Evidently, they are no less susceptible to the social influence processes and gender stereotypes that pervade our society (Willig, 2013). Voluntarily childless women are no longer publicly interrogated, but rather, encouraged to remain silent. Their failure to produce children creates a sense of uncertainty, discomfort and unease and therefore, the subject matter is discarded.

	Despite the unconscious biases evident in participant experiences, their responses did indicate some awareness of the detrimental effect external pressures may have on the voluntarily childless. They were keen to demonstrate their appreciation of existing gender-role beliefs and highlight the importance of attempting to push back against socially constructed feminine ideals. In addition, participants commented on the need to negate assumptions surrounding women and their relationship with motherhood. This might be considered suggestive of a millennial departure from the more ‘traditional’ approaches of previous generations, as theorised by Pederson (2013). Similarly, participants referred to the tremendous influence of the mass media and the disproportionate level of focus and attention paid to childless female celebrities. Crucially, the millennial mothers appeared to side-step their designated ‘frames of reference’ (Sherif, 2017) here and acknowledge the importance of challenging cultural definitions of gender appropriateness. The unmistakable frustration voiced by participants in response to the media’s treatment of childless women indicates advances in perspective-taking and the ability to empathise with those that deviate from the norm (Packer, 2008). This supports the notion that despite external pressure from wider society, we can make the choice to confront and elude social conformity if circumstance, life experience and social context allow (Packer, 2008). As evidenced in their responses to the media elicitation question, the women were clearly infuriated by the gendered expectations and external pressures placed on Jennifer Anniston and felt strongly that she should not have to answer for her childlessness.  These findings echo the sentiments of Smith and Turner, (2015) and Bannon et al., (2011), in that millennial mothers are more likely to champion a contemporary society, one that seeks to empower women and challenge persistent social politics. 
	A sustained focus on mass media and the damage it can inflict on voluntarily childless women was reinforced by participant anxieties surrounding social media platforms. There was a particular emphasis on comparison and the perception that a voluntarily childless woman may feel a sense of inadequacy in relation to her childbearing peers. These findings might be considered reflective of Russo’s ‘motherhood mandate’ (1976), in that social media serves to expose a voluntarily childless woman’s deepest insecurities surrounding her worth and legitimacy within society. If motherhood is considered central to the definition of the female gender (Russo, 1976; De Beauvoir, 2013), it would be reasonable to assume that social media can arouse significant internal struggles concerning the decision to remain childless. Alongside a preoccupation with the dangers of comparison, participant statements concerning social media also highlighted the virtual extension of socially constructed ‘in’ and ‘out’ groups (Tajfel, 1978). Comments describing the effects of social media and our tendency to make comparisons between our own lives and the lives of others mirror Tajfel (1978) and Islam’s (2014) hypotheses regarding group identity. The millennial mothers refer to the sense of unease voluntarily childless women may feel in response to online posts amongst the parenting community. Choosing to remain childless effectively places them beyond the parameters of the conventional ‘Instamum’ social group (Tajfel, 1978; Moujaes & Verrier, 2021). The exclusivity of this online community might be considered even more damaging when we reflect upon Islam’s (2014) suggestion that mothers unconsciously disparage the behaviours, attitudes and cognitions of the voluntarily childless. In other words, the exponential growth of ‘Instamum’ online communities only serve to perpetuate gender schematic reasoning and the social construction of women as ‘mother’ (Moujaes & Verrier, 2021; Bem, 1981; O’Driscoll, 2019; Ireland, 1993).

It might be argued that the persistent categorisation of voluntarily childless women as the opposing ‘out’ group, on social media platforms or otherwise, is heightened by traditionally constructed gender schemas (Bem, 1981). One participant described the expectations of the female gender in relation to motherhood and appeared to impose a gender-based classification on her reality, condemning the idea that women might desire anything other than pregnancy and parenting. However, Starr and Zurbriggen (2016) argue that the millennial mothers interviewed here can hardly be blamed for this perception. Our childhoods and adolescence are effectively usurped by the pervasiveness of gender stereotyping, establishing an immovable sense of what it means to be ‘feminine’ before we have the intellectual capacity or, in fact, the awareness to contest it (Starr & Zurbriggen, 2016; Bem, 1981). As such, we develop a deep-seated and inherent aversion to any behaviours, attitudes and beliefs that do not match our pre-determined cultural definition of the female sex. This notion was reinforced by participant responses surrounding their perceptions of the voluntarily childless and any character traits they believe them to possess. In accordance with Bem’s (1981) gender schema theory, almost all of the descriptions that participants provided were stereotypically ‘masculine’ in nature. If falling pregnant and nurturing a young family is presumed to signify the very essence of femininity and womanhood (Fenton-Glynn, 2020), a question mark clearly remains in relation to the voluntarily childless woman. She is not behaving in accordance with her gender ‘schema’ (Bem, 1981) and is therefore deprived of her feminine traits by the millennial mothers. Unconsciously, participants find it difficult to process that a healthy, fertile woman of child-bearing age would choose to abdicate her role as ‘mother’. The instinctive discomfort they feel is a direct result of learned discriminatory attitudes and behaviours, ensuring longevity of socially constructed masculine and feminine ideals (Bem, 1981).

Throughout participant interviews, the tendency to express positive external attitudes while harbouring internal prejudices was evident. For instance, millennial mothers often assumed that those choosing childlessness at a young age would likely change their minds. Despite advocating for challenging traditional gender stereotypes, participants struggled with the idea that a woman might willingly forgo what Gandolfo (2005) describes as a profound and intimate human relationship. This resistance to accepting voluntary childlessness as a permanent decision illustrates their unconscious adherence to gender schemas, as reflected in the equation ‘woman = mother = womb’ (De Beauvoir, 2013), suggesting that participants perceive the renouncement of motherhood as a rejection of their gender identity (Star and Zurbriggen, 2016). This concept aligns with Tajfel’s (1978) social identity theory, where in-group (mothers) favouritism leads to the derogation of the out-group (voluntarily childless women). This in-group superiority is particularly notable when discussing the lifestyles of the voluntarily childless women, assuming they spend most of their time indulging in leisure activities. Isabelle’s contradictory thoughts on starting a family reinforce the argument that these discriminatory perceptions persist due to deeply ingrained cognitive structures (Tajfel, 1978). Consequently, voluntarily childless women strive to maintain a ‘good self’ in the eyes of others, especially mothers, to avoid social disapproval and exclusion (Goffman, 1963; Morison et al., 2016). 

Limitations and Directions for Future Research

Despite the considerable insights this research provides, it has inevitable limitations. Participants were limited to White-British women, based in the United Kingdom, who were sourced on social media platforms. Qualitative studies that recruit participants elsewhere from a selection of culturally diverse socio-economic backgrounds may provide alternative insights into the research question. Furthermore, studies concerning the male millennial perspective may also be of interest here. In terms of the analytic strategy, a discursive psychological approach offers a refreshing alternative to thematic analysis. According to Willig (2013), discourse analysis provides multifaceted explanations for the motivations behind human behaviour, many of which would be relevant to research of this kind. A different epistemological perspective, such as critical realism, could generate intriguing results in that there is no requirement to study language or discourse to identify the structures that underlie social reality (Parker, 1998). Further research could prioritise the search for ways we can revise and transform those structures. 
Though slight, participants did demonstrate a willingness to subvert social pressures and gender stereotypes. Packer (2008) alleges that dissentient behaviour is wildly underestimated and understudied in psychological literature. Future authors may wish to focus upon what galvanises and inspires individuals to challenge the prevalent social norms and gender roles that inhibit them. 
Finally, it is worth noting that the subject matter of this research is exploratory by nature and therefore, the results and any conclusions drawn from the findings detailed above should be situated in the larger context.


Conclusion

The most crucial aspect of these findings is that, despite the rapidly evolving changes in relation to social norms and gender roles that we can observe in modern day life, millennial responses to questions surrounding voluntarily childless women are not necessarily an accurate representation of their internal perceptions. Women remain captive to the culture of prevalent gendered expectations that conflate womanhood with motherhood, irrespective of popular opinion that modern society has ushered in a new era of forward-thinking millennials that view gender-based classification as antiquated or obsolete. In fact, millennial perceptions proved conducive to the persistent metaphor that women not only desire the concept motherhood, but require it, to achieve social satisfaction and ultimate fulfilment in their lives. This research also serves to challenge the assumption that millennial mothers represent a generation of women that are less likely to maintain harmful prejudices than their forebears. 
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