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Abstract
In Western societies, the theme about the project of having children has gained prominence due to 
the reduction in birth rate and the postponement of parenthood, which has caused social, political and 
economic repercussions, as well as implications for the physical and mental health. In this context, 
this study aimed to comprehend how the project of having children or not has been investigated in the 
national and international scientifi c literature. We carried out a systematic review for the period 2009 to 
2014, with 18 articles being selected. The studies analyzed indicate a choice between having children or 
not; the entry of the male fi gure into this area; the establishment of preconditions that make up the right 
time to have children; and confl icts that permeate this process of choice. The international studies focus 
on the process of choice and aimed to promote public polices, while the national researchers sought 
to understand recent phenomena such as the option not to have children. Therefore, we emphasize the 
relevance of the theme and the need for studies in the national context, search for new meanings that 
emerge from marital and family relationships.

Keywords: Parenthood, conjugality, contemporaneity, literature review.

Projeto de Ter Filhos: Uma Revisão da Literatura Científi ca 
Nacional e Internacional

Resumo
Nas sociedades ocidentais, o tema do projeto de ter fi lhos tem ganhado destaque devido à redução das 
taxas de natalidade e o adiamento da parentalidade, o que tem trazido repercussões sociais, políticas e 
econômicas, além de implicações para o âmbito da saúde física e mental. Nesse contexto, buscamos 
compreender como o projeto de ter ou não fi lhos vem sendo investigado na literatura científi ca nacional 
e internacional. Por meio de uma revisão sistemática realizada no período de 2009 a 2014, foram sele-
cionados 18 artigos. Os estudos analisados indicam a possibilidade de escolha entre ter ou não fi lhos; 
a entrada da fi gura masculina nesse âmbito; o estabelecimento de pré-condições que confi guram o mo-
mento certo para ter fi lhos; além dos confl itos e ambivalências que permeiam esse processo de escolha. 
Observamos que os estudos internacionais focalizam a tomada de decisão dos indivíduos e visam a 
promoção de políticas públicas, enquanto os trabalhos nacionais buscam compreender fenômenos re-
centes, como a opção de não ter fi lhos. Destaca-se assim, a relevância do tema e a necessidade de sua 
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exploração no âmbito da pesquisa nacional, em busca da apreensão dos novos sentidos que emergem do 
relacionamento conjugal e familiar.

Palavras-chave: Parentalidade, conjugalidade, contemporaneidade, revisão de literatura.

Los Planes de Tener Hijos: Una Revisión de la Literatura Científi ca 
Nacional e Internacional

Resumen
En las sociedades occidentales, el tema de tener hijos há ganado atención debido a las tasas de na-
talidad más bajas y el postergación de la parentalidad, que ha traído repercusiones sociales, políticas y 
económicas, así como las implicaciones para el ámbito de la salud física y mental. En este contexto, se 
busca entender cómo los planes para tener hijos o no se investigan en la literatura científi ca nacional 
e internacional. A través de una revisión sistemática realizada de 2009 a 2014, se seleccionaron 18 
artículos. Los estudios analizados indican la posibilidad de elegir entre tener hijos o no; la entrada de la 
fi gura masculina en esta área; el establecimiento de condiciones previas que integran el momento ad-
ecuado para tener hijos; además de los confl ictos que atraviesan este proceso de elección. Observamos 
que los estudios internacionales centran se en el proceso de elección y son destinadas a la promoción de 
políticas públicas, mientras que los esfuerzos nacionales tratan de comprender los fenómenos recientes, 
como la decisión de no tener hijos. Cabe destacar de esta manera la importancia de la cuestión y su 
explotación en la pesquisa nacional, en busca de los nuevos signifi cados que emergen de las relaciones 
matrimoniales y familiares.

Palabras clave: Parentalidad, matrimonio, contemporaneidad, revisión de literatura.

In the last fi fty years, Western societies have 
seen a steady decline in birth rates, an increase in 
the age at which men and women have their fi rst 
child and a growing number of marriages and 
divorces (Badinter, 2011). This condition has 
various social implications, affecting the social 
protection and health systems, indicating trans-
formations in marital and family life (Brazilian 
Institute of Geography and Statistics, 2012). 
While these changes in reproductive patterns 
have initially taken place in developed coun-
tries, they follow the same trend in the Brazilian 
context, which indicates the need to comprehend 
the elements that participate in the contemporary 
choice between having children or not. 

The possibility of choice regarding parent-
hood refers to a contemporary phenomenon that 
was consolidated during the twentieth century, 
as highlighted by Scavone (2001) when inves-
tigating the refl ective dimension that began to 
permeate this decision. In agreement with the ar-
guments of the author, we highlight that having 
children or not becomes a decision infl uenced by 

the subjective, biological, economic and social 
conditions of the couple. In addition, the greater 
the possibility of access to information and ex-
pertise, the greater the refl ection before making 
a decision.

It is in this context of parenthood by choice 
that we see the emergence of a less standardized 
and more personalized life project, differing 
from the previous traditional model, in which 
marriage and children were included in any 
stable loving relationship (Borges & Magalhães, 
2013; Furstenberg, 2010). Thus, a model of union 
is currently consolidated in which the equal 
relationship between partners, the valorization 
of companionship in the marriage bond and the 
absence of reproduction obligations predominate 
(Merli, 2012).

Barbosa and Rocha-Coutinho (2012) 
recognize that we live in a time of transition 
in which the old models coexist with the new 
roles that become part of everyday life. This 
process culminates in a paradoxical experience 
for couples who are faced with the demands 
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of contemporary living, as this prioritizes 
individualistic values, such as autonomy and 
professional development, while simultaneously 
emphasizes the importance of conjugality and the 
development of ideas and projects in common 
(Neves, Dias, & Paravidini, 2013).

Rios and Gomes (2009a) indicate, from 
their literature review regarding the option not to 
have children, the importance that the dimension 
of the choice takes in the lives of contemporary 
couples. The authors highlight that this 
dimension is related to various aspects of life, 
not only parenting issues and that being able 
to choose constitutes a source of personal and 
marital satisfaction. However, the authors also 
refer to confl icts and distress that can accompany 
the decision making process, especially when 
there is prejudice against childless couples.

These matters converge, for Nunes (2011), 
in the ideal of the “contemporary woman”, inso-
far as this remains tied to motherhood, producing 
intense suffering in women seeking to combine 
family and professional life. Such a scenario 
may lead to the choice of late motherhood, a pro-
cess that can be accompanied by intense ambiv-
alence, because of the diffi culty of reconciling 
the maternal role with the roles that are already 
structured (Cooke, Mills, & Lavender, 2010; 
Travassos-Rodriguez & Féres-Carneiro, 2013).

Being a recent phenomenon, especially in 
the Brazilian context, Rios and Gomes (2009a) 
emphasize that the choice not to have children is 
still a little studied topic, which explains the pre-
dominance of international articles, due to the 
fact that European countries have been undergo-
ing such transformations for longer. According 
to the authors, the aging of the population and 
decline in birth rates are issues that indicate, in 
the current scenario, the need for new social pol-
icies, in addition to the production of scientifi c 
knowledge to promote a comprehension more in 
tune with the contemporary issues. 

Given the social relevance of the theme, and 
our intention to stimulate national scientifi c pro-
duction, we proposed this study with the aim of 
comprehending how the project of having chil-
dren or not is being investigated in the national 
and international literature. We understand the 

project of having children or not as the refl ective 
dimension of the process of conjugal choice in 
the fi eld of parenthood, the constituent elements 
of which refer to the biological, psychological 
and social.

Methodological Strategies

To organize the literature consulted, we 
developed a systematic review, as this method 
enables the critical evaluation and synthesis 
of the focused theme, provides access to the 
knowledge produced and deepens the issues 
(Mendes, Silveira, & Galvão, 2008). The search 
for articles was carried out in the Scientifi c 
Electronic Library Online Brasil (SciELO 
Brasil), Scientifi c Electronic Library Online 
Regional (SciELO Regional), Periódicos 
em Psicologia (PePSIC), Literatura Latino 
Americana e do Caribe de Ciências da Saúde 
(LILACS), PsycINFO and Academic Search 
Premier databases, aiming to ensure coverage of 
national and international researches. 

In the SciELO Brasil, SciELO Regional, 
LILACS and PePSIC indexing databases, four 
separate searches were performed, combining 
the keywords marriage and couple with the 
keywords children and parenthood (marriage 
AND children; marriage AND parenthood; 
couple AND children; couple AND parenthood). 
We adopted generic terms for this search 
considering that the national literature does not 
have specifi c terms for the investigated issue, 
in addition to the fact that this procedure would 
increase the number of studies found. This was 
corroborated by the results obtained by Rios 
and Gomes (2009a) who, when conducting a 
systematic review related to choosing not to have 
children, were also faced with the absence of 
specialized descriptors in the national literature. 

In the PsycINFO and Academic Search 
Premier databases, two searches were conducted 
combining the descriptor decision making with 
the keywords parenthood and childbearing 
(decision making AND parenthood; decision 
making AND childbearing), which showed that 
the international literature has more specifi c 
terms. 
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The inclusion criteria were that the empiri-
cal articles were indexed, written in Portuguese, 
Spanish or English, and met the objectives of the 
review (i.e., addressed the theme of the project 
of having children or not, exclusively in hetero-
sexual men and women). We decided that the in-
clusion of different family confi gurations, such 
as homosexual, single-parent or recomposed 
families, would overly broaden the focus of this 
review, as these issues already delimit their own 
research area and, therefore, deserve a separate 
study. 

In order to select the most recent publica-
tions related to the project of having children, 
works published in the previous fi ve years were 
consider as the object of this review, under-
standing that this would refl ect the panorama of 
contemporary research. Thus, searches of data-
bases were carried out stipulating a period from 
January 2009 to May 2014. Recent publications 
were favored, with no restrictions established 
regarding the methodological design, theoreti-

cal approach or area of knowledge in which the 
study was developed, including publications 
from various fi elds, such as psychology, anthro-
pology, economics and nursing. 

Regarding exclusion criteria, theoretical 
articles or literature reviews, book chapters, book 
reviews, dissertations and theses were discarded. 
Also we excluded articles that departed from the 
topic or that had very specifi c themes, such as the 
decision to have children in contexts of diseases 
such as cancer and HIV-AIDS, homosexual 
relationships, or in cases of sterility. 

After conducting the search, we obtained a 
total of 372 items, however, after unifying the 
research results and excluding items that were 
repeated, we obtained a total of 243 publica-
tions. We read the titles and abstracts of the 243 
articles and selected those that were in line with 
the guiding question of this study, namely that 
related to the project of having children in the 
present day. From this procedure, presented in 
Figure 1, we obtained a total of 18 articles that 
were included in the corpus of this review

Figure 1. Steps of the systematic review.
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In the following step, we performed a com-
plete reading of each work, preparing a summary 
of key information, such as the aims, partici-
pants, methodology, and results, summarizing 
these points in tables in order to facilitate the 
visualization of the fi ndings. The fi ndings of 
this study were discussed with other researchers 
from our research group, meeting the demand of 
triangulation, proposed by Stake (2011) as a pro-
cedure that increases the reliability of qualitative 
research, ensuring the validity of the extracted 
data and the consistency of the results. 

Results

This review consisted of 18 articles, four 
national and 14 international, published in 
journals of different areas of knowledge. Half of 
the selected studies were interdisciplinary, while 

the other half distributed in specifi c disciplines 
such as Anthropology, Economics, Nursing 
and Psychology. We also point out that, in the 
national literature, most of the selected articles 
were found in journals of the psychology fi eld, 
while the international articles were published in 
interdisciplinary journals. 

Regarding the design of the studies, 10 
adopted quantitative methods, while eight were 
qualitative studies. In relation to the country of 
origin, four studies were conducted in Brazil, two 
each in Australia, Canada, Portugal and Sweden 
and one in each of the following countries: South 
Africa, Hungary, England and Italy.

The methodological characteristics (design, 
participants, collection procedure, recording and 
analysis of the data) of the national studies are 
presented in Table 1 and those of the interna-
tional studies in Table 2.

Table 1 
Categorization of the National Articles Recovered in Terms of Design, Participants, Collection Procedure, 
Recording and Analysis of the Data (n=4)

Article Design Participants Collection 
procedure

Registration 
procedure Data analysis

1. Borges & 
Magalhães 
2. (2013)

Qualitative

10 men and 10 
women, divided 
into two groups 

(27-34 and 
63-69 years)

Semi-structured 
interviews

Transcripts 
of audio 

recordings

Discourse 
analysis

2. Rios & Gomes 
(2009b) Qualitative

Four heterosexual 
middle or upper class 

couples, childless 
by choice and aged 

over 35 years 

Semi-structured 
interviews

Transcripts 
of audio 

recordings

Categorization 
of emerging 

topics

3. Silva et al. 
(2013) Qualitative Eight female users of a 

Primary Health Unit
Semi-structured 

interviews

Transcripts 
of audio 

recordings

Thematic 
content 
analysis

4. Sohne & Wendling 
(2011) Qualitative

Three couples, aged 
between 35 and 41 
years, who chose

 not to have 
children

Semi-structured 
interviews

Transcripts 
of audio 

recordings

Content 
analysis
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Table 2 
Categorization of the International Articles Recovered in Terms of Design, Participants, Collection Proce-
dure, Recording and Analysis of the Data (n=14)

Article Design Participants Collection 
procedure

Registration 
procedure

Data 
analysis

1. Gauthier & 
deMontigny (2013) Qualitative

12 men, fi rst time 
fathers, aged 21-35 

years

Semi-structured 
interviews

Transcripts 
of audio 

recordings

Thematic 
analysis

2. Guedes, Pereira, 
Pires, Carvalho, & 
Canavarro (2013)

Quantitative
614 individuals 

aged between 19 
and 49 years

Scale Self report Statistical 
procedures

3. Hollos & Bernardi 
(2009) Qualitative

19 couples aged 
between 20 
and 42 years

Semi-structured 
interviews

Transcripts 
of audio 

recordings
Thematic 
analysis

4. Holton, Fisher, 
& Rowe (2009) Quantitative

569 women 
aged between 

30 and 34 years

Closed 
questionnaires Self report Statistical 

procedures

5. Hutteman, 
Bleidorn, Penke, 
& Denissen (2013)

Quantitative
2482 couples 

biologically capable 
of having children

Population 
survey data ___ Statistical 

procedures

6. Iacovou & 
Tavares (2011) Quantitative Population 

survey data ___ Statistical 
procedures

7. Kaufman & 
Bernhardt (2012) Quantitative 650 heterosexual and 

childless individuals 
Population 
survey data ___ Statistical 

procedures

8. Matias 
& Fontaine (2013) Quantitative 403 individuals with 

mean age of 36 years Scale Self report Statistical 
procedures

9. Morison (2013) Qualitative
12 men and 11 women, 

heterosexual 
and middle class

Semi-structured 
interviews Not specifi ed

Discursive-
narrative 
method

10. Öst (2012) Quantitative

2, 059 subjects, 
divided into three 
groups according 

to birth date (1956, 
1964 and 1974)

Population 
survey data ___ Statistical 

procedures

11. Pinquart, 
Stotzka, & 
Silbereisen (2010)

Quantitative 267 young adults 
aged 25-30 years

Closed 
questionnaire Self report Statistical 

procedures

12. Roberts, 
Metcalfe, Jack, 
& Tough (2011)

Quantitative

495 men aged 20 
to 45 years without 
biological children 
divided into four 
groups according 

to age

Closed 
questionnaire

Fill by 
researchers 

(study 
conducted 

by telephone 
contact)

Statistical 
procedures

13. Testa, Cavalli, 
& Rosina (2014) Quantitative

2. 098 couples 
aged between 

18 and 49 years

Population 
survey data ___ Statistical 

procedures

14. Thompson, Lee, 
& Adams (2013)

Qualitative
16 male university 

students, aged 18-25 
years, unmarried and 

without children

Semi-structured 
interviews

Transcripts 
of audio 

recordings
Thematic 
analysis
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We observed that in the national studies, 
only qualitative studies were identifi ed, with no 
quantitative studies being found. In the qualita-
tive studies, the semi-structured interview was 
used as the standard procedure in all cases, as 
well as discourse analysis as the data analysis 
method, although they were guided by different 
theoretical frameworks. 

In the case of the international studies, 
we found a prevalence of quantitative studies 
(77.8%), with population survey data being used 
in half the cases (Hutteman et al., 2013; Iacovou 

& Tavares, 2011; Kaufman & Bernhardt, 2012; 
Öst, 2012; Testa et al., 2014). In all the quantita-
tive studies, data were produced from question-
naires or scales, with statistical procedures used 
for the data analysis. 

In the international qualitative studies 
(22,2%), we observed the same trend as in the 
national studies, with the semi-structured inter-
view the only procedure adopted and discourse 
analysis used as the data analysis method.

The aims and results of the studies that 
compose this review are summarized in Tables 
3 and 4. 

Table 3
Aims and Main Results of the National Studies Retrieved (n=4)

Article Aims Main results

1

To analyze the life projects of 
individuals of different generations, 

giving emphasis to the place 
raising a family had in their plans.

Removal of the pattern of life trajectories and disintegration 
of the family model based on marriage when the discourse 

of the two groups was compared. Children become individual 
projects and have central importance for the family idea.

2

To refl ect about the stigma and 
conjugality present in the option 
of couples not to have children.

The stigmatization felt by the participants seems to refl ect the 
continuing diffi culty in living with the various forms of family, 

which produces a greater need for repairs or the presence 
of some reactive forces of defense in the couples.

3
To describe how women 
perceive the participation 

of the partner in family planning.

Emergence of two main categories: the fi rst refers to the agreement 
reached by the couple over when to have children and the second to 

the responsibility of women regarding the contraception. 

4

To investigate the meaning of 
family for couples who choose not 
to have children, as well as analyze 
the social infl uence and that of the 
family of original faced with this.

The meaning of family was shown to be permeated 
with differences, since some of the participants considered 
that to be a couple was enough, while for others there was 

a need for children.
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Table 4
Aims and Main Results of the International Studies Retrieved (n=14)

Article Aims Main results

1
To describe the elements that contribute 

to the decision of having the fi rst 
child for men.

The elements that contribute to the decision relate to four 
main areas: personal, socioeconomic, interpersonal 

and temporal characteristics.

2

To construct the fi nal version 
of the Childbearing Motivations 

Scale (CMS) and to examine 
its factor structure and psychometric 

properties.

Final version of the CMS was composed of 26 positive 
motivations (socioeconomic aspects, personal fulfi llment, 
continuity and relationship of the couple) and 21 negative 

motivations (demands of parenthood, social concern, 
stress in the relationship).

3
To examine the attitudes and decisions 

to have children in young couples in the 
post-socialism transition period.

The couples emphasized the importance of a series 
of requirements, such as fi nancial security and a good 

marital relationship, to have children.

4
To investigate the relationship between 
attitudes toward motherhood and the 

fertility results of women.

Employment, education level and religion were 
the sociodemographic factors that signifi cantly related 

to the attitudes of women in relation to maternity. 

5
To investigate the associations between 

the personality of the partners, expectations 
and parenthood intentions and the fertility 

results of the couple one year later.

Low levels of negative expectations were associated 
with high intention to become a father in the following 

two years, while the positive expectations seemed 
to have no infl uence.

6
To examine the effects of the 

characteristics of individuals and 
their partners in adjusting expectations 

regarding fertility.

Presence or absence of partner was not characterized 
as a signifi cant factor. Among the participants with partners, 
it was observed that these plans consider the partner in the 

decision process.

7
To examine the relationship between 

organizational culture and fertility 
plans in Sweden.

Men seemed to have more intention to have children if the 
work of the partner facilitates access to maternity leave and 
to part-time job. While women showed greater intentions 

when the partner was well paid.

8
To describe the construction and validation 
of an instrument in English for analysis of 
the reasons underlying the decision to have 

children or not.

The fi nal version of the scale consists of 30 items that refer 
to reasons to have children or not, relating to four factors: 

emotional enrichment, social recognition, interference 
in lifestyle and diffi culties in the education of the child.

9
To investigate the involvement of the South 

African heterosexual man in the process 
of decision to become a parent.

Importance of including the male fi gure, who showed 
a passive role in the decisions of the couple.

10
To contribute to the comprehension of 

the correlation between home ownership 
and becoming a parent, considering the 

potential between these two events.

The results indicated a correlation between the two events, 
especially for the two younger groups. Owning a house was

shown to be a condition for having children.

11
To evaluate the ambivalence involved 

in the confl ict approach/hesitation 
between wanting to have 

children or not.

Minority of the participants proved ambivalent about the subject. 
Factors related to ambivalence seemed to be: the divergence 
between the goals related to parenthood and other objectives, 
the high cost involved and also the indecision of the partner 

12
To describe the factors that infl uence 

the intention of men to become fathers 
and describe the differences between 

the age groups studied.

Factors such as fi nancial security, adequacy and partner interest 
in having children were elements that infl uence the four groups 

surveyed. Biological issues were relevant only for the older men.

13
To investigate the process of choice 

about having children, especially 
with regard to gender equality.

The results did not indicate the existence of equality in the process 
of choosing whether to have children. The hypothesis that women 
would be more infl uential in decision-making was not confi rmed.

14
To explore the subjective meaning 

of having children and being a parent 
for male university students in Australia.

The participants considered becoming a father to be fundamental 
for future happiness. They showed themselves to be involved in 
the confl ict of having children at a certain age or under certain 

conditions and also in reconciling models of traditional and 
modern parenthood.
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Discussion 

Based on the indicated results, we summa-
rize the main fi ndings into four categories: 
Having children or not: a process of choice; 
Transition to parenthood: a conjugal project; 
Right time to have a child; and Confl icts related 
to the choice between having children or not.

Having Children or Not: A Process             
of Choice

Several authors discuss the dimension of 
choice, indicating its implications in both the 
family and social contexts (Borges & Magalhães, 
2013; Morison, 2013; Rios & Gomes, 2009b). The 
possibility of choosing seems to be consolidated 
as an important aspect of contemporary marital 
life, an issue already highlighted by Rios and 
Gomes (2009a), although new problems arise, 
such as late motherhood and the stigmatization 
of couples who chose not to have children, 
who start to fi gure as the object of new studies 
(Holton et al., 2009; Sohne & Wedling, 2011). 

Borges and Magalhães (2013) highlighted 
the emergence of a new concept of family 
centered on the project of having children, and 
no longer within a marriage. According to the 
authors, such a change appears to reduce the 
asymmetry between genders, with the female 
discourse approaching that of the male, in that the 
focus on professional development and fi nancial 
independence is maintained, surpassing the 
woman-mother and man-provider dichotomy.

Although the new social context allows 
multiple family confi gurations, Morison (2013) 
points out that the persistence of heteronorma-
tive beliefs may compromise the refl ection prior 
to making a decision on whether or not to have 
children, leading to a naturalization of parent-
hood. 

The studies that highlight the prejudice 
against couples who decide not to have children 
suggest that this kind of choice is still in a pro-
cess of consolidation, especially in the national 
scenario (Rios & Gomes, 2009a). Despite the 
transformations, social expectations that couples 
opt to have children appear to prevail, which 

seems like resistance to the multiplicity of ar-
rangements that are outlined, as indicated Rios 
and Gomes (2009b).

The relationship between choice and 
postponement of parenthood is another 
point explored by the researchers, due to the 
establishment of life projects solely aimed 
at professional development and fi nancial 
independence (Holton et al., 2009). In agreement 
with the fi ndings of the literature review made 
by Cooke et al. (2010), the postponement of 
parenthood manifested as an informed choice is 
actually uninformed, in that the limits and risks 
posed by a late pregnancy are neglected.

Considering the implications of contem-
porary fertility patterns for the economy and 
health, some researchers developed psycho-
metric instruments aimed at understanding the 
elements involved in the process of choice for 
couples (Guedes et al., 2013; Matias & Fontaine; 
2013). Factors such as emotional exchange, per-
sonal development, transmission of heritage and 
social recognition appear to contribute to the de-
cision to have children, while the responsibili-
ties of the parental exercise, fi nancial problems, 
diffi culties in the education of children and the 
psychological distress of pregnancy are associ-
ated with choosing not to have children. 

Transition to Parenthood:                         
A Conjugal Project

The selected studies show the importance 
of including the male vision in the process of 
choice, decentralizing it from the female fi gure, 
as we traditionally observe (Gauthier & deMon-
tigny, 2013; Roberts et al., 2011). Thus, a new 
dynamic characterizes the marital relationship 
between men and women who fi nd themselves 
called upon to refl ect and make a decision about 
future parenthood (Scavone, 2001).

Testa et al. (2014) conclude that there is no 
equality of power between men and women in 
making a decision to have children, however, 
the hypothesis that women predominantly act on 
this issue was not proven. The authors explain 
that, since parenthood has implications for both, 
it is necessary to establish an agreement between 
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the partners, however, the companion that wants 
to have more children seems to have more infl u-
ence in the selection process. 

The fi ndings of Iacovou and Tavares (2011) 
follow in the same direction when they indicate 
that individuals consider the plans of their part-
ners when they plan to have a child. Hutteman et 
al. (2013) confi rm that the planning of the fi rst 
child is performed by the couple; however, from 
the second child, the intention of the woman acts 
as the decisive factor.

In this scenario, where men and women are 
invited to refl ect on parenthood, before making 
a decision, Kaufman and Bernhardt (2012) point 
out that the working conditions of the couple can 
infl uence their projects, this being a factor con-
sidered by both partners. According to the au-
thors, men with jobs that enable paternity leave 
and those that work part-time, express a greater 
intention to have children, as do women who 
benefi t from maternity leave.

Unlike the studies which refer to the Euro-
pean context, Silva et al. (2013), analyzing fam-
ily planning in the Brazilian context, highlight 
the existence of an agreement between the part-
ners on when to have children, which would in-
dicate joint planning; however, contraception is 
still the responsibility of the woman. The authors 
indicate that the participation of the man in the 
context of sexual and reproductive care in Bra-
zil is still incipient, which indicates the need for 
health professionals to consider the couple, not 
just the woman, as a care unit. 

Despite the differences found in the nation-
al and international literature, we observed that 
male participation has frequently been stimu- 
lated by the social debate on parenthood and 
childcare. This behavior breaks with a tradition 
that delegated these tasks to the woman, to in-
clude the man as a subject of rights and duties.

Right Time to Have a Child
Some of the studies sought to identify the 

elements that indicate the right time to have 
children for couples, such as the work of Cooke 
et al. (2010), Gauthier and deMontigny (2013), 
Hollos and Bernardi (2009), Öst (2012), Roberts 
et al. (2011) and Thompson et al. (2013). 

The prerequisites identifi ed by the men refer 
to personal, such as the desire to have children 
and start a family; interpersonal, associated with 
the infl uence of the partner and social context; 
socioeconomic, related to personal stability and 
home ownership and, fi nally, temporal charac-
teristics, related to biological issues and personal 
maturity (Gauthier & deMontigny, 2013; Rob-
erts et al., 2011; Thompson et al., 2013). It should 
be noted that considerations related to biological 
aspects seem to be more relevant for older men, 
as highlighted by Roberts et al. (2011).

Amid a broad set of preconditions, Thomp-
son et al. (2013) emphasize the emergence of 
confl ict between having children in certain con-
ditions or at a certain age, since the consideration 
of all factors would lead to delaying parenthood 
until these objectives were achieved. The authors 
also emphasize that men are faced with confl ict-
ing models of fatherhood, as the traditional fa-
ther vision as fi nancial provider coexists with the 
contemporary ideal of a father more participa-
tory and involved in raising the children.

When interviewing couples, Hollos and 
Bernardi (2009) identifi ed similar criteria to 
those mentioned above, such as a stable income, 
fi nancial security, good relationship with the 
partner, stable partnership and access to child-
care. Although the satisfaction of all of these 
conditions leads to late parenthood, nonchalance 
appears to persist regarding the biological ques-
tions, as pointed out in the literature review car-
ried out by Cooke et al. (2010).

From the analysis of the studies, we ob-
served that the incorporation of the values of 
capitalism in affective relationships appears to 
contribute to the view that there is a right time 
to have children. This can lead to the idealiza-
tion of the parental experience and consequent 
frustration of expectations (Neves et al., 2013; 
Nunes, 2011; Travassos-Rodriguez & Féres-
Carneiro, 2013). In addition, the implications of 
late parenthood, such as the need for assisted re-
production, with its share of suffering and high 
fi nancial costs, seem to be ignored by couples 
who assume control over the biological issues, in 
the same way that they control their lives (Cooke 
et al., 2010).



Project of Having Children: A Review of National and International Scientifi c Literature.  231

Confl icts Related to the Choice            
of Having Children or Not

When investigating the conjugal choice 
not to have children, Rios and Gomes (2009b) 
highlighted that the way each couple deals with 
this choice relates to the level of ambivalence 
and confl ict during the process, as well as type 
of bond established. According to the authors, 
in the cases where ambivalence is higher, there 
may be a greater need for repair or other form 
of defense to cope with the stigmatization and 
prejudice that still exist. 

The study by Pinquart et al. (2010) refers 
to a predominance of ambivalence when the 
confl ict between parenthood and other goals is 
infl uenced by the high fi nancial cost involved, 
as well as the indecision of the partners. The au-
thors add that women tend to be more ambiva-
lent than men, and that they aim to have more 
children than men. 

These issues confi rm the fi ndings of Travas-
sos-Rodriguez and Féres-Carneiro (2013) re-
garding the impossibility of expression of mater-
nal ambivalence in contemporary society, when 
presented with the current maternal and profes-
sional ideals. In the direction of the arguments of 
Nunes (2011), we highlight the ideal of the “con-
temporary women” that combines professional 
development with motherhood, as a generator of 
feelings of guilt, when proposing a model that 
ignores the personal needs.

Final Considerations

From this literature review, we identifi ed 
four key issues that permeate the theme of the 
project of having children or not: the process of 
choosing between having children or not, the 
transition to parenthood as a conjugal project, 
the right time to have a child, and the confl icts 
that pervade the process of choosing. Scientifi c 
studies highlight the complexity of this conjugal 
course, the emergence and growing visibility of 
which indicates the relevance of its study. The 
comprehension of the contemporary reproduc-
tive patterns may subsidize both professional 
practices in health and public policies proposals 

to be more in tune with contemporary social de-
mands.

The majority of the scientifi c literature 
on the investigated subject is international, 
an issue which may be related to the fact that 
European countries, as well as Australia and 
Canada, have been experiencing new conjugal 
and family confi gurations for longer than Brazil, 
as highlighted by Rios and Gomes (2009a). 
This experience with a greater diversity of 
reproductive patterns and their effects, such as 
an aging population, explains the fact that only 
the international studies manifest the intention 
that their results lead to the development of 
public policies to raise birthrates (Hutteman et 
al., 2013; Kaufman & Bernhardt, 2012; Öst, 
2012; Roberts et al., 2011). 

This has implications that include the meth-
odological choice of the studies, with the studies 
on the process of decision making being predom-
inant in the international area (i.e., approaching 
the participants prior to their choice; Hollos & 
Bernardi, 2009; Holton et al., 2009; Iacovou & 
Tavares, 2011; Pinquart et al., 2010; Roberts et 
al., 2011; Testa et al., 2014; Thompson et al., 
2013). In contrast, in the national studies the 
participants were approached after the decision-
making, which can be explained by the fact that 
the new family arrangements, the option of not 
having children and postponing motherhood are 
still recent phenomena (Rios & Gomes, 2009a, 
2009b; Silva et al., 2013; Sohne & Wendling, 
2011).

Plenty of studies in the international context, 
as opposed to the incipient Brazilian production, 
indicate the need for empirical research at the 
national level to discuss the process of conju-
gal choice regarding having children or not. In 
the national scientifi c production, we identifi ed 
the same shortcomings highlighted by Rios and 
Gomes (2009a): the paucity of Brazilian re-
search related to the theme investigated, the con-
centration of studies in large urban centers and 
the unanimous adoption of qualitative designs. 

Some limitations of this review study 
should be highlighted, these include the adop-
tion of different descriptors for the national and 
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international searches. Although strategic, due to 
lack of matching terms between languages, this 
can hinder the apprehension of the phenomenon, 
and the replicability of the study. Furthermore, 
the fact that we did not complement the initial 
search with the analysis of the publications con-
tained in the bibliographic list of the selected ar-
ticles may have prevented other eligible studies 
from being included in this review.

The results provide subsidies for clinical 
practice with couples and families, including 
that related to the development of preventive ac-
tions that can address issues such as ambivalence 
involved in the process of choosing and the im-
plications of late parenthood. Furthermore, the 
growing visibility of the theme in the national 
context and its impact in the socio-political con-
text, allow us to speculate on the role of knowl-
edge production in promoting public policies 
that effectively meet the needs of families. 

We hope this review study will encourage 
the production of knowledge related to the proj-
ect of having children, enabling refl ections on 
contemporary family demands and the decon-
struction of stereotypes related to family models. 
In the context of Psychology, it is important to 
promote a critical comprehension of the process 
of becoming a father and mother, to break with 
the long tradition of focusing studies of child-
hood or family on the maternal fi gure.

We end this review suggesting new research 
objectives, such as conjugal development of the 
project of having children or not, the transfor-
mation of conjugality in the transition to parent-
hood, as well as the development of new study 
designs that include the male fi gure, explore 
new methodologies and expand study contexts 
beyond the major urban centers. 
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