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Article 

Motherhood in the Making: Key Determinants of 

Parenthood Motivation in Young Adult Women 

Dario Vučenović *, Matea Petrović and Katarina Jelić 

University of Zagreb, Faculty of Croatian Studies, Croatia 

* Correspondence: dvucenovi@fhs.hr 

Abstract: Demographic changes are often prone to purely social perspectives, while individual 

differences are overlooked. This research examines the role of attachment and emotional intelligence 

in childbearing motivation. In total, 234 female students participated in an online survey, including 

sociodemographic data, adult attachment, emotional competencies, and parenting-related 

variables. Statistical analyses revealed that the students express positive and negative childbearing 

motivation almost equally and moderately. They were both linked to religiosity and emotional 

management. We further explore the differences in relationship status and address the role of 

religious beliefs. The demographic measures identified as most important include healthcare 

availability for both mother and child, subsidising housing loans or rent and encouraging fathers to 

become more actively involved in the care of infants. These emerging trends deserve further 

investigation and social incentives. 

Keywords: childbearing motivation; attachment; emotional intelligence 

 

1. Introduction 

Social and economic changes have led to different family patterns. Contemporary families have 

fewer members, women give birth to their first child later, and they combine motherhood with full-

time work (Polianova, 2018). In economically developed countries, parenthood is considered a 

personal decision. The ideal of a family with two children has been maintained in Europe for decades 

(Sobotka & Beaujouan, 2014). However, the number of children in each family is influenced by 

numerous factors, such as social norms and the social structure of society (Bernardi & Klarner, 2014), 

as well as governmental support and religious beliefs. According to data from the National Bureau 

of Statistics, in Croatia, women give birth to their first child at the age of 30, and in 2011, the average 

household consisted of 2,80 members. The delay in starting a family appears to be partially rooted in 

financial insecurity (Mills & Blossfeld, 2005) since employed individuals are more inclined to have 

children, as well as those who are legally married (compared to non-official long-term relationships), 

according to Varas and Borsa (2021). Practising religion is associated with acceptance of family values 

(Miller & Pasta, 1995), and lower perceived costs of having children (Bein et al., 2020). Individuals in 

a romantic relationship tend to report higher positive motivation for parenthood. Similarly, legal 

marriage is also related to positive motivation, just like employment. 

1.1. Motivation for Parenting  

Motivation for parenting is based on an individual’s assessment of the possible consequences of 

having or not having children (Miller, 1995). Rabin (1965) defined parents’ expectations of their 

children and the needs their children will meet. He also suggested four parenting motivation 

categories: altruistic, fatalistic, narcissistic and instrumental. In one domestic research, altruistic 

motivation was the most prominent among Croatian students, especially females (Petani & Babačić, 

2010). His theory, however, lacked the strength to elaborate on the reasons that deter individuals 

from having children. Hoffman and Hoffman (1973) further listed nine values of a child, which 
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Kohlmann (2002) revised into three aspects: economic security, ensuring social position and 

emotional love.  

Miller (1995) developed the T-D-I-B (Traits-Desires-Intentions-Behaviour) theoretical framework 

based on three assumptions. Firstly, our biological tendencies determine our reaction to children and 

nurturing. Secondly, parenting preferences are shaped by individual experiences in childhood and 

early adulthood, creating two general motivational forces (positive and negative attitudes towards 

the birth and upbringing of children). The third assumption is that these motivational forces influence 

behaviour, meaning parenting (Miller, 1995). Research by Mynarska and Rytel (2018) confirms the 

main assumptions of the model, but in different cultural context (see Irani & Khadivzadeh, 2018), this 

theory was not supported.  

Another theoretical framework would be the Theory of Planned Behavior (Ajzen, 2001). According 

to this theory, behaviour can best be predicted by measuring intentions that consist of attitudes, 

subjective norms and perceived behavioural control. Thus, more positive attitudes and societal norms 

towards childbirth, accompanied by a higher level of perceived control over childbirth, will lead to 

higher motivation for parenting. According to research, the intentions against having children are a 

stronger predictor (Kuhnt & Trappe, 2013), partially because it is more difficult to conceive than to 

use contraception. Freitas & Testa (2021) find that positive intentions predict having children better 

than the use of contraception. The most significant determinants of positive intentions are a stable 

partner relationship, stable employment, and social pressure from family and friends. Morgan and 

Bachrach (2011) critiqued this notion, stating that the intention grows gradually and thus cannot be 

measured only once. Different personal constructs, such as attachment styles, emotional 

competencies, and religiousness, might predict the desire for offspring. We further describe their 

components and their relation to parental motivation. 

1.2. Attachment Styles 

Attachment develops through three stages, from non-discriminatory social interactions to 

separation anxiety and reciprocal relationships. Ainsworth (1969) developed a theory about three 

main attachment styles: anxious-avoidant, secure, and anxious-resistant. However stable, early 

attachment patterns can be changed through experiences in romantic and friendly relationships 

(Umemura et al., 2017). Attachment styles (AS) are vital for establishing and maintaining long-term 

romantic relationships in adulthood. Insecure Attachment leads to less satisfaction in romantic 

relationships, which is the main predictor of relationship quality (Conroy-Beam et al., 2015). Despite 

dissatisfaction in the relationship, insecurely attached people try to maintain their relationship and 

are more inclined to use negative partner retention strategies (Nascimento et al., 2022). Avoidance is 

negatively related to motivation for parenthood and the desired number of children (Međedović et 

al., 2022), while securely attached individuals show a greater interest in infants (Cheng et al., 2015).  

1.3. Emotional Intelligence 

As defined by Salovey and Mayer (1990), emotional intelligence (EI) represents the ability to 

recognise, express and monitor emotions and use them to facilitate cognitive processes. Their model 

includes four primary abilities, ordered according to the complexity of psychological processes: the 

ability to evaluate and express emotions, the ability to perceive and generate feelings that facilitate 

thinking, the ability to understand the knowledge about emotions, and the ability to regulate 

emotions for emotional and intellectual development (Mayer & Salovey, 1997). More complex 

abilities of EI develop with age and experience (Vučenović & Hajncl, 2018). EI is a significant 

predictor of individual adjustment in different aspects of life. Namely, emotional regulation predicts 

satisfaction in marriage (Bloch et al., 2014) and romantic relationships (Malouff et al., 2014). 

Emotionally intelligent mothers consider themselves more successful in their maternal role 

(Mammadov & Erenel, 2021). Future parents with higher emotional intelligence show fewer 

symptoms of depression and anxiety during pregnancy (Formica et al., 2020). The results by 

Apostolou et al. (2019) indicate that EI individuals are more committed to their partners (Kaur & 
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Junnarkar, 2017). However, the relationship between EI and parenting motives remains unclear due 

to insufficient research. 

1.4. Research Aims and Hypothesis 

It is still unknown how individuals approach decisions related to reproductive behaviour and 

starting a family since individual differences contributing to developing positive and negative 

motivations for parenthood are not precisely defined. Having such sparse insight into what predicts 

motivation, especially for females in early adulthood, we set out to determine the increment value of 

predominantly personal factors to describe the motivation for parenthood among female students in 

Croatia, a Western upper middle-income country.  

Specifically, we aim to examine the levels of positive and negative motivation for parenthood in 

our sample (1), test the relations between the dimensions of attachment, the abilities of emotional 

intelligence, religiosity and motivation for parenting (2), examine the intentions related to having 

children, such as the desired number, the ideal age for starting the family, contraception use and 

attitudes toward the women who choose a children-free lifestyle and enquire into possible 

dereferences regarding sexual orientation and relationship status (3). Finally, we asked participants 

to rate different demographic measures based on their importance in the decision to have a child (4). 

Based on the limited theoretical background, we assume that positive motivation for parenting will 

be linked to lower anxiety and avoidance, more prominent EI domains and religiousness. On the 

contrary, negative motivation is expected for more anxious and avoidant AS, low EI and non-

religious tendencies. Regarding their intentions, we could hypothesise that participants will reflect 

current trends such as starting a family at the age of 30, having two children and being using 

contraception to prevent unwanted pregnancies.  

2. Materials and Method 

2.1. Participants 

Data was collected from a total of 234 female students. We excluded male participants since 

females make most birth-related decisions in societies with a more equal approach to parenting. Over 

90% of them studied at the University of Zagreb, predominantly social sciences (66.7%), followed by 

humanities (12.4%), biomedicine and healthcare (7.7%). The age range was 20 to 31 years, with an 

average age of 23.29 (SD = 2.34). Most of the participants (90.6%) were heterosexual, and the rest 

consisted of sexual minorities, such as bisexuals (8.1%) and homosexuals (1.3%). According to the 

relationship status, 47.4% of the participants were currently single, 43.2% were in a relationship 

longer than six months, 8.5% were in a relationship shorter than six months, and 0.9% were married. 

Around 34% of participants are residents of the Capital (Zagreb). They are estimated to have mostly 

average (39.3%) or slightly lower than average (23.9%) living standards. Around 45% are currently 

not employed. Around 32% of them are not very religious, while almost 28% are very religious.  

2.2. Instruments 

Socio-demographic data, including gender, age, sexual orientation, romantic status, study, 

residence (by number of inhabitants), place of birth (rural-urban), current work status and living 

standard, were set to determine the more general characteristics of our sample. Religiosity was 

assessed using a one-item measure (On a scale of 1 to 10, how would you rate yourself in terms of 

religiosity?), as seen in the European Social Survey, the basic questionnaire (sections C and F, 

2020/2021). 

The Revised Adult Attachment Scale (Collins, 1996) consists of 18 items evenly distributed in three 

subscales representing attachment dimensions: closeness, dependence and anxiety. Participants rate 

their answers on a Likert-type scale from 1 to 5. We used the version that refers to behaviour in all 

close relationships. The subscale results represent the average score. An alternative way of scoring 

allows the assessment of four attachment styles. Collins (2001) reports reliability between 0.77 and 

0.85, while we found similar (0.73- 0.89).  
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Emotional competence questionnaire (UEK-45; Takšić, 2002) measures emotional competence based 

on the model of Mayer and Salovey (1999). It contains 45 items divided into three subscales: the ability 

to perceive and understand emotions (15 items), the ability to express and name emotions (14 items) 

and the ability to manage emotions (16 items). Participants rate their usual thoughts and feelings on 

a Likert scale from 1 to 5, and the total scores can be easily obtained by summing the scores. We 

encountered reliability coefficients between 0.77 and 0.93. 

The Childbearing Motivation Scale (Guedes et al., 2015) consists of 47 items measuring positive and 

negative motivation levels for having children. The subscale of positive motivation includes 26 items 

(e.g., giving meaning to your life), which are grouped according to the factor model of four factors of 

positive motivation for having children: socioeconomic aspects, continuity, personal fulfilment and 

couple relationship. The negative motivation subscale includes 21 items (e.g., Feeling that I do not have 

the necessary qualities to become a mother) grouped according to the factor model of five factors: the 

burden of upbringing and immaturity, social and environmental concerns, marital stress, financial 

problems and economic constraints and physical suffering and concern about body appearance. The 

items are rated on a Likert scale (1-5), and the total scores represent the average value. Reliability 

coefficients range between 0.76 and 0.95. The scale was translated using a back-translation procedure 

(Sousa & Rojjanasrirat, 2011). 

2.3. Procedure 

The research was conducted online after we received ethical approval and permission from 

different authors from the Instrument’s section. Following a snowball method, we approached 

participants through social media and platforms such as Reddit. The instruction clearly stated the 

research aims and emphasized the scientific use of the collected data and data protection. After the 

formal content, we introduced two exclusion criteria questions about gender and student status. On 

average, participants responded within 20 minutes. 

2.4. Ethical Considerations 

The study was conducted following the principles of the Declaration of Helsinki after receiving 

approval from the Department for Psychology Council (Klasa: 640-16/23-2/000; Ur. broj: 380-58/506-

23-0007). After clarifying the aims of the following study, all participants provided explicit informed 

consent. 

3. Results 

3.1. Descriptive Statistics 

All analyses were conducted using SPSS V.22. Table 1 presents the descriptive data collected in 

the research. The mean values obtained on the scales of positive and negative motivation for 

parenting were close to the middle of the theoretical ranges (PM=2.79, SD = 0.86, NM=2.89, SD=0.98). 

On the emotional competencies scale, they express above-average levels for 2 out of 3 abilities, and 

their religiosity is moderate. Participants’ emotional competencies are grouped at around 0-0,63 z 

value for the student population, and they exhibit average scores even for population norms (females 

only). Data show distribution deviations in all variables except positive motivation for parenting. 

Nevertheless, all variables’ asymmetry (skewness) and kurtosis values range from -1 to 1. 

Considering the sample size, this justifies the use of parametric tests (Field, 2013).  

Table 1. Descriptive data with normality test (n=234). 

  Min Max M SD Sk Kk KS 

POSITIVE MOTIVATION - - 2.791 .856 -.251 -.452 .069 

Socioeconomic aspects 1 4.50 2.000 .859 .570 -.575 .001 

Personal Fulfillment 1 5 3.284 .972 -.626 -.207 .001 

Continuity 1 5 2.940 1.065 -.095 -.813 .001 

The Couple relationship 1 5 3.162 1.072 -.355 -.555 .001 
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NEGATIVE MOTIVATION - - 2.892 .982 -.002 -.960 .037 

Childrearing burden and 

immaturity 
1 5 3.022 1.141 -.209 -1.095 .001 

Social and Ecological 

Worry 
1 5 3.180 1.116 -.260 -.930 .001 

Marital Stress 1 5 2.312 1.121 .529 -.783 .001 

Economic constraints 1 5 2.944 1.258 .060 -1.206 .001 

Body-Image Concerns 1 5 2.954 1.131 .114 -.818 .002 

ATTACHMENT - - - - - - - 

Closeness   1.33 5 3.455 .709 -.163 -.386 .001 

Dependence  1.20 4.80 3.214 .718 -.252 -.391 .001 

Anxiety  1.00 5 2.838 1.036 -.006 -.953 .001 

EMOTIONAL INTELLIGENCE 110 213 165.782 20.745 .023 -.288 .200* 

Perceive and understand  26 75 56.653 9.664 -.283 .101 .049 

Express and name  24 67 49.931 9.193 -.301 -.446 .017 

Manage  42 79 59.196 7.307 .171 -.097 .001 

RELIGIOSITY 1 10 5.25 2.879 -.067 -1.220 .001 

*p<0.05; **p<0.01 KS= Kolmogorov-Smirnov normality test, Sk= skewness, Kk= kurtosis. 

3.2. Correlation Analysis and Forecasting Parental Motivation 

Pearson’s correlation coefficients are present in Table 2 and Table 3. Positive motivation for 

parenting is closely related to religiosity (r=0.49, p<0.01) and significantly lower with the ability to 

perceive and understand emotions (r=0.14, p<0.01). On the subscale level, personal fulfilment 

correlates to the management of emotions (r=0.24, p<0.05), along with continuity (r=0.19, p<0.05) and 

the couple relationship (r=0.25, p<0.05). Negative motivation yielded a more significant bivariate 

correlation, namely, with all three attachment dimensions and EI, and managing emotions as the 

strongest predictor (r=-0.38, p<0.05), similar to religiosity (r=-0.37, p<0.05).  

Table 2. Person correlation matrix (positive motivation, attachment, EI and religiosity). 

  2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8. 9. 10. 11. 12. 13. 

(1) Close .414** -.502** .438** .154* .518** .387** 0.022 -0.105 0.064 0.065 0.068 0.014 

(2) Depend    -.477** .205** 0.024 .234** .256** 0.097 0.016 0.103 0.084 .164* 0.047 

(3) Anxiety     -.400** -.165* -.426** -.382** -0.038 0.017 -0.016 -0.073 -0.088 -0.070 

(4) Total EI score       .773** .841** .758** .164* 0.009 .215** .180** .176** 0.060 

(5) PUE         .428** .334** .138* 0.039 .165* .164* 0.110 0.070 

(6) ENE           .564** 0.060 -0.068 0.119 0.082 0.083 -0.024 

(7) ME             .206** 0.059 .243** .191** .249** 0.107 

(8) PM               .831** .910** .904** .863** .499** 

(9) SEA                 .612** .657** .625** .387** 

(10) C                   .783** .765** .478** 

(11) PF                     .733** .454** 

(12) CR                       .426** 

(13) Religiosity                       

*p>0.05, **p>0.01. Note: PUE=The ability to perceive and understand emotions; ENE=The ability to express and 

name emotions; ME=The ability to manage emotions; PM=positive motivation; SEA=socioeconomic aspect; C= 

continuity; PF= personal fulfilment; CR=couple relationship. 

Table 3. Person correlation matrix (negative motivation, attachment, EI and religiosity). 

  (8) (9) (10) (11) (12) (13) 14. 

(1) Close -.235** -.246** -.217** -.184** -.131* -.211** 0.014 

(2) Depend  -.230** -.236** -.219** -.129* -.201** -.165* 0.047 

(3) Anxiety .284** .296** .286** .136* .235** .229** -0.070 

(4) Total EI score -.333** -.377** -.276** -.179** -.274** -.257** 0.060 

(5) PUE -.169** -.229** -0.104 -0.058 -.140* -.144* 0.070 

(6) ENE -.271** -.301** -.262** -.159* -.208** -.180** -0.024 
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(7) ME -.380** -.388** -.317** -.233** -.331** -.313** 0.107 

(8) NM  .912** .871** .830** .825** .775** -.374** 

(9) BUI   .765** .683** .659** .640** -.314** 

(10) SEC    .649** .665** .591** -.357** 

(11) MS     .588** .626** -.307** 

(12) FPEC      .552** -.275** 

(13) PSCABA       -.355** 

(14) Religiosity        

*p>0.05; **p>0.01. Note: PUE=The ability to perceive and understand emotions; ENE=The ability to express and 

name emotions; ME=The ability to manage emotions; NM=negative motivation; BUI=the burden of upbringing 

and immaturity; SEC=social and environmental concerns; MS=marital stress; FPEC=financial problems and 

economic constraints; PSCABA=physical suffering and concern about body appearance. 

The next step was to conduct a multiple linear regression analysis for all selected predictors and 

two separate criterion analyses. Given the absence of correlations between positive motivation for 

parenting and adult attachment dimensions, they were omitted from the regression model. The 

results are presented in Tables 4 and 5, respectively. 

Table 4. Multiple linear regression analysis (criterion positive motivation). 

Predictors Positive motivation 
 (β) 

The ability to perceive and understand emotions 0.073 

The ability to express and name emotions -0.049 

The ability to manage emotions 0.159* 

Religiosity 0.475* 

R 0.526 

R² 0.277 

R²adj 0.264 

F 21.907* 

*p<0.05, β – standardized regression coefficient; R - multiple correlation coefficient; R² - coefficient of multiple 

determination; R² adj. – the estimated coefficient of multiple determination, F – change in R² significance. 

Table 5. Multiple linear regression analysis (criterion negative motivation). 

Predictors Negative motivation 
 (β) 

Attachment – The CLOSE -0,020 

Attachment – The DEPEND  -0,088 

Attachment – The ANXIETY 0,085 

The ability to perceive and understand emotions -0.016 

The ability to express and name emotions -0.073 

The ability to manage emotions -0.235* 

Religiosity -0.339* 

R 0.536 

R² 0.287 

R²adj 0.265 

F 13.024* 

*p<0.05, β – standardized regression coefficient; R - multiple correlation coefficient; R² - coefficient of multiple 

determination; R² adj. – the estimated coefficient of multiple determination, F – change in R² significance. 

The regression model for the positive motivation criterion was statistically significant, as it 

explained 27.7% of the variance (R²=0.277, F=21.907, p<0.05). The most significant predictor variable 

was religiosity, and management of emotions was the only EI ability that altered the effect size 

(β=0.159, p<0.05). The model for negative motivation was also statistically significant and explained 

28.7% of the variance (R²=0.287, F=13.024, p<0.05). Not a single adult attachment dimension proved 

its predictive value. Again, emotional management (β=-0,235, p < 0,05) and religiosity were the most 
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significant predictors (β = -0.339, p < 0.05). Differences based on relationship status will be address in 

the discussion section. 

3.3. Planned Behavior, Parental Intentions, and the Role of Demographic Incentives 

Most of our participants believe that the ideal age for a woman to become a mother for the first 

time is between 25 and 29 years (62.9%) or 30 to 35 years later. Only a minority believes there is no 

such thing as an ideal age (9,8%). Almost 50% of participants plan to have two children, and almost 30% 

want three or more, while only 13% express no desire to have a child. Half of students use 

contraception during every intercourse (50.9%), opposite to 26.5% who never use contraceptives. 

They render sufficient support for females who choose not to have children (M=4.38, SD=1.06). When 

inspected, these variables show low or moderate but significant correlations (Table 6). 

Table 6. Full regression model based on relationship status with childbearing motivation as criterion 

variable. 

Model 
Model Summary – PM SINGLE 

 

Model Summary – PM IAROM 

 

 R R² R²adj F (df) p R R² R²adj F (df) p 

Religion, Contraception, Age, 

SO 
.577 .333 .307 

13.203 (4, 

106) 
.000 .551 .304 .280 

12.874 (4, 

118) 
.00 

Religion, Contraception, Age, 

SO + Attachment 
.600 .359 .316 

1.440 (3, 

103) 
.235 .565 .319 .277 

.851  

(3, 115) 
.469 

Religiosity, Contraception, Age, 

SO, Attachment + EI  
.641 .411 .352 

2.937 (3, 

100) 
.037 .574 .330 .270 

.603 

(3, 112) 
.615 

Model  
Model Summary – NM SINGLE 

 

Model Summary – NM IAROM 

 

 R R² R²adj F (df) p R R² R²adj F (df) p 

Religion, Contraception, Age, 

SO 
.516 .267 .239 

9.638 (4, 

106) 
.000 .418 .174 .146 

6.232 (4, 

118) 
.000 

Religion, Contraception, Age, 

SO + Attachment 
.584 .341 .296 

3.870 (3, 

103) 
.011 .517 .267 .222 

4.847 (3, 

115) 
.003 

Religiosity, Contraception, Age, 

Sexual Orientation, Attachment 

dimensions + EI  

.658 .433 .376 
5.399 (3, 

100) 
.002 .537 .288 .225 

1.124 (3, 

112) 
.343 

*Significance level 95%. Note: IAROM – in a relationship or married; PM=positive motivation; NM=negative 

motivation; SO=sexual orientation. 

Table 7. Parental motivation, intentions and attitudes correlation tables. 

 Positive motivation Negative motivation Religiosity 

The desired number of children  .465** -.463** .412** 

Contraception usage during 

intercourse  
-.140* .216** -.192** 

Attitudes toward women who 

choose not to have children 
-.481** .338** -.467** 

Lastly, we asked our participants to rate demographic policies and measures that would 

encourage them to have more children than planned, and the results are presented in Figure 1. 
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Figure 1. Frequencies of responses for each demographic incentive (N number of responses is in the 

brackets).1: Exemption from paying a communal contribution;2: Child allowance for every child, no 

matter the household income; 3: Free extracurricular (sports, art, and other) activities for children; 4: 

Subsidizing housing loans or subtenancy; 5: Encouraging fathers to become more actively involved 

in the care of infants (public campaigns, education, etc.);6: To ensure a sufficient number of 

gynaecologists and paediatricians for every woman and child. 

4. Discussion 

4.1. Addressing the Descriptive Parameters and Indicators 

This research examined the role of adult attachment and emotional intelligence in predicting 

positive and negative motives for having offspring. According to our data, female students express 

moderate levels of positive and negative motivation to an equal extent, which contradicts prior 

research (Fiskin & Sari, 2021; Varas & Borsa, 2021). The most pronounced motives are personal 

fulfilment, such as the meaning of life (positive motivation), and social and environmental concerns, 

including environmental devastation and social dangers (negative motivation). This is aligned with 

a quote from Van der Walt (2019), stating that students were still exploring their sense of purpose 

and meaning in life, making it their priority. Over and above that, students are particularly interested 

in and dedicated to their mental health and well-being, which are forcibly related to finding meaning. 

On a more environmental note, results obtained by Rončević & Cvetković (2016) proclaim that most 

older and female students support slower economic development, accompanied by stronger 

environmental protection or holistic ethos type. The least prominent motives were socioeconomic 

aspects (positive motivation) and marital stress (negative motivation), corresponding to the fact that 

only 0.9% of female students are married. Socioeconomic concerns not being a vital influence on the 

verge of global recession is an unusual finding, particularly when combined with the fact that 44,4% 

of our sample is unemployed and 39,7% of students estimated their standard of living as below 

average. Sonield et al. (2013) speculate that positive motivation stems from having enough time to 

prepare for or plan for a child, in contrast to unexpected pregnancies. unplanned birth. However, few 

findings advocate a more pronounced negative motivation in women (Mynarska & Rytel, 2020) and 

emphasize the role of age and cultural context. This conclusion can be supported by claims made by 

Duvander et al. (2020), expressing how both partners influence the intent to have a child, but women 

are more influential in the decision on the number of children, interpreted in terms of cost and utility 

analysis.  

4.2. Addressing the Correlation Analyses and Predictive Value of Personal Factors 

Positive and negative motivation for parenting manifested strong correlations with self-reported 

religiosity, similar to another research (Varas & Borsa, 2021). Unexpected findings mostly refer to the 

nonsignificant relationship between adult attachment dimensions and positive motives for having a 

child, while the correlations between adult attachment dimensions and negative motivation are in 

the expected direction. Like Međedović et al. (2022), whose study involved both genders with an 
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average age of 42, anxiety was negatively related to reproductive motivation as secure romantic 

bonding is evolutionarily adaptive. Two EI dimensions, the ability to express and name emotions 

and the ability to manage emotions, were significantly related to negative but not positive motivation 

for parenting. Although our initial hypothesis was partially rejected, it was based on a small amount 

of available research that indirectly assesses the relationship between emotional intelligence and 

parenting (Mammadov & Erenel, 2021). One plausible explanation relies on the notion that EI is vital 

when dealing with challenges, and the scale of negative motivation emphasizes possible difficulties 

when raising a child (Kaur & Junnarkar, 2017). Two EI dimensions, the ability to express and name 

emotions and the ability to manage emotions, were significantly related to negative but not positive 

motivation for parenting. This conclusion refutes the idea that self-report scales are often highly 

correlated due to shared method variance. Roberts et al. (2010) question self-assessment measures 

due to various biases and the problem of insight. Respondents do not have to be in contact with their 

emotions, so giving realistic assessments without overlapping personality traits is exigent. In other 

words, compared to attitudes about parenting, assessing our emotional abilities could be more 

challenging. Although our initial hypothesis was partially rejected, only a few available research 

indirectly assessed the relationship between emotional intelligence and parenting (Mammadov & 

Erenel, 2021). One plausible explanation relies on the notion that EI is vital when dealing with 

challenges, and the scale of negative motivation emphasizes possible difficulties when raising a child 

(Kaur & Junnarkar, 2017). Based on these results only, management of emotions could indicate an 

individual’s (im)maturity. 

Searching for the best personal predictors of childbearing motivation, our expectations were 

grounded on research on sexual risk and attitudes (McElwain et al., 2015). Attachment dimensions 

may work to develop certain behaviours that predict parenting motivation. Emotion regulation and 

management are statistically significant predictors of both positive and negative parenting 

motivation. Given that the abilities to regulate and manage emotions are more complex abilities of 

emotional intelligence, we can assume that the most complex abilities are crucial when assessing our 

capabilities for being a parent since EI women are considered more successful in the role of mother 

(Mammadov & Erenel, 2021). Even without the experience, they could feel more prepared to face the 

challenges of parenthood or in general. Religiosity best predicts positive and negative parenting 

motivations, which aligns with other consistent findings (Varas & Borsa, 2021). Religious individuals 

report greater benefits and fewer costs associated with childbearing (Bein et al., 2015). They are 

socialized to accept family values, namely the importance of having children (Pearce & Davis, 2016). 

Women who practice religion, especially Catholic, give birth to more children than non-religious 

women (Peri-Rotem, 2016). After a more detailed dive into differences based on relationship status, 

positive motivation for those in a relationship or married can be predicted predominantly by 

religiosity. At the same time, the negative is contingent on religiosity and the dependence dimension 

of attachment, meaning that children could act as a closeness amplifier. For single females, positive 

motivation was marked by religiosity, sexual orientation, age, anxiety and emotional management, 

and similarly, negative motivation was antedated by religiosity, contraception usage and emotional 

management (Table 6). Thus, the hypothesized model was more successful in predicting the 

motivation of single females. 

4.3. Addressing the Parental Intentions in Early Adulthood and the Role of Demographic Incentives 

The majority of our sample intends to have two children, a more prominent trend for decades 

(Sobotka & Beaujouan, 2014). Female students estimate that the ideal age to become a mother is 

between 25 and 29 years, similar to other reports (Lampic et al., 2006) and corresponds to the Croatian 

average (DZS, 2023). A combination of low levels of positive motivation and a higher level of negative 

motivation predicts contraception usage, compliant with previous research (Kuhnt & Trappe, 2014) 

and Miller’s theory (1995). One of the more optimistic findings, overall support for the decision to 

not have a child, contrasts the conclusion made by Maftei et al. (2023), where negative attitudes still 

prevailed among older citizens with children - perhaps due to mechanisms of cognitive dissonance. 

Correlation analysis reveals that more negative attitudes are expressed by more religious females and 
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those who discern the positive sides of parenthood. The most popular demographic measures refer 

to ensuring the conditions for having children, that is, ensuring the health care of mother and child 

and subsidizing housing loans or subletting, which tells us that female students are focused on 

existential problems. The Republic of Croatia needs many primary care physicians, namely 257 

family physicians, 110 gynaecologists and 90 paediatricians (HLJK, 2023).  

Furthermore, female students also chose the measure of encouraging fathers to be more actively 

involved in the care of infants, and such results may be related to more traditional roles in Croatian 

society and the desire of Croatian female students to change this situation. Research shows that very 

few fathers take care of children while the mother works, i.e., 90% of fathers in the EU do not take 

parental leave (Borg, 2018). A small number of female students chose demographic measures related 

to specific problems related to the financial costs of a child, such as free extracurricular activities and 

exemption from paying the communal contribution, which may be a consequence of the fact that the 

female students are not yet familiar with such costs. A smaller number of female students believe 

that a single-child allowance would encourage them to have children or more children. A possible 

explanation for these answers is that female students are focused on long-term and higher costs and 

acquiring the primary conditions for having children. 

4.4. Limitations and Future Research 

There are several limitations, dilemmas and recommendations for future survey that we would 

like to express. First of all, religiosity was measured with a single-item scale. Single-item measures 

are generally not recommended because their reliability cannot be estimated (Wanous & Reichers, 

1996). Spector (1991) states that they do tap into complex constructs and demonstrate higher 

correlations with other variables. Additionally, Allen et al. (2022) assert that single-item measures are 

parsimonious, less ambiguous, not tiresome, more accessible to administer and suitable for 

vulnerable or clinical populations. Although our sample was not clinical, due to the length of our 

questionnaire, we opted to shorten only the religiosity measures, assuming it would hold its face and 

construct validity. This decision unquestionably limits our conclusions. In respect of instruments, 

other available options with fewer items and different factor structure, such as Motivation to have a 

child scale (Brenning et al., 2015) could provide a more relevant data. 

Secondly, Morgan and King (2001) speculate that childbearing incentives compete with other 

interests, making a parenting decision a complex product of biological predispositions, social 

coercion, and a rational decision-making process. Consequently, it is necessary to further explore the 

stages of this though-process and more complex social factors, such as family values, societal pressure 

etc. Thirdly, the analysis we excluded from the final manuscript due to the unequal distribution of 

categories based on sexual orientation is our next target, since studies show that LGBTIQ people have 

a significantly lower desire for parenthood than childless heterosexuals (Hank & Wetzel, 2018).  

Whether it is suitable to measure childbearing motivation at such a young age remains 

unresolved. For females in our sample with an average age of 23, who are already invested in the 

educational process, and half of whom are not even in a romantic relationship, it could be too soon 

to delve into such intense life decisions. Average values range from 2.18 to 3.47 for positive 

motivation and 2.15 to 3.41 for negative motivation. Such a small range may indicate that the 

participants do not yet have a firmly defined attitude or intention regarding parenthood. Our 

decision not to separate different types of adult attachment (friendship vs. romantic partners) and 

include those currently not in a romantic relationship perhaps influenced such unexpected outcomes. 

Based on this assumption, other suggestions are to include variables related to the quality/satisfaction 

of the romantic relationship or shift towards dyadic measures, influenced by the evidence of how 

parenthood is, in most cases, a consensual decision. Likewise, the recommendations would be to 

investigate couples with children and inspect the motives for expanding the families.  

5. Conclusions 

Our students express positive and negative childbearing motivation at around the same levels, 

meaning there are no extreme levels since values do not exceed 3.5, nor do they go below 2. Parental 
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intentions are linked to religiosity and emotional management abilities. Positive motives are not 

related to adult attachment dimensions, unlike negative motives with only low correlations. Both 

motivations scales can be predicted by religiosity and emotional management. The hypothesized 

model, including age, contraception usage, sexual orientation, attachment, EI, and religiosity was 

more successful in predicting the motivation of single females. Age is a significant predictor for 

positive, and contraception predicts negative motivation among single girls exclusively. Most female 

students want to have two children and believe that the ideal age for having their first child is 

between 25 and 29. Half of them use contraception during every intercourse, and about 25% never 

use it. The vast majority support other women’s decision not to have children. Participant report how 

having adequate healthcare for both mother and child, housing, and paternal participation in child-

rearing practice is essential in their decision-making process. 
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