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INTRODUCTION

Raising an “only-child” is a special experience shared by an increasing number of parents.  Whereas biological conditions have always dictated that some couples would have just one child, various other, more conscious, factors have now entered the picture as well.  First and foremost, difficult economic times have caused many mothers and fathers to limit their family size.  After all, raising even one child in today’s world can be quite expensive.
In addition, many mothers and fathers are waiting until later in life to begin their families, and many are unable or unwilling to take on rigors and responsibilities beyond those required for a single offspring.  Furthermore, many mothers and fathers worry about the effects of over-population on the environment, deciding that one child is sufficient to continue their family line and satisfy their parental aspirations.

However, while raising an only-child is no longer such an unusual experience, it does remain a relatively stressful one.  Having just one child still is not generally considered the norm, nor is it particularly looked upon with favor by society, and most mothers and fathers who make the decision to limit their family size sooner or later start wondering whether it was the right thing to do.

Unfortunately, many of their doubts are generated and perpetuated by long-standing myths and popular misconceptions about the only-child.  The fact is that being an only-child does not automatically convey advantages or disadvantages of any kind, nor does it inevitably lead to the development of desirable or undesirable traits.  Of course, certain situations and events have the potential to produce either beneficial or detrimental outcomes, but how well or how poorly the child does in the long term is primarily dependent upon the way the parents prepare for and handle these situations and events.
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There are no set expectations concerning what circumstances might be encountered, and there are no rigid rules for raising an only-child.  Every child is unique, and every family has its own distinct dynamics.  On the other hand, child development professionals and experienced parents do have some relevant insights and suggestions.  Armed with this information and advice, along with some solid knowledge regarding standard childrearing policies and practices, mothers and father can ensure that the experience of raising their only-child will be as enriching and enjoyable as possible for everyone involved.

                                                                                      Michael K. Meyerhoff, Ed.D.

                                                                                      William Gladden Foundation
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ARE THERE SPECIAL PROBLEMS INHERENT IN BEING AN ONLY-CHILD?
An only-child does face a variety of unique circumstances.  However, the same is true of any child.  Twins, first-borns, oldest and youngest children also encounter certain difficulties by virtue of their distinct place in the family configuration.  Conversely, each has special opportunities as well.  Unfortunately, relatives, friends, neighbors and society sometimes focus on the negatives rather than the positives.  Therefore, parents should remember that their only-child has many benefits available to him, and not simply dwell on his lack of siblings.
SHOULD ONE CONSIDER A LACK OF SIBLINGS A SIGNIFCANT DISADVANTAGE?

This is a matter of viewing the glass as either half-empty or half-full.  Without a doubt, an only-child will miss having the built-in, readily available companion, confidant and playmate that a brother or sister might constitute.  Then again, he will not have a constant competitor for parental attention and affection or subject to potentially inappropriate comparisons with siblings or have to fight for his fair share of the family resources.  Therefore, for example, the only-child may not have someone with whom to share secrets at bedtime, but he will have his own room.  Furthermore, in the few instances where a lack of siblings could be considered a serious disadvantage, there are ways to compensate for what is missing.

HOW CAN PARENS HELP THEIR ONLY-CHILD COMPENSATE FOR A LACK OF SIBLINGS?

Since an only-child misses the opportunity to learn “the facts of life” that the arrival of a new baby might provide, parents could ask an expecting friend, relative or neighbor to allow their only-child to become “involved” with the pregnancy and birth.  Furthermore, toilet training is often completed more efficiently when there is an older same-sex sibling who can serve as a model for the child to imitate.  In this case, enrollment in a preschool or participation in a playgroup may supply some slightly older children for the only-child to mimic.  Of course, coming up with suitable substitutes may not always be easy or convenient, but parents may be surprised by how willing others are to help.

DOESN’T “ONLINESS” REGULARLY TRANSLATE INTO “LONELINESS?”

All children encounter occasions when they do not have a companion.  Being “alone” does not necessarily mean being “lonely.”  In general, an only-child is likely to be without a playmate more often than is a child surrounded by siblings.  However, an only-child will more readily learn appropriate and profitable ways to occupy and entertain him.  In other words, while being alone may be a more common experience for an only-child, it probably will not be an unproductive or unpleasant experience; the child will learn healthy ways to find personal enjoyment as well as personal understanding.
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WILL AN ONLY-CHILD INEVITABLY HAVE DIFFICULTY WITH PEER-RELATED SKILLS?

While an only-child probably will learn how to occupy and entertain himself, he may have problems developing the ability to get along with other children and mastering the knack of sharing, taking turns, competing and cooperating with peers.  The basis of these skills (trust, respect, courtesy, generosity, etc.) is learned mainly through interactions with adults.  Since he will have more exposure to adult interactions during the formative years, an only-child is likely to have a stronger and healthier grasp of social exchanges.  However, his naïveté and lack of experience may cause some initial problems when working out the details and mastering the intricacies of strictly child-to-child interactions.
WHAT CAN PARENTS DO TO PROMOTE THE DEVELOPMENT OF PEER-RELATED SKILLS?

Providing an only-child with regular exposure to other children is a good idea.  However, parents should guard against being irresponsible, impatient or insensitive in this regard.  As noted above, the foundation for strong and healthy social skills come mainly from interactions with adults, so parents must model proper behaviors for their child.  Furthermore, they must recognize that learning to get along well with other children takes time; and, they should not expect their child to make substantial progress immediately.

WHEN SHOULD AN ONLY-CHILD START RECEIVING REGULAR EXPOSURE TO PEERS?

For some families, placing the child in daycare may be necessary early on, but if options are available, a gradual approach is probably best.  Before age two years, children do not really play with each other, although they do play alongside each other and can learn through mutual observation.  Between two and four years of age, meaningful interactions with peers start to take place.  After age four, genuine friendships begin to form.  Therefore, occasional visits with other children are sufficient during infancy; part-time daycare or participation in a playgroup during toddlerhood would be appropriate; and enrollment in nursery school or kindergarten later would be highly recommended.
DOES AN ONLY-CHILD USUALLY RECEIVE A BETTER PRESCHOOL EDUCATION THAN OTHER CHILDREN DO?

The opportunity to receive an excellent preschool education may be more available to an only-child, but capitalizing on that opportunity is not automatic.  Since his parents do not have to divide their time and resources among several offspring, an only-child will benefit from having their full attention.  However, just because the attention is undivided does not mean it will be ample or appropriate.  Therefore, parents of an only-child should make the effort to learn suitable strategies for introducing their child to various subjects, and they must make the time to pursue those strategies to the fullest.
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IN WHAT AREA OF EARLY DEVELOPMENT DOES AN ONLY-CHILD ROUTINELY DISPLAY BETTER-THEN-AVERAGE PROGRESS?
Language ability is the one area of early development where an only-child seems to have an advantage.  Siblings may help to pick up social skills, but they can be a distraction from learning linguistic skills.  Much language learning takes place through imitation, and siblings make poor models during the early years.  Since an only-child is likely to experience a large exposure to adult conversation, his vocabulary, grammar and syntax probably will be stronger than that of his peers at the point that formal schooling begins.

IS AN ONLY-CHILD LIKELY TO EXPERIENCE ANY SPECIAL DIFFICULTIES WHEN FORMAL SCHOOLING BEGINS?

If his parents were able to compensate for a lack of some opportunities and capitalize on the availability of others, only-children will be as competent and comfortable as their peers are when formal schooling begins.  However, many only-children are achievement-oriented.  Although a certain amount of this is healthy, too much can be a problem.  Parents should be watchful for signs of stress caused by the pressure of high expectations.

WHY WOULD AN ONLY-CHILD TEND TO BE MORE ACHIEVEMENT-ORIENTED THAN ARE OTHER CHILDREN?

High hopes for their children’s success is natural for parents.  In most families, these hopes spread across several siblings.  If one is an honor student and another is a star athlete, parental aspirations for their offspring may be fulfilled.  When there is just one child, however, all hopes center on him.  Even if the parents do not express these feelings, the child may sense and internalize them.  Therefore, while they should encourage their only-child to be the best he can be, parents should also make sure to praise and cherish him for what he is.

HOW MIGHT TEACHERS INADVERTENTLY PUT INAPPROPRIATE PRESSURE ON AN ONLY-CHILD?

As noted earlier, an only-child usually spends more time than other children do exposed to adult conversations and activities, and through language and behavior, the only-child is likely to seem more adult-like than other children do.  Inexperienced teachers may not realize that this maturity is largely superficial; the child is more likely to be imitating what he has seen or heard rather than expressing his own thoughts and feelings.  Consequently, they may expect more from the child than he is capable of providing.  Furthermore, high scores on many tests administered to school-age children are heavily dependent upon strong language skills.  Since this is one area where an only-child is likely to excel, his scores may be artificially inflated.  Inexperienced teachers may therefore put pressure on the child to perform at the level of his test scores rather than at his overall level of competence.
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DOES A LACK OF SIBLINGS CAUSE A CHILD TO BECOME SELF-CENTERED?
This may be the most unfair misconception about the only-child.  Sometimes parents focus so much of their attention and aspirations on their only-child that he becomes convinced the world revolves around him, but such circumstances are rare.  All children up to age seven or eight are “egocentric.”  With immature mental capacities and limited experience, they tend to see everything solely from their own point of view, but when an only-child exhibits behavior that reflects this normal and temporary state of mind, some people mistakenly attribute it to his lack of siblings and assume it is permanent.

IS IT INEVITABLE THAT AN ONLY-CHILD WILL BE “SPOILED?”
NO, but it is something of which parents should be wary.  First, since there are no siblings competing for the family resources, an only-child may receive many more material items than do other children of the same socioeconomic status.  Second, since his parents can devote their childrearing time and attention to him, they may tend to be more indulgent than if they had several offspring underfoot.  Third, there often is the “4-2-1” syndrome in which four grandparents and two parents are all competing for the love of one child, and they may avoid doing anything involving risk of rejection.  Teaching a child proper values and disciplining a child appropriately are never easy tasks.  These factors do not make the process impossible, but they can combine to make it difficult.

DO PARENTS OF AN ONLY-CHILD TEND TO BE OVER-PROTECTIVE?

YES, and this is perfectly natural.  Since the child is the only person capable of continuing the family line, they cannot help worrying that something might happen to him.  As a result, they may become reluctant to let the child take any risks, and they may overreact to even minor mishaps and illnesses.  Of course, all parents are concerned about their children and try to protect them as much as possible.  However, children do need to experience life fully, and too much concern can be unhealthy.  Therefore, parents of an only-child should strive to restrain their excessive inclinations in this regard.
WHY DOES AN ONLY-CHILD OFTEN HAVE TROUBLE DEVELOPING SELF-HELP SKILLS?

The parents on an only-child sometimes become preoccupied with their one opportunity to experience the privileges and pleasures of parenthood.  They may attempt to prolong each phase of the process, particularly the early ones when the child is highly dependent on his parents for feeding, bathing, dressing, etc.  Whereas most parents cannot wait for one child to start taking care of himself to have more time and energy to take care of another child, parents of an only-child may suppress his autonomy and continue various nurturing routines even though they are no longer necessary.  This is quite natural, but interfering with a child’s journey toward independence is unhealthy.
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WHY IS THE “PERFECT PARENT SYNDROME” A COMMON PROBLEM FOR THE PARENTS OF AN ONLY-CHILD?
Dwelling on their one opportunity to nurture offspring, parents of an only-child may put enormous pressure on themselves to do everything exactly right the first time because they will not have another chance.  Instead of acknowledging that every parent makes mistakes on occasion, they convince themselves that one wrong move will result in devastating consequences.  While the desire to be proficient in childrearing is admirable, this chronic perfectionism can destroy the spontaneity and flexibility that are such important parts of good parenting, thus making the entire process counterproductive.

DO PARENTS GENERALLY BECOME MORE RELAXED AS THEIR ONLY-CHILD GETS OLDER?

The perfect parent syndrome usually is more severe during the early years, but it can continue to be a significant problem.  There will be only one first day of school, one junior prom, one high school graduation, and so on, and the parents of an only-child may consistently put pressure on themselves to make sure each event proceeds flawlessly.  Fortunately, experience is a wonderful teacher, and as parents inevitably make mistakes and see their only-child continue to survive and thrive nonetheless, they cannot help learning to relax the pressure on themselves.

IS IT POSSIBLE FOR PARENTS TO LOVE THEIR ONLY-CHILD TOO MUCH?

There is no such thing as a child who receives too much love.  However, while parents of an only-child never need to worry about how much love they are giving, they should always be careful about how appropriately they are expressing their love.  Over-indulgence, over-nurturing, over-protecting and the perfect parent syndrome are examples of good intentions getting out of hand.  Parents of an only-child must strive to recognize the difference between satisfying their own emotional needs and doing what is necessary to ensure the healthy development of their offspring.  While the latter may not always be pleasant, it is ultimately the more valuable expression of love.

ARE PARENTS CHEATING THEMSELVES BY HAVING JUST ONE CHILD?

There is no doubt that raising a child brings sweet pleasures and great rewards.  One might assume that having just one child is an exercise in self-limitation, but life holds a variety of opportunities.  If the mother and father of an only-child view parenting as their sole purpose in life, they may feel shortchanged.  Conversely, if they put parenting in perspective and see that they may have more time and energy to pursue other goals, there is no reason for them to feel anything but complete fulfillment.  In other words, as long as raising a child can be seen as just one part of life, then the discussion concerning the only-child is placed in the context of having choices rather than being cheated.
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DEVELOPING A HEALTHY MIND-SET
REGARDING THE RAISING OF AN ONLY-CHILD

Raising an only-child can be an occasionally daunting task, and raising an only-child certainly means encountering some special circumstances.  However, many of the fears and doubts that plague the mother and father of an only-child are the result of long-standing myths and popular misconceptions.  Instead of allowing themselves to be manipulated by these myths and misconceptions, parents need to recognize the realities and formulate appropriate responses so that the experience is as beneficial as possible for everyone involved.  The following are examples of how parents can develop a healthy mind-set regarding the raising of an only-child.

MYTH OR MISCONCEPTION

REALITY

RESPONSE

MYTH OR MISCONCEPTION:  Only-children are spoiled.

REALITY:  Because they do not have to share parental attention or family resources with siblings, only-children ordinarily have more possessions and opportunities than do other children of the same socioeconomic class.

RESPONSE:  Do not deprive your only-child of anything he needs or anything you really want him to have, but make sure you are giving appropriately and are not simply giving in and being over-indulgent.

MYTH OR MISCONCEPTION:  Only children are self-centered.
REALITY:  All children are “egocentric” to a certain extent during the early years.

RESPONSE:  Encourage your only-child to look at events and situations from other people’s points of view, and do not permit others to attribute your child’s normal, temporary behavior patterns to a lack of siblings.
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MYTH OR MISCONCEPTION:  Only-children are lonely.
REALITY:  Only-children may spend more time alone than other children, but they are not necessarily lonely, as they typically develop strong capacities for occupying themselves productively and entertaining themselves enjoyably.
RESPONSE:  Encourage your only-child to interact with other children and make friends to the extent possible and appropriate, but avoid leading him to believe that being an only-child is always a lonely or bad thing
MYTH OR MISCONCEPTION:  Only-children are socially inept.
REALITY:  Because they are not subject to sibling rivalry, only-children actually tend to develop the foundations for social skills more fully than other children do, though their lack of experience sometimes causes them to be somewhat clumsy when working out the social details during their initial interactions with peers.
RESPONSE:  Strive to be a good model of proper social behavior for your only-child. Introduce him to social interactions with age-mates gradually and be aware that he may experience a brief period of difficulty before he starts making substantial progress.
MYTH OR MISCONCEPTION:  Only-children are unhappy.
REALITY:  All children are unhappy from time to time.

RESPONSE:  Recognize that when it comes to having problems, being an only-child is ultimately no different from being a first-born child, a youngest child or a twin.  Keep yourself and your child focused on resolving the real issues involved in any difficulties and do not allow yourself or your child to blame anything on lack of siblings when irrelevant.
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PARENTAL TENDENCIES REQUIRING CAUTION
Parents who maintain a proper outlook on their childrearing role can ensure their own fulfillment and help promote the optimal development of their child.  Unfortunately, the parents of an only-child often fall into behavior patterns that can be detrimental to everyone.  The following are typical tendencies that parents should regulate.

· EXCESSIVE CONTACT - Since an only child may be considered less trouble than several children are, and since he may appear more “adult-like” than other children do, parents may tend to include him in almost everything in which they are involved.  While a close parent/child relationship is healthy, parents should make sure they are not routinely exposing their only-child to events and activities that might be excessive or inappropriate for him.

· PROLONGED INFANTILE CARE – Knowing that they will not have another chance to experience their childrearing pleasures, parents of an only-child may unconsciously seek to extend his babyhood by continuing to feed, bathe, dress and clean up after him long past the point when he is capable of doing so himself.

· INTERRUPTING INDEPENDENT BEHAVIOR – As the only-child gets older, parents may still try to inhibit his autonomy by not allowing him to attempt a task without prior instruction, by not allowing him to complete a project without intervention and by not allowing him a chance to work out disagreements with other children.  These and similar practices are a detrimental to the growth of healthy independence.
· OVER-PROTECTIVENESS – Since he is the one person capable of carrying on the family line, parents naturally fear for the safety and well-being of their only-child.  However, constantly keeping the child in sight, holding his hand when there is no danger, refusing to let him take risks and other such behaviors do more harm than good.

· OVER-INDULGENCE – Given that there is no one else requiring the division of the family’s financial and emotional resources, parents may give the only-child more attention and material items than is appropriate.  Furthermore, they may have a strong fear of rejection by the child, and thus may engage in an unhealthy level of permissiveness.

· INSTILLING EXCESSIVELY HIGH EXPECTTATIONS – Since all their hopes for their offspring are focused on one individual, parents of an only-child may convey a sense that there are enormous (and unrealistic) responsibilities riding on his shoulders.  As a result, he may feel incredible pressure to do well – and to do well in everything.
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TIMES TO COMPENSATE FOR

A LACK OF SIBLINGS

There are many instances in the life of a child when the presence of siblings can be beneficial.  Sometimes a brother or sister can make a situation or event easier, more meaningful and more fun.  While an only-child does not have a built-in person to fulfill the role, parents can provide reasonably adequate “substitutes” on most occasions.  The following are examples of times when parents might want to help their only-child compensate for a lack of siblings.
· TOILET TRAINING – This process often goes more smoothly when a child can imitate the behavior of an older sibling (especially of the same sex).  Parents should consider at least part-time involvement in daycare, a playgroup or some other arrangement where their only-child will have exposure to slightly older children who can serve as suitable models.
· EDUCATION IN GENERAL – Teaching is an excellent way to reinforce learning.  From throwing a ball to mastering algebra, the educational process is enhanced greatly when a child has the chance to pass along learning to a younger sibling.  Parents may want to make sure that their only-child has frequent exposure to a younger companion to exercise skills that are important to his own intellectual growth.

· FAMILY OUTINGS – When families travel on vacation or go to the movies, children will have a distinctly different perspective on the experience than that of adults.  Consequently, a child often finds that his siblings are more exciting, enriching and enjoyable companions than are his mother and father on such occasions.  Parents should consider allowing their only-child to invite a friend so he will have someone of his own mind-set with whom to share the event.

· FAMILY GET-TOGETHERS – At events like Sunday dinners and holiday celebrations, conversation constitutes most of the activity.  Since the interests and intellectual capacities of adults and children differ vastly, a child usually spends much of his time interacting with his siblings on such occasions.  Parents may want to make sure that their only-child has an age-mate at such functions with whom to play and converse.
· SHOPPING – Preferences in styles, fashions and fads differ greatly between adults and children.  Since parents hold the power when deciding how to spend money, a child often enlists the aid of his siblings to present his wishes.  Although parents of an only-child should not consent to anything they deem inappropriate, they might consider allowing him to bring a friend on shopping trips so he has a full and fair chance to plead his case.
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SIGNS OF POTENTIAL PROBLEMS

IN RELATING TO PEERS

One area where an only-child is likely to have difficulty is in the development of peer-related skills.  Learning to get along well with other children can be troublesome for a child who spends a large portion of his early years in the exclusive company of adults.  While disadvantages resulting from a lack of siblings are rather easily to compensate, parents of an only-child should watch for the following indications of potential problems in relating to peers.
· Always having friends who are much older or younger

· Having friends of only one sex

· Never having a friend for more than a few days

· Never having a best friend

· Attempting to buy friends with gifts

· Constantly seeking parental approval of friends

· Associating with troubled children such as truants or delinquents

· Regularly expressing frustration with peers

· Regularly fighting with peers

· Being unusually susceptible to peer pressure

· Declining to get involved in extracurricular activities

· Shying away from team sports

· Repeated “I want a brother or sister” requests

· Chronic complaining about being lonely

· Constantly referring to himself as “only” (for example, I am the only one in the class who finished his assignment; I am the only one in the group who knows how to dance; I am the only kid on the block with a 10-speed bicycle”)

· Excessive anxiety concerning social events (“Who should I invite to my birthday party?  What if I cannot get a date for the prom?”)

· Constantly preferring solitary activities (playing computer games, watching television) to peer interactions
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PREPARING FOR THE FUTURE

PARENT/ONLY-CHILD RELATIONSHIP

Parents concern themselves primarily with taking care of their only-child.  However, although it may be unpleasant to think about, they have to consider that there may come a time when their only-child will be in the position of having to take care of them.  With the possible exception of his spouse, the only-child will not have anyone who is readily available to share the burdens and responsibilities.  This is one instance where it will be virtually impossible to compensate for the lack of siblings, so parents of an only-child might want to pursue the following policies and practices in order to make the situation as minimally stressful as possible.

· FOSTER YOUR CHILD’S FRIENDSHIPS – Teach your child to relate to people in meaningful ways and to value friendships.  An only-child will not have a built-in support system in times of trouble and sorrow, but friends can help fill the void.

· PROMOTE YOUR CHILD’S INDEPENDENCE – Encourage your child to leave home in young adulthood.  Caring for his elderly parents will be easier if he has already established his autonomy.

· RESPECT YOUR CHILD’S SPOUSE – Not interfering in your child’s marriage will make it easier for him to subordinate that relationship temporarily when you need his help.  This approach also will allow his spouse to become an enthusiastic, rather than resentful, partner in assistance.

· ESTABLISH YOUR OWN INDEPENDENCE – Work on building your personal life and marriage to avoid dependence on your child for happiness and interest in your life.
· TAKE GOOD CARE OF YOURSELF PHYSICALLY – Although there are no guarantees, adopting a healthy lifestyle may allow you to avoid chronic conditions that may cause you to be dependent upon your child for an extended time.

· TAKE GOOD CARE OF YOURSELF FINANCIALLY – If possible, build your financial resources so that your child does not have to bear the cost of providing for you in your senior years.

· BE EXPLICIT ABOUT CONTINGENCY PLANS – Have detailed discussions with your child regarding your financial situation, as well as what he should do if you are incapacitated.

· SIMPLIFY THE INEVITABLE – Ease the trauma of your death for your child by leaving your financial affairs in good order and making your specific funeral wishes known.
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SOURCES OF HELP AND INFORMATION
Raising any child can be occasionally difficult and demanding.  When raising an only-child, parents may encounter unusual circumstances that can further complicate the process.  Therefore, the parents of an only-child should be prepared for certain eventualities and ready to handle special situations properly.  The following is a list of sources to contact for information or assistance.
LOCAL PROFESSIONALS

EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATOR – Teachers in a local daycare center or preschool can help parents of an only-child establish practices regarding childrearing in general, and can assist them in developing suitable strategies to compensate for a lack of siblings when such action is appropriate.

Telephone #

CHILD PSYCHOLOGIST – Pediatric mental health specialists can help parents in anticipating and avoiding emotional disturbances and maladjustments typically experienced by an only-child, as well as in detecting and treating any that may occur.

Telephone #

ADULT THERAPIST – Counselors and clinicians can assist parents in resolving mental or emotional difficulties they may be experiencing.  Therapists also can guide and prevent them from parenting their only-child in an unhealthy manner.

Telephone #

NATIONAL AGENCIES

Planned Parenthood Federation of America
www.plannedparenthood.org
The National Parenting Center

www.tnpc.com
Nemours Foundation

www.kidshealth.org
Child Development Institute

www.childdevelopmentinfo.com
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