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    PRAISE FOR JUST ONE


    “As times change, so do fashions in parenting and family size. Susan Newman, PhD, who has been studying ‘onlies’ for the past four decades, draws from research and interviews to illuminate why today’s parents are opting for ‘just one.’ Amplifying the voices of child-development experts as well as parents in the trenches, Newman gives us a clear-eyed understanding of evolving social norms, financial considerations, and emotional factors that impact family size. Whether you’re considering having an only child or are already raising one, Just One provides balanced, empathic advice on how to navigate this path with intention, wisdom, and compassion.” —Melinda Blau, coauthor of the New York Times bestseller Secrets of the Baby Whisperer and author of The Wisdom Whisperers


    “A thoughtful, unapologetic exploration and celebration of the one-child family. With her decades of expertise and hundreds of interviews with only children and parents of only children over the years, Susan Newman is uniquely attuned to the concerns and the delights of this increasingly popular family type.” —Bella DePaulo, PhD, author of Single at Heart: The Power, Freedom, and Heart-Filling Joy of Single Life


    “What a relief for any parents shamed, blamed, or worried about having one child. This should never have been a cause for comment or fear, but it was. Thank goodness this book puts the myths to rest, with facts and friendliness. (And why do people always want to tell other parents what they ‘should’ be doing, anyhow?)” —Lenore Skenazy, president of Let Grow, author of Free-Range Kids


    “One and done, or unsure? Susan Newman redefines what it means to be a family with one child today. She takes any stress or worry out of the equation by delivering thoughtful answers to those struggling ‘on the fence’ and indispensable suggestions to those wanting to raise a compassionate, content, and independent only child.” —Guy Winch, PhD, psychologist, author of Emotional First Aid


    “Just One is a supportive, science-backed, insightful guide that underscores the unique strengths of only children while addressing common concerns. With her characteristic warmth, Susan Newman dismantles the stereotypes and offers reams of actionable and empowering advice. A must-read for anyone seeking to embrace the possibilities and joy of raising an only child!” —Phyllis L. Fagell, licensed therapist, school counselor, and author of Middle School Matters: The 10 Key Skills Kids Need to Thrive in Middle School and Beyond and Middle School Superpowers


    “Just One is a beacon of clarity in helping you decide on one child or more. It addresses the emotional tug-of-war and real-world challenges parents and prospective parents face, making a compelling case for the benefits of having an only child. It offers pitch-perfect advice for each stage of the one-child parenting journey—it’s like having your own private parenting coach who shares strategies, solutions, and mindsets for confident single-child parenting.” —Alice Boyes, PhD, author of The Anxiety Toolkit


    “Susan Newman has done it again! Just One celebrates the unique happiness and wonder parents experience raising an only child. With positive inspiration, it dispels the myths of family size and the unfounded criticism parents of only children have faced. Susan offers a gentle, guiding hand with tips and spot-on support. Considering the growing popularity of only-child families, Just One is a much-needed breath of fresh air!” —Sean Grover, LCSW, author of When Kids Call the Shots


    “Is one child enough for me? No sibling—am I cheating my child? Just One expertly answers the pressing questions that arise when considering family size. Drawing from cutting-edge research and intimate stories of only children and their parents, Newman offers reassuring guidance for those navigating this deeply personal decision.” —Amy McCready, parenting coach and author of The “Me, Me, Me” Epidemic: A Step-by-Step Guide to Raising Capable, Grateful Kids in an Over-Entitled World


    “Just One is packed with fresh perspective and keen observations, and its insights and practical advice reassure parents and those still deciding. It’s a timely, must-have book for working through and living the joys and challenges of the one-child decision, showing that family isn’t about size—it’s about love.” —Hannah Howard, author of Feast: True Love in and out of the Kitchen and Plenty: A Memoir of Food and Family


    “At long last we have a new definition of family—the one-child family is no longer an oddity but a preferred choice with surprising benefits for both parent and child. Dr. Newman lets us know why one child may well be your answer for the world we live in now.” —Michele Borba, EdD, educational psychologist and author of Thrivers and UnSelfie
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    INTRODUCTION


    Just One is about making the biggest decision of your life, then living it. There’s no study that shows one family size is better than another. But the decades of research I’ve conducted, myriad studies I’ve reviewed, and my personal experiences as a parent reflect how far we’ve come in desiring and accepting the one-child family.


    I like to think that I’m objective about family size. Before having an only child in my second marriage, my ex-husband and I raised his four children. I’ve lived and loved family life both ways—neither configuration was more fun or rewarding than the other. When I had my now adult son, only children and their parents were openly stigmatized. Over time, though, much has changed to correct erroneous thinking and persistent misconceptions.


    I’ve reported on scientific findings about only children and their parents—namely, the attitudes and feelings surrounding this family dynamic—for more than 17 years as a regular contributor to Psychology Today. During that time, the perception of what makes a family has changed dramatically, and the myths about only children have dissipated. Parents of “just one” have become savvier and unapologetic (as they should be) about their choice. The family size that was once viewed unfavorably has become desirable. It’s a striking, welcome change, especially if you’re thinking about having one child, raising one child, or wonder if your child needs a sibling.


    Developed countries throughout the world are in the middle of a long, ongoing baby bust. That wasn’t the case decades ago when I had my son. Barely a month postpartum, the interrogation and accusations started: “When are you having another?” Then when people found out I wasn’t having another child: “You can’t do that to your child!” “You are being selfish.” Myths about only children were rampant at the time. The über-personal questions I faced led me to wonder what could possibly be wrong with having one child. I made it my mission to find out what all the negativity was about, and over the years have done a series of research studies to explore this issue.


    What I learned during my latest study will help you rein in anxieties related to making a choice about family size. Just One delves into the nagging questions that can leave you stuck. You’ll better understand the factors that may be influencing your decision and get informed, evidence-based guidance on how to parent an only child.


    The pervasive questions that may persist under the surface—whether or not you actually had a choice in family size—will be explored:


    	•Is one child enough for me?


    	•Am I being selfish by limiting my family to “just one”?


    	•Does my child need a sibling? Am I cheating my child?


    	•Will my child be labeled spoiled, lonely, or worse?


    	•How do I raise an empathetic, responsible, content only child?


    	•Is the burden of caring for aging or ill parents too much for one child?



    To find answers, I’ve interviewed many people who wrestled with these types of questions. The study I conducted for this book includes more than 130 people from diverse cultures and countries and economic means, some with one child who aren’t sure how many children they want, and others adamant that they only want one. Those I interviewed open up about their very personal struggles, discuss solutions that worked for them, and give their tips for raising one child. They share what works, vulnerably acknowledge their missteps, offer tools for success, and talk about the mindset needed to raise a single child with confidence.


    Participants who agreed to be interviewed were single, partnered, married, heterosexual, bisexual, and gay. I spoke with parents of singletons, and only children as young as 18 and as old as 80. I interviewed people living in regions all across the United States and around the world, from Europe to Australia and Singapore. I met with study subjects in person, spoke to them on the phone, and chatted on Zoom.


    A shocking number of only children went on to have only children themselves. You’ll read about only-child “dynasties” with generations of singletons in the same family. A few only children I spoke with had more than one child not necessarily because they had unhappy childhoods. A limited number of older only children who grew up in the era when inaccurate stereotypes about only children prevailed reported having a negative experience.


    The responses to my questions are markedly different from what parents of only children and only children themselves told me just a dozen years ago, the last time I did large-scale only-child research. The negative only-child stereotypes have all but disappeared, and women are choosing to start their families at a later age and increasingly becoming single mothers. These choices have a clear effect on childbearing.


    The pandemic also has many rethinking family size. Lockdowns with no childcare and e-learning demands on parents have underscored how much more difficult parenting multiple children can be. Although the threat of COVID has faded for many, the worries and attitudes the pandemic generated will probably linger and affect family size.


    “The only child is becoming the norm,” writes Camilla Cavendish, a contributing editor and columnist at the Financial Times, which, like many other media outlets, closely follows changing family dynamics. “As populations shrink, we will have to redefine our notion of the family.”1


    The shift toward families with one child is an integral part of the change in family structure, and a statistical fact, yet somehow it has largely remained a secret. The one-child family is outpacing the two-child family. The US Census underscores what’s really happening: A growing number of families are having one child instead of two or more. According to 2020 figures, nearly 15 million parents lived in households with one child under 18, compared with about 13 million who had two children in the household.2 As of 2022, the average family size was 3.1 people.3

 
    You don’t have to take my word for it. Before the pandemic, the Pew Research Center’s senior researcher on fertility and family demographics, Gretchen Livingston, noted, “The one-child family is definitely on the rise.”4


    It is the fastest-growing family unit, driven by women like 36-year-old Stella, the mother of a 5-year-old. “Just because I can have another child,” she says, “doesn’t necessarily mean I should.”


    If you’re raising a singleton now, as Stella is, you may worry about your child’s socialization and independence and how your child will feel as an adult. If so, tuck this thought away: Having siblings has less bearing on their development than you may think. Today, decisions about family size center around being the best parent instead of the number of children you have. It’s about being content, finding joy in your life, and instilling that delight in your child.


    Once you are privy to the new science, you’ll be able to appreciate the bonuses of having one child for yourself and for your only child—insights that have not been broadcast loudly enough. The pluses are vast and can include, among others, an academic edge for the child and close, long-lasting bonds with parents.


    In Just One, we’ll cover these benefits. We’ll also highlight the concerns that lead parents to decide to have one child or to think twice about having kids at all. One of these may be giving you pause: your job or career aspirations, your age, infertility, the cost of raising children, and less-than-ideal family leave policies and childcare options, especially in the United States. In these pages, you will find men and women who grappled with these issues and make sense of why the number of one-child families keeps growing and the stereotypes keep fading, and why so many are embracing and celebrating this popular one-child family dynamic.

 
  

  
    
    PART I


    THE RISE OF THE ONLY CHILD


  

  
    CHAPTER ONE


    Fueling the Trend


    “We’re likely living through the most rapid change in family structure in human history.”


    —DAVID BROOKS, THE ATLANTIC1



    You may have a vision for what your family will look like. The archetype of two or more children has long been baked into our culture. For what feels like forever, people have tended to describe this as the most desirable family size. That image of raising multiple children is giving way to a new reality: Parents raising “just one” are thrilled with the smaller, nuclear family.


    I asked the parents of only children who took part in this Only Child Research Project how many children they initially thought that they wanted and what their expectations of family were. A good number imagined having a family with two children or envisioned a houseful of kids, while others felt differently.


    “Before I had a child, I wanted zero or one. I knew I didn’t want two, but every once in a while, I thought I might like five,” Rachael says in answer to my question. “I know that sounds crazy. I completely changed from not knowing I wanted kids to I couldn’t imagine life without my son, but having another child was scary from a monetary point of view. I was anxious about money.”


    The proportion of mothers who had one child at the end of their childbearing years has more than doubled since 1976, and the US birth-rate is the lowest it has been since 1979.2 What was most unexpected from the research findings, though, was the number of participants who boasted of generations of only children in the same family.


    The reasons many parents have “only one” child are as varied as families themselves. Sometimes, fertility or financial constraints essentially make the choice for parents. Many others are intentionally having one child.


    THE BABY BUST IS REAL


    Already on the decline, birth rates are projected to continue to fall in almost every developed country.3 We are below replacement level, defined as two children per women, in those countries, including the United States.4


    Only-child families represent the most common family size in a range of nations—from South Korea, China, and Japan to England, India, and Italy.5 Some of these countries are already being labeled “one-child nations.” In Britain, more than 45 percent of married couples have one dependent child.6 In Canada, 45 percent of families also have one child. In US cities like Seattle, 47 percent of families have an only child.7


    The trend toward smaller families with a growing share opting to have one child isn’t necessarily limited to big cities or certain regions of the country either. Nancy, 53, who has an elementary-school-age daughter, initially said that she didn’t know any only children other than hers in the small southern US city where they live. A few days later, she corrected herself in an email: “After thinking about it, I’ve busted my own stereotype of there not being many families with only children in the South. Among my peers growing up, I can only think of one, but among my daughter’s peers I can think of at least eight families with one child.”


    It’s understandable that a majority of families in China have one child. The government has tightly controlled family size, prohibiting couples from having more than one child from the late 1970s until it allowed couples to have up to two children beginning in 2016 (after officials announced the change in late 2015). In 2021, China changed its policy again in response to concerns about its aging population, encouraging couples to have three children.8


    Each time China eased its decades-old one-child policy and offered perks to those having more than one baby, most couples of childbearing age were having none of it. Like American parents, Chinese parents worry about the cost of raising and educating more children. The one-child family is so ingrained in Chinese culture that the majority of parents living in the Communist state opt not to have multiple children despite tempting incentives being offered by the government.


    Other governments, alarmed about their aging populations and economic futures, established elaborate programs to entice couples to have more children. To counter falling birth rates and stabilize the population and the economy, France, Japan, Denmark, and others offered substantial financial incentives, bonuses, or tax breaks to couples having more children. Hungary went all out with a policy that eliminates personal income tax for women who have a child before age 30 and for those who have four or more children. Australia too


    

    

    

    

    

   CONSIDERING COVID-19 AND CLIMATE CHANGE


    

    

    

    	•“When my husband offhandedly mentioned having a second baby, I went back on birth control,” one woman posted.


    	•“This pandemic and money convinced me to stop at one,” the parent of a 2-year-old chimed in.


    	•“Too many unknowns. I have friends who tell me life will be fine and I’ll be missing out if I don’t have another child. I’m not convinced. I think we should make the child we have a priority,” the mother of a 3-year-old added.



    

    

    

    

    

   

    

    

    

  CHOICES AND DILEMMAS


    
  

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    	•I’m getting older.


    	•A pregnancy that would have been our second child failed.


    	•I’m buried in housework and very bitter about it.


    	•I need to start focusing on my career ASAP—or it’s very likely I’ll lose momentum.


    	•I already feel I’m working at capacity, and I don’t deal well with stress.


    	•We live in a small house and would need a bigger one. I don’t want to move since the location is great.


    	•We will be more financially comfortable with one child. My husband makes an OK amount of money, but it’s not too much.


    	•We have a very limited support system. Our families live far away, so they are unable to help us.




    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    MORE THAN MONEY
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    Dr. Newman has been featured on The Today Show, Good Morning America, and CBS Sunday Morning as well as CNN, NPR, and many other leading news broadcasts and in a wide range of print outlets—from the New York Times to the Times of India—discussing parenting concerns and social trends. She taught at Rutgers University and is the mother of four stepchildren and one son. She lives in the New York City metro area. For more, visit her website at www.susannewmanphd.com.
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