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The New Traditional Family

Is it a factor of economic restraints, more complex lives, increased infertility, pure good sense, or something else that is changing the makeup of the family unit?

When you were growing up, you probably knew or knew of a family with four or five, even eight, children. In those days, raising a station wagon–size family neither attracted attention nor caused alarm. But mention a family with five or six children today and someone is certain to groan, “How do they do it?” “Why do they do it?” “There must be a better way.” There seems to be.

Never before have there been so many choices in family type or size. Our ever-evolving definition of family is broadening and diversifying to encompass blended families, biracial families, homosexual-parent families, and single-parent families. Even though family policy and laws are slow in catching up to current lifestyles, different choices are widely accepted, especially those revolving around single, or gay and lesbian parenting and adoption. Families are getting smaller and the only-child option is becoming increasingly popular.

The preference for smaller families is evident. In 1972, 56 percent of those asked in a large national opinion study thought that three or more children were ideal; in a similar study done in 1998 that percentage had dropped to 39.1 Although both men and women may still state a preference for two or three children, the number of women who have one child mounts steadily.

According to the U.S. Census Bureau, in 1972 there were between 8 and 9 million only children. By 1985 the number had grown to 13 million, and by the beginning of the new millennium it approached the 16 million mark, confirming psychologist Sandra Scarr’s claim in the mid-eighties that “many serious parents . . . are planning to invest their best efforts in one or at the most two children.”2

Those who study demographics agree that the one-child household is the fastest-growing family unit. It surprises many people to learn that one-child families outnumber families with two children and have for more than a decade. “Fertility rates in many places are dropping rapidly, especially in the richest countries, where, to put it simply, any two people are not producing two more people.”3 There are a number of explanations for this trend. People marry later, leaving them fewer childbearing years and a greater chance of facing infertility or secondary infertility; more and more people opt to have and raise a child as single parents and one is realistically all they can handle; one out of almost every two marriages ends in divorce, often before a second child is considered or born, and predictions are that divorce rates will not change much in the foreseeable future.

But probably one of the greatest influences on the changing family is the influx of women into the workforce. Over 77 percent of women with children work, many with young children. By 1998, 67 percent of parents both held jobs outside the home.4 Beyond the stresses of working, many feel a second child is more of a financial strain than they can, or want to, undertake.

Long gone is what we once called the typical or “average” family that was made up of two children, a father who worked, and a mother who stayed home to raise her children. Today, that family as we knew it, of Ozzie and Harriet fame, makes up barely 3 percent of American families.5 Whether women work outside the home or devote themselves to their families full-time, the family is smaller. Over one-fifth—and climbing—of all families with children has one child. Between 1980 and 1990, there was an increase of 76 percent in the number of women ages forty to forty-four with one child, who, because of their ages, were unlikely to bear a second. If changes in childbearing patterns and family styles continue, which they are more than likely to do, it’s safe to predict that more and more families will have one child.

The Way It Was

Forty, thirty, or even twenty years ago an only child was not the desired lot. Although there were exceptions, in most cases if a couple had an only child, something had intervened to prevent them from adding to their family.

What we view as normal in the childbearing arena has a lot to do with what was considered normal as we were growing up. Decisions about how many children to have are equally affected by what is accepted at the time we are deciding. “I had two children because at the time [thirty years ago] it was the American thing to do,” explains Betty Plumlee.

Susan Leites talks about the childbearing milieu thirty years ago. “Many women admitted they were afraid to take care of themselves. They married and had the obligatory two or three children whether or not they wanted them. It was the ‘right’ thing to do. Having one was easy for me because I was a painter committed to my career. I had rebelled anyway; I didn’t feel constrained to follow the norm. I don’t think the number of children a woman had then corresponded to how she felt about having children. Women followed the conventions of the time.”

Says Jamie Laughridge, a former editor of Woman’s Day Specials: Bridal Magazine, “It was so much easier for our grandparents and parents. They didn’t know what we know or have the career opportunities we have. Women’s lives were mapped out: You fell in love, got married, had children. No concern over options or how many children to have. No fears of being trapped in the house or of losing your job if you took too many or too lengthy maternity leaves because mothers weren’t supposed to have jobs. It seems women may have been better off. We simply know too much.”

In the past there were many reasons why people felt the need to have more than one child. For one thing, children were more isolated. Parents feared the spread of disease. A child with strep throat or chicken pox stayed home for two or three weeks. Swimming in public pools was avoided during the polio scare.

Today children are immunized against most childhood diseases and given antibiotics for the less serious illnesses. Usually they return to school and their normal routines within days. “The absence of ‘health isolation’ was one of the factors that made me feel having only one was okay,” admits Susan Leites.

Higher mortality rates were also a factor early in the previous century. Today’s parents are not faced with the threat of smallpox, influenza, and many other diseases that took young lives. Unless you need extra bodies to harvest the crops and milk the cows as families did in colonial America, more than one offers no economic gain.

“Around the world there is a pattern of one man and one woman raising one baby for about four years, that is through infancy,” theorizes Helen Fisher, Ph.D., author of The Sex Contract: The Evolution of Human Behavior. “Similarly, around the world there is a pattern of couples divorcing after about four years of marriage. About 25 percent of worldwide divorces occur with one dependent child. So we are going back to that trend which is quite suitable.

“In hunting and gathering societies a woman bore four to five children, but only one to two lived. Women tended to bear their children four years apart,” explains Dr. Fisher. “For four years each child was an only child, nursed and nurtured by his mother within a large social group. After about four years the child became more independent of the mother, actively joining the huge social network on which he depended. This natural four-year cycle of childbearing parallels the universal divorce peak that comes in the fourth year of marriage.”

Based on her findings, Dr. Fisher believes that “being an only child is a common incident in human family life that has probably been going on forever.”

The Trend Toward One

During the baby boom years, when the parenting tune was, “A boy for me, a girl for you,” the percentage of families with one child ranged between 10 and 13 percent. Today that percentage pushes toward 30. The same phenomenon can be seen in European countries, which were the first to see slower birth rates. Italy has the lowest birth rate per woman at 1.2; Spain and Germany follow at 1.3 children per woman; and Ireland’s is 1.8, dropping from 3.5 children in 1975.6 America appears to be following Europe in the reduced bearing of children as well as in the diversity of family structure. In China, one child per family was the national goal and a public mandate was enforced in an effort to control population. From 1979 until recently, China’s strict one-child policy included steep fines for bearing a second child, forced abortions, and sterilization.

This book is neither a plea for zero population growth, nor an extended argument centered on preserving our natural resources and Social Security reserves by limiting families to one child. Rather it looks at societal and personal attitudes toward bearing children and the realities that surround those feelings and decisions. Having babies is too private and too irrevocable to be determined by dated ideals and social pressure or by legal standards and threats, as the Chinese government finally recognized. Japan, a country with one of the lowest birthrates in the world, is attempting to use government and business influences to increase the number of births. Japan’s strategy is the reverse of China’s—companies are offering bonus dollars and the government is providing monthly subsidies to parents who have second, third, and more children.7

In theory, Americans can still have or adopt all the babies they would like, but parents, especially mothers, are pulled in many directions, presented with other options beyond having large families, and concerned about how to meet the demands and needs of the child they have.

Roughly twenty-seven years ago Maggie Tripp delineated what would eventually become one of the underlying motivations for keeping families small. How right she was! In the book Woman in the Year 2000, she wrote, “. . . there are literally thousands of people testing a new kind of marriage. It is a marriage changed primarily by a new breed of woman—and by men who accept, desire, prefer her. She is the un-dependent woman. She knows what she wants and what she wants includes her own development as a self-contained entity. By the year 2000, all women of intelligence will emulate her.”8

Now into the millennium, women no longer muse and mumble over what might have been. They take action. On average, over 50 percent of women are likely to start or continue some form of higher education,9 enter law or medical school, or pursue graduate work in fields once controlled by men.

Women head major corporations, hold key government and executive positions, run their own successful businesses, and match their male counterparts in training, performance, and technical skills in myriad fields. A comparison between women in 1983 and today is striking. In 1983, 7 percent of dentists were women versus today’s 17 percent; among female lawyers the jump during the same years was from 15 percent to 29 percent. Today there are more policewomen and female security guards than in the 80s—13 percent were women in 1983; today the figure is 29 percent.10 Similar inroads can be seen in the accounting, computer programming, and medical professions, among many others.

The influx of women into the workforce has greatly altered childbearing patterns. Whether or not women hold jobs outside the home, they have a new purpose beyond making babies, as Maggie Tripp predicted. To them, bearing two children no longer seems as compelling as it did to their mothers. Women do not bear children—especially second children—without seriously examining the effects on their family.

Lisa Turk’s analysis is germane to many women today. “I know some people think when you have one child that you are not very maternal or think you like your job better than you do your child, but I love everything about being a mother. Work is not more important to me, but it is part of my life, a big part of who I am. I know I would have to give up a lot professionally and economically if I had a second child.”

Since the mid-1960s young men have been less able to support families on their own.11 We’ve known for a long time that working mothers are also good mothers and that work does not put their children’s development or well-being in jeopardy. The difference now is that many mothers work as an economic necessity and/or to provide more for their children, especially better education. To working mothers, the juggling and the stress are worth it.

“One doesn’t simply ‘have kids’ anymore, as a part of the natural course of life’s events,” Cheryl Merser aptly states in her 1987 book about thirty-year-olds, “Grown-Ups”: A Generation in Search of Adulthood.12

The number of married couples with children under 18 declined sharply between 1960 and the year 2000, from 45 percent to 23.5 percent. In fact, fewer people are marrying and they are marrying later; marriage among 35–44-year-old women increased 78 percent in the last decade.13 In real numbers, the marriage statistic is the lowest it’s been since 1958—8.3 out of every 1,000 Americans marry. In major cities like New York, the marriage rate fell 30 percent during the late nineties; Houston saw a drop of 23 percent between 1995 and 1999.14

This doesn’t mean that women are giving up their maternal rights for careers and personal adventures. Quite the contrary. “Very few women get to their late thirties,” Dr. Daniel Levinson, psychologist and authority on the stages of life, told a New York Times reporter, “without strongly wanting to have children.” But as his eight-year study of women in the United States makes perfectly clear, women cannot depend on marriage lasting forever.15

Arden Holmes, married briefly during her twenties and a successful computer stock analyst, could have been part of Levinson’s study. “It suddenly struck me at the age of forty-seven that work was not everything. A desire to have a child seemed more important to me. I was so amazed by the change in my thinking, I asked a psychiatrist friend if she thought I had lost my mind. Her response was, ‘No, you’ve found it.’ ”

Linda Marsh fits the Levinson profile, too. “I wasn’t planning on having children, then around my thirtieth birthday, I felt the urge. We just did it,” thirty-five-year-old Ms. Marsh explains. “We felt another would be emotionally impossible for us, thank goodness.” The Marshes have divorced.

No matter how in love you are at the moment or how “forever” you feel your marriage will be, there’s a distinct possibility that one partner could wind up raising the children by him- or herself. Single parenthood is a reality in this country. Certainly food for thought during childbearing years and a compelling reason to have second thoughts about a second child. By all accounts, parenting one child alone is far more manageable than parenting multiples. The current divorce statistics are not surprising to Dr. Fisher, who adds, “I think the human animal was designed for a series of peer bonds.” Marriage predictions for the twenty-first century strongly support Fisher’s thinking—most divorced people will remarry, but there will be a longer period of time between marriages.16

Divorce is only one factor in the trend toward smaller families. Social norms are changing in response to the reality of women working. As beauty corporation executive Nancy Coleman, pregnant at thirty-eight, sees it, “One child is the only way today. Two’s the maximum, but that won’t be us. If you have three or four kids, people think your outlook is from the 1950s or you’re plain strange. Very few people have four children anymore. It’s not socially acceptable.” That said, Coleman went on to start a family. Like many who begin their families in their mid- and late thirties, she and her husband had to turn to fertility specialists. Ironically, this strong advocate of the only child bore triplets and is blissfully happy despite her original reservations.

Thirty-two-year-old Candice Crummley’s views are stronger than Coleman’s. “Everyone I know who works and has one child is going crazy. None of them would ever admit that she wanted another. If you’re in the workforce today, people view you as a little bit off center if you have children.” In fact, more and more are choosing to remain childless and those who have children are stopping at one.

Single women are deciding to have or adopt children in significant numbers because they hold sound jobs, making it economically feasible to support a child. In general, one is all they can handle financially, emotionally, and physically without feeling spread too thin. Financially independent women are also a significant proportion of only-child advocates.

Single parents are not the only families that feel that way. “I gave up my corporate job when my daughter was born. It’s been a real struggle to make it on one income; we’ve had to cut back, but it’s been worth it. I’ve started working part-time to supplement our income,” Miranda Davidson explains.

“A lot of people who come from larger families are being pressed by their ages and faced with the only-child situation themselves. They must deal with their thinking that only children are weird,” states Mary Kelly Selover, thirty-two, an only child who grew up surrounded by many cousins and enormous neighborhood families.

Miranda Davidson is the oldest of five. “I have a wonderful daughter who is all I could ever want or expect from a child. She’s creative, kind, and intelligent. I’m so happy with her, but I come from a big family. My siblings all have large families. We’re one of those families in which it’s natural to have a lot of children around. I figure if I am meant to have a second child, it will happen. I won’t be devastated if I don’t have another child. As every year goes by I’m having mixed feelings about becoming a parent again in my mid-forties. I don’t think we’ll continue trying much longer.”

Dawn Childs and her husband echo Davidson’s concern. “We fleetingly considered adopting a second; at forty-six, it’s kind of too late and neither of us has a traditional nine-to-five job or a predictable income. We’re always in a mad rush to earn a living.”

The final factor leading to today’s small families is that women are adopting and having their babies later. Birth rates among women between the ages of thirty and thirty-nine are the highest they have been in the past three decades. Likewise, the rate for women between the ages of forty and forty-four jumped by two thirds during the 1990s and is higher than any year since 1970.17 It’s safe to conclude that more babies will be born to “older” women.

Dawn Childs, who had her son at the age of forty-one, is one of them: “I’ve had an unplanned life. I was married once in my twenties and again in my thirties, but knew they were wrong relationships from the start and never felt I wanted children with either of these men. In spite of the occasional urge that would at times come up, my photography and travel were really important to me. At thirty-nine I decided I liked my life; I liked my friends and I loved being alone. Then I met my husband and we had our son almost immediately. Now I think back on when I wanted no children, and say, I almost missed it. By the skin of my teeth I had Trent. Life without him is unimaginable.”

Men, too, start families later and worry about missing out. Many in their mid-thirties and early forties feel time is running out. They want to be agile and fit for their offspring. Some, like Rick Marin, feel parenthood is a measure of success, a statement of manhood, and a “reprieve from the self-absorption of our ‘Seinfeldian’ lives, a more worthwhile time investment.” Approaching age thirty-eight, Marin notes, “I, too, have longed for the pitter-patter of little feet. If my biological clock were ticking any louder, they’d have to bring in Tom Cruise to defuse it.”18

Childbearing Realities

Although personal reasons and circumstances vary greatly, the trend to one is firmly fixed. Men and women alike are postponing having babies during the years previous generations were most reproductive.19 Sheldon Weinstein, Dallas obstetrician/gynecologist and president of the Society for Gynecological Surgeons, documents this from his practice: “The average obstetrical patient I see today is at least five to ten years older than the ones I was seeing twenty years ago.”

It’s no longer unusual for men to begin first or second families in their late forties, fifties, and even sixties. As baby boomers age and fertility technology improves, we see more middle-aged mothers and fathers. However, because most women and men focus on careers before childbearing, the number of children they have is limited by their age, whether they are bearing or adopting them.

Dr. Miguel Damien of East Coast Infertility and IVF in Little Silver, New Jersey, notes that the slope of problems is always going up. “I have patients in their mid-thirties—sometimes younger—with clear-cut problems that may be tubular or hormonal. Specific disorders can be related to the thyroid, ovulation, or sperm. But, of course, as you get into your forties, problems related to poor ovarian reserve will be more likely.”

Very often postponing pregnancy until the middle or late thirties or later leaves little time and sometimes no opportunity for expanding the family, as the Thompsons and Ferlingers learned, each in their own way. The Thompsons’ situation contains many of the elements that are causing couples to stop at one child.

Lila Thompson, who is forty-three, explains: “We waited until what I felt was the last possible moment. Our lifestyle was incredibly seductive. We both had fabulous jobs with incredible perks, a combined income that gave us money to travel and buy whatever we wanted. We had the freedom to come and go as we pleased. I don’t think I cooked more than once a month. A baby, we both knew, would change all that and we weren’t sure we wanted to give up our high living. I wanted to have children in the abstract sense. By the time we got around to having Kristen it was too late to give her a brother.”

Indecision for indefinite periods turns many firstborns into onlies. “We circled the issue for years,” recalls Suzanne Ferlinger. “As Alissa crossed each milestone, we said, ‘Not yet.’ If one of us said, ‘Now,’ the other said, ‘The timing’s off. Something big is happening at the office.’ We played out this charade until I was forty and then our excuse was that a pregnancy at forty was too chancy. I guess what it boils down to is that we didn’t want a second child. If we did, we certainly blew it.”

“Because you had a baby at age twenty-five doesn’t necessarily mean you can have one at age forty-five,” says Weinstein. As women get older, the risks must be considered. “The older mother is over thirty-five,” Weinstein explains, “and the incidence of having an abnormal baby increases each year. For example, the possibility of having a Down’s syndrome baby begins to accelerate at age thirty-five. We see 1 out of 350 at age thirty-five; 1 in 40 at age forty. Thirty-five is the age we commonly recommend amniocentesis, which tests for this abnormality, but there are also simple maternal blood tests to indicate increased risk and targeted ultrasounds that will reveal any congenital anomalies, all of which can—and should—be performed on a pregnant woman of any age.”

All the eggs a woman has are present at birth. As she ages, Dr. Damien points out, “the quality of the eggs and their ability to perform the cellular functions to produce a healthy baby lessen.”

“The aging uterus complicates the process further,” says Dr. Weinstein, “because it becomes increasingly less flexible, inhibiting a woman’s ability to carry the fetus.” Miscarriages increase sharply after age thirty-five because of abnormalities in the fetus and/or rejection of the fetus by the aging uterus.

This holds, of course, if the “older” woman can conceive in the first place. Limits on family size are compounded by the fact that older women have more trouble conceiving.

“It never entered my mind that I would have a problem getting pregnant,” says Jeannine McGraw. “I just assumed you wanted a baby, you had it, so I wasn’t in a hurry. I planned to have a baby at thirty-five and another as soon as the first was out of diapers. How wrong I was. I could not conceive and we endured every imaginable test and invasion of our privacy before I became pregnant four years after we saw the first of several fertility experts. The doctor who delivered Victoria informed us that we would probably face the same problems if we tried again. I could not go through the tests and indignities. Vicki is it. We feel fortunate to have her.”

In The New Yorker magazine, playwright Wendy Wasserstein described her trials as an “older woman” trying to get pregnant. Many women say they endured a similar plight: “For the next eight years I progressed from artificial inseminations to egg-stimulating Clomid pills and on to daily injections of Pergonal . . . As my failure rate accelerated, I moved into high-tech reproductive territory: I tried in-vitro fertilization, GIFT (gamete intra-fallopian-tube transfer).” Having investigated surrogacy and adoption, and at the point of almost giving up, Ms. Wasserstein at last became pregnant with sperm donated by a friend. She noted, “[F]ertility treatments, even more than high school dances, are a regular confirmation of negative femininity, with every disappointment underscored by megadoses of hormones.”20 At age forty-eight, Wasserstein delivered what will probably be her one and only.

“The delay in having children is probably the biggest cause of fertility problems,” states Weinstein. “The more periods a woman has had, the greater her chances of developing endometriosis.” Endometriosis occurs when a section of the uterine lining is outside the uterus, around the ovaries, fallopian tubes, or in the abdominal cavity, obstructing the fertilization process. “Additionally,” adds Weinstein, “the older you are, the more likely you will have had more sexual partners, thus increasing the chances of infection.”

“I had no problems getting pregnant the first time, but we’ve been trying for the past five years,” explains Miranda Davidson. “I’ve had cysts removed and a laparoscopy for endometriosis and still have not been able to conceive. I discovered during the basic tests for infertility that I had a thyroid imbalance. My thyroid was out of whack for several years, which helped contribute to the infertility. Having had the surgery, having gotten my thyroid in check, I’m assuming it’s my age at this point. I look in the mirror; I look like I should be able to have another child. I don’t look forty-five, but that’s how old my body is.”

Secondary infertility, having had one child but being unable to conceive a second, affects younger women as well. Lorraine Brewer had her first child at the age of twenty-five. “We tried everything, and I mean everything,” she notes. “I would have loved my child to have a sibling.”

Women who experience infertility wonder why their bodies fail them. The miscarriages, the testing, treatments, and technology that consume infertile couples range from being stressful to heartbreaking, from embarrassing to detrimental to a marriage. In short, says Davidson, “Trying to get pregnant is a horrible struggle.”

Fitness trainer Amanda Locke tells her story. “My husband didn’t feel ready to have children when we first got married. He wanted his career to be lucrative . . . wanted to wait until he had enough money to support a child. I started trying to have a baby when I turned forty; that’s when my husband and I thought we would begin. I’m one of those healthy people who assumes it will be easy to get pregnant. I eat properly, work out constantly. It took seven, almost eight years for me to get pregnant, just about the time we decided to adopt.” Amanda describes the rigorous testing she and her husband went through as “devastating when they couldn’t find anything wrong with either of us. Ultimately, I think it was the age factor, being well over forty and having used most of my eggs. With an egg donor, I eventually conceived.”

Surrogate mothers, sperm, and healthy eggs are hot commodities today. The combination of available fertility “essentials” and specialists in the field has allowed lesbians and heterosexual women who choose not to marry or live with a man, as well as couples who start late, to become parents. “Heterosexual women in the thirties and lesbian partnerships account for a large increase in the sperm demand.”21 Because of the legalities and often the high cost involved, most who take advantage of the technology tend to stop after one.

“When women start having babies after thirty, two is usually the maximum number of babies. Over thirty-five, it’s one.” In Dr. Weinstein’s opinion, older patients feel because of their age and their husband’s age, one is all they want to raise. “They’re glad if they can conceive and not miscarry. Many feel they got lucky with one: ‘I had a normal baby; I’m not going to try for a second.’ ”

About his patients who have fertility problems, Dr. Damien adds, “It takes a lot of work to become pregnant. The majority of people I see come in for one baby. They are delighted to have that one child and don’t want to go through all the work again.”

In today’s accelerated world, time slips away, circumstances interfere. “My husband was moved around in his job a lot, so we were separated for long stretches,” explains Patty Wellden. “I had gestational diabetes and was on insulin during my pregnancy and there was a serious complication at birth that required an emergency C-section. It was so many things, seemingly working against a second child. By the time our heads cleared our son was six years old.”

Having a second child can present serious, life-threatening health risks for certain women. Dr. Frank Boehm, professor of obstetrics and gynecology and director of obstetrics at Vanderbilt Medical Center in Nashville, says, “I have had chronically ill patients, who, having finally struggled through the hazards of having one child, without question will plan the second merely because their concept of family includes more than one child. They ignore the argument that there is nothing wrong with raising a single child.”

If parents have been advised against a second pregnancy, like many who battle infertility or had complicated pregnancies, there’s a sadness for both mother and partner, but as one mother says, “It’s no contest. I want to be sure my child has a mother. You live with the hand you’ve been dealt. I can’t have another baby, but the one I have is perfection, so I focus on the positives of what we accomplished and think about our good fortune.”

Some couples, Kathleen Wheeler and Doug Werner among them, decide they want to be parents in their late thirties or forties and don’t want the risks of a pregnancy. Says Kathleen, “At forty-six, I thought I was at peace with not having children. Over the years I had wrestled with the reality of finding myself in a life where circumstances never quite led in that direction.” Doug and Kathleen were concerned about, in their words, the “chances and chancy-ness” of Kathleen’s giving birth in her middle forties. When they both felt ready to be parents, they adopted one of the estimated 4 million baby girls in orphanages throughout China. The Wheeler-Werners were expecting a three-year-old because of their age, but to Kathleen’s delight, their baby girl, Joy, was given to them when she was only ten months old.

Adoption—A Choice

For the growing number of couples and single women who postpone starting their families until they are older, and for gay and lesbian couples, adoption has become a viable choice, quite frequently it’s the perfect, and for some, like the Wheeler-Werners, the preferred, solution. After thirteen years of marriage, Henrietta Eakins never got pregnant. She says. “I really had no burning interest in being pregnant. Our main desire was having a child. My husband and I chose adoption over infertility treatments and high-tech methods to get the child we wanted.”

In a sense, Jill Shu felt the same way. “I never thought I would get married or have children. I got married and we felt our family unit of two was very important. We had our work and felt we’d never be bored. We raise show dogs, so when we got home from the office there was plenty to do. When I was diagnosed with breast cancer—what I call the best kind to have in that it’s the most curable—we started to rethink what we wanted. Neither one of us felt we had to have our genes in the pool.”

Jana Wolff, author of Secret Thoughts of an Adoptive Mother, explains how she ended up watching Martie, an eighteen-year-old girl, deliver the multiracial baby who became Jana’s son: “I loved Martie for the gift that was coming, and I utterly resented her for doing what I couldn’t. Our female bodies had all the same parts . . . but hers worked and mine didn’t. Recompense for the needles, the pills and the bills, the cold examination rooms, the gloved fingers up my cervix, the waiting—month after endless month—for my chemically confused body to follow orders. Unfortunately, I took too long to meet and marry my husband—by that time, my eggs and his sperm were middle-aged.”22

Although national adoptions outnumber inter-country adoptions, international adoptions have been escalating steadily, more than doubling since 1990, according to the Evan B. Donaldson Adoption Institute. In 1999, for example, Russia and China, followed by South Korea, were the major sources for Americans seeking to become parents.23 The number of children available from any given country is politically sensitive and open to change.

Sandy Ripberger of Spence-Chapin, a private adoption agency in New York City, reports that within a given country the rules, like the availability of children, change in relation to the health status of children permitted to leave a country, ages of adoptive parents, and whether or not the country is open to single-parent adoptions. Like so many today who bear a child, adoptive parents are limiting the number to one for assorted and well-founded reasons.

Ken Woodmere was a grandfather of three when he and his second wife, Vanessa, decided to adopt from Eastern Europe. “Foreign countries seem much more open to giving children to older parents,” Vanessa explains. “We were told because of our ages we were unlikely to be chosen for a domestic adoption. The woman from the agency was quite frank about it. Because of open adoption laws in this country, the birth mother looks through a book of possible parents and she said, ‘You’re probably her parents’ age or older and it doesn’t matter whether or not you can offer her child the most fabulous lifestyle and advantages.’

“I saw adoption as a good alternative,” continues Vanessa Woodmere, who was forty-one when she adopted Zack. “My husband had his vasectomy reversed and when that didn’t work, we decided to stop. I didn’t feel good about going to elaborate and extraordinary extremes with fertility. At some point, I asked myself, what is my aim? Is it to have a family or to create a carbon copy of me? I realize people will disagree with me, but that’s how we felt. And we’re delighted. You do have to be a little more accepting, more open to a child with a developmental delay or nutritional problem when you adopt.”

In some countries the child must have a diagnosis in order to leave the country. As it turns out, more often than not, the diagnoses are or quickly become invalid, say both adoption agencies and adoptive parents. Theresa Galinsky confirms the experience: “My son was delayed only in the sense that he hadn’t been stimulated; he had been on his back in a crib for almost a year. The pediatrician at the orphanage in Russia said, ‘He’ll be fine; you just have to get him home and feed him and interact.’ The doctor was right. The delays were so minor; we had early intervention for six months, and by age two he tested with the best of them.”

Arden Holmes, a single mother, has a different, but remarkable story to tell. “My daughter was eighteen months old when she was given to me. There were no cries, no smiles; it was as if I had been given a robot. It was scary. She looked malnourished and I was worried about post-institutional adjustment, given her total emotional shutdown. I envisioned years of therapy and special help for this child.

“I was on my own, with no one to confer with about keeping this child. For several days I hugged, I kissed, I sang, I carried her incessantly. Three days later, this huggy, kissy, adorable child emerged who was thrilled to have a mommy. I saw a personality, a curious person.

“When we got home, I realized she was not underweight because of orphanage neglect or malnourishment, but because she’s a terribly picky eater. The Chinese government is fairly accurate when they say a child is healthy; they are rarely wrong.”

Adoption is similar to giving birth; there are no guarantees and both require a major commitment. Whether it’s a national or international adoption, the process can be long and arduous, involving months of criminal checks, home studies, reams of paperwork, and often lengthy travel. For many, single or married, money is a crucial factor in forgoing a second adoption as it is for those who bring their own babies into the world.

China and Vietnam, in particular, solve the problem for childless couples, singles, and those who are older, but the upper-end age limits change periodically in different countries. China is especially single-friendly. Arden Holmes looks back: “Things came together when I saw an article on adoption from China and noted that China valued single parents and had gorgeous kids. Because of care-giving problems with my own parents, I wasn’t able to pursue adoption until I was fifty. To my delight I discovered I wasn’t too old.”

But, as Arden Holmes is quick to tell you, she was lucky, but not with the first referral. The emotional strain of adoption is no less for married couples who are eager to adopt, who dream and plan, only to have their hopes shattered. “When the agency sent me a picture of the child I was adopting, I was thrilled and immediately began all the shopping I had been afraid to do. When the agency called to tell me my daughter had been adopted by someone else, I grieved as if I had miscarried. I felt such a terrible loss. I fell so in love with that child that I didn’t want to see the second referral when it came within a matter of days. I thought it was the ugliest child I had ever seen.

“Although she’s only five, she’s turning into a strikingly beautiful child,” says Arden, “but I would not open myself again to the heartache and disappointment of being given a child only to have it taken away.”

Why Only One

When one combines the obstacles to bearing or adopting with women’s desire to achieve and consequently putting off pregnancy, the high divorce rate, and the potential complications of second marriages and blended families, it’s easy to understand the swift increase in the number of only children in our society.

Unlike preceding generations, couples today—whether they are young or older—are making the choice to have one, for reasons both personal and practical, from outside child-care obstacles to a preference for a tranquil, organized home.

“We decided to have a child when it looked like time was running out, and when we felt we had enough financial security. We had enjoyed the freedom of a childless life for a long time and we wanted to experience parenthood,” explains Doug Werner, who with his wife adopted their daughter when they were both forty-six.

Laura Dixon was twenty-nine when her son was born. “We talk about Luke as being our only child and being happy with that decision. Having Luke is a complete delight and a very rewarding experience, but it’s also an enormous time commitment. Nine months being pregnant, a responsibility for the rest of your life, and Jim and I have a lot of things we want to do. We’ll enjoy doing them with Luke, but if we have more children, we would be restricted in the things we can accomplish. We need quite a bit of time for ourselves.”

Both Laura and Jim come from large families. “I know how much time a large family takes,” notes Laura. “I saw it in my family with four children. My mother was trying to have a career at the same time she was raising us. Everytime she wanted to do something on her own, she was strapped to the household.”

Tess Berkley concurs, but for a slightly different reason. “I’m the oldest girl of three and I always thought it would be wonderful to be an only. I didn’t have wonderful, big-family feelings growing up. I always thought I couldn’t live up to my brother, and my mother couldn’t live up to her responsibilities. I think the third child, my younger sister, tipped her over; she was more than my mother could handle and as the oldest she took it out on me. I know that factored into my decision to have just one.”

Conversely, Henrietta Eakins and her husband thought about going back to Korea for a second child, but only briefly. “We are older parents. I’m an only and my husband was essentially an only, his brother is ten years older than he is. We decided we really want to concentrate on one child and not more. I’m not sure we would have adopted another child even if we were younger, because we both came from families in which our experiences as only children were very positive.”

Belinda Nehman, a Wall Street analyst and executive vice president of her firm, says, “I, not my husband, was very firm that one was the limit. My job is too important to my identity. I was not giving up the cachet and prestige I had worked so hard to earn. I love my daughter, but I also know that she will grow up and not need me anymore. If I don’t have my career, I’m afraid I will need her too much.”

Jody Cohen, thirty-one, registrar for the Dallas Museum and mother of a sixteen-month-old confirmed only, had a rude awakening. “Since Jordan was born and I’ve been in the throes of it, I’ve realized that motherhood is not my sole career. I’m a perfectionist and one made me realize my limits.”

After fourteen years of marriage, Gail Duncan, thirty-eight, whose husband John calls her brutally honest, is quite firm about her intentions. “I adore my child, but I don’t want to go through that again. I had the easiest pregnancy imaginable and I still hated every minute of it. I am not a mother. Having Phoebe was a temporary lapse of sanity. She’s a terrific kid; I’m not sorry I did it, but why should I risk what I’ve got?”

Gail’s husband, John, has practical reasons for keeping Phoebe a singleton. “We both have careers; we want to travel. When we renovated our apartment, we designed it to accommodate one child. It works. One child is just very manageable,” John Duncan comments, showing no signs of vacillating.

Debbie Diehl-Camp, thirty-six, and her husband have made the same choice: “We are not having another. Our reasons are partially financial, but primarily, I am a bookbinder and a photographer and I want to do my work. Now that Cameron is getting older, I feel that I will be able to start working again. If I begin with a new baby, I will have to give my full attention and energy to that child. I feel one is all I can do.”

“Children test your patience in a whole new way and I’m not a particularly patient person,” admits travel writer, Katy Koontz. “I know I’m a better mother to Samantha than I could be to Samantha and a sibling. I view having one child as a luxury in that I’m able to devote myself to her. With more, I know I would be frustrated and impatient. I don’t want to parent beyond my ability and I think I know what that is.”

Gloria Sloves, twenty-eight, who married a man with three grown children, feels lucky to have her child. “It took me a year to convince Tom that we should have a baby. He had had it with raising children. I could not imagine existing without Tom, but I also felt my life would be incomplete without a child. It wasn’t an easy task to win Tom over to my side. I got my baby, but knew there was no chance of his agreeing to more, even though I am young enough to have them.”

In the world of the formerly married, few men with children from their first marriage are willing to have more than one more. The men who have raised or partially raised children must weigh their advancing age when contemplating having children during a second marriage. Said one second husband, “I would be in my seventies by the time our second child reached the age of eighteen. It’s bad enough that I’ll be in my sixties at that point in our daughter’s life. My age was the major reason we stopped at one.”

Virginia homebuilder Duff Badgley, the son of an only and the father of an eighteen-month-old only, readily declares that he prefers a small family. The thing he remembers most about growing up was the quiet in his house. “I do chafe at having my wife’s family around. They’re like an octopus; it’s never ending. She has five brothers and sisters. It’s not the way I want to live my life.”

Their own poor relationships with siblings or parents is another reason people have only one child. Lori Karmazin is a case in point. “I don’t like an environment with sibling rivalry. I don’t think it’s healthy. Reflecting back on my brother and myself, we are total strangers to each other. Yes, there is a bond there, more from spending twelve to eighteen years with each other than from anything else . . . I don’t believe a person needs a sibling so that he or she will always have a friend. The theory doesn’t hold true.”

The choice to have one is increasingly a very determined, rational one, and one with an unexpected benefit: You may actually be doing your child a favor by not providing a sibling. A translator and guide to foreign dignitaries, Helen Umbretino is a forty-year-old mother of a four-year-old. “I work, yet I manage to spend three hours a day during the week and the entire weekend with Joey, but they are ‘perfect hours,’ ” as she calls them. “I rarely lose my temper with him. We read, we go out and do things. With more children, I would have to sacrifice those ‘perfect hours.’ ”

“At the witching hour, when my wife was thirty-nine, we decided to stop with one,” says Steve Katz, whose daughter is twelve. “We stopped basically because of the quality of life we wanted for ourselves and for our daughter. The decision was financial to some degree, but that was the smallest issue. We were both deciding what we wanted to do with our lives and didn’t want a little one around at that point.”

Older and younger parents alike are steadfast in their decision to have one. The Elerbees, who are in their mid-twenties and have a two-year-old, realize they have plenty of time to have another, but are firm in their decision to have one because “when he’s college age, we’ll still be young and have time to do whatever we want.”

“Having more children isn’t a great need for us,” says Barbara DeMarco-Barrett, forty-six. “We’re happy with Travis, our six-year-old. We’re happy with our lives, and we don’t feel there’s a hole we need to fill with another child. We don’t really talk about it at length. It’s just never been important to have another child.”

Unlike the DeMarco-Barretts, you may not be as confident about your decision—that’s natural and not unusual. You may be unsure and may be considering having a second child. Before you do, think about yourself and ask yourself these questions: What’s best for me? Is it harder or easier to raise an only child? Will it be less complicated down the road if there are two children—for them or for me? If I have one already, how frightening can another be? Can I cope with the additional responsibility? How will another child affect my marriage? How will more children affect my career? My sense of self? Will we need to move to larger quarters? Do we want to change our lives again?

As irrevocable as the decision to have one is, the decision to have another will again alter the direction of your lives—permanently. Before you plunge more deeply into parenthood with a second child, study the only child, examine the many sources of pressure to have another, reexamine what you want for your child, and think about what you want to do with your own life.

One Fills the Bill

Consider the reasons why you want a child in the first place. What will a second child offer you that one can’t? You may be afraid that you will raise a spoiled, selfish, precocious, demanding only child. For decades, the only child label was a stigma for parent and child alike. The bad rap that onlies have taken for centuries is finally becoming obsolete. Savvy parents are turning out fabulous only children with no or very few hang-ups. It is crystal clear, as you will see, that being an only child is advantageous, desirable, and beneficial.

However, pressures to deliver more offspring remain in the forefront with good reason. The favorable attitude toward larger families, a residue of former generations, is a pervasive undercurrent. Admits Meg Reese, an only whose singleton is twenty-eight, “I felt it made more of a family to have two children. Perhaps it was the fantasy of two children, white picket fence. The description was never ‘big yard, white picket fence, and one child.’ ”

Nor do you hear the question phrased, “Do you have a child?” People ask, “Do you have children?” Or “How many children do you have?” The wording alone is highly suggestive of the underlying assumption. However, the current crop of onlies don’t take these questions too seriously. Detroit thirteen-year-old Jill Vince believes people ask out of curiosity more than for any other reason. “Whenever you meet someone new, the question often comes up casually, ‘Do you have any brothers or sisters?’ It’s no big deal.”

The question should be, “How many loving people are there?” “In retrospect, being an only myself,” Meg
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