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Introduction: You’re Not Alone 

Families come in every shape and size, and the single-child family is one of the most common 
and most misunderstood of all. Only-child families are thriving all around the world. Research 
consistently shows that only children are just as socially adept, emotionally resilient, and 
academically capable as their peers from larger families. What’s different is not the outcome for 
your child: it’s the journey for you as a parent. This guide is full of evidence-based information, 
real-world tips, and genuine encouragement. Whether you chose to have one child or life 
brought you here, this guide is for you. 

 
Did You Know? From Just One by Susan Newman, Ph.D. (2025): According to 2020 U.S. 
Census figures, nearly 15 million parents lived in households with one child under 18, compared 
with about 13 million who had two children. The one-child family is the fastest-growing family 
unit in the United States and the trend is mirrored in developed countries worldwide, from the 
UK and France to South Korea and Australia. You are far from alone. 
 

How to Use This Guide 
You don’t need to read this cover to cover. Feel free to flip to the section most relevant to where 
you are right now. Each chapter stands alone, so you can come back to it as your child grows. 

●​ Parents of toddlers and young children: Start with Sections 2 and 3 
●​ Parents of school-age children: Focus on Sections 3 and 4 
●​ Parents of teens: Section 4 and the Resources section will be especially helpful 
●​ Anyone needing reassurance: Jump straight to Section 6 

The One-Child Revolution: A Moment Worth Naming 
In Just One: The New Science, Secrets & Joy of Parenting an Only Child (2025), social 
psychologist Dr. Susan Newman, who has studied one-child families for over four decades 
describes what she calls a quiet revolution happening in the United States and across 
developed nations. After interviewing more than 130 families from diverse backgrounds, 
cultures, and countries for the book, Newman found that the one-child family is no longer an 
oddity: it has become a preferred and celebrated choice. 

 
A Notable Finding from Just One: Newman’s research revealed a striking pattern: a growing 
number of only children are choosing to have only children themselves, creating what she calls 
“only-child dynasties.” When asked about their childhoods, only children interviewed across 
generations expressed high satisfaction with their upbringing. The family structure they grew up 
in became, for many, the family structure they chose to create. 
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Section 1: What’s Unique About Raising an Only Child 

Parenting an only child involves a beautiful and specific set of dynamics. Understanding these 
dynamics: both the advantages and the genuine challenges, can help you parent with more 
confidence and intention. 

The Advantages 
Only children tend to enjoy certain conditions that can support their flourishing: 

●​ Undivided attention and resources: Your time, emotional energy, and financial 
resources are concentrated on one child. This often translates to deeper conversations, 
more enrichment opportunities, and a parent who truly knows their child inside and out. 

●​ Strong parent-child bond: Without the emotional competition of siblings, many only 
children develop exceptionally close, trusting relationships with their parents. 

●​ Exposure to adult language and thinking: Only children spend more time around 
adults, which often accelerates vocabulary, critical thinking, and emotional maturity. 

●​ Greater independence: Many only children develop strong self-reliance, the ability to 
self-entertain, and comfort with solitude, all valuable life skills. 

●​ High achievement: Research by Dr. Toni Falbo at the University of Texas found that 
only children score higher on measures of achievement motivation and educational 
attainment than those with siblings. 

 
Research Spotlight: Falbo & Polit (1986) reviewed over 100 studies and found that only 
children were indistinguishable from firstborns and people from small families on measures of 
achievement, intelligence, and character. There is no credible evidence that only children are at 
a developmental disadvantage. 

 

The Genuine Challenges 
Being aware of real challenges helps you address them proactively, not because anything is 
“wrong” with your family, but because every family structure has its own terrain to navigate. 

●​ The “only child” social learning gap: Siblings provide constant, low-stakes 
opportunities to negotiate, share, argue, and reconcile. Only children need to get this 
practice elsewhere, and with a bit of intention, they absolutely can. 

●​ Pressure of parental focus: Some only children feel the weight of being their parents’ 
sole focus. It can feel like a spotlight that’s hard to escape. 

●​ The “loneliness” question: Some only children do wish for a sibling playmate at home, 
especially during school breaks or long evenings. 

●​ Caregiver expectations: Only children may implicitly absorb the expectation that they 
will be the primary caregiver for aging parents. This is worth discussing openly as they 
grow. 

●​ Social stigma and outside commentary: Parents of only children often face unsolicited 
commentary. This can be exhausting and isolating. 
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 Busting the Most Common Myths 
It’s time to put some of the most persistent myths to rest: 

  

The Myth The Reality 

Only children are spoiled Spoiling is a function of parenting behavior, not family size. Studies 
show no significant difference in self-centeredness between only 
children and those with siblings. 

Only children are lonely Only children often build rich peer friendships and enjoy meaningful 
alone time. Many report high satisfaction with their social lives. 

Only children are 
maladjusted 

Research consistently shows only children are as well-adjusted as 
their peers. What matters most is the quality of parenting. 

They wish they had a 
sibling 

Some do; many don’t. Research by Dr. Susan Newman found the 
majority of only children do not feel deprived of the sibling 
experience. 

You’re being selfish Newman confronts this head-on in Just One: the decision to have 
one child is shaped by age, career, finances, infertility, and the world 
we live in now. As she writes, today's parents center their decisions 
around being the best parent possible, not around a number. That is 
the opposite of selfishness. 

Section 2: Actionable Tips for Every Stage 
Here are practical, evidence-informed strategies you can use right now, organized by your 
child’s developmental stage. 

  

Early Childhood (Ages 0–5): Building the Foundation 
These early years are about security, attachment, and play. Your goal is to give your child a 
deeply safe base from which to explore. 

●​ Create consistent playdates: Regular, recurring time with the same few friends helps 
young only children build the skills they’d otherwise develop with siblings: sharing, 
turn-taking, and navigating conflict. 

●​ Resist over-rescuing: Because you’re the only caregiver watching this one child, it can 
be tempting to jump in quickly. Try to pause before problem-solving: give your child a 
moment to figure things out. 

●​ Introduce group settings early: Preschool, community programs, or even play groups 
give only children vital exposure to peer dynamics in a structured environment.  
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●​ Narrate emotions and disagreements. Without a sibling to argue with at home, your 
child needs you to teach emotional vocabulary and conflict skills explicitly. Books, 
puppets, and role-play are wonderful tools. 

●​ Celebrate alone time: Help your child enjoy independent play from an early age. This 
builds the self-soothing and creativity skills that will serve them for life. 

 
Tip for Parents: If your child has a meltdown at a playdate over sharing, that’s normal and 
healthy. not a sign that something is wrong. It means they’re learning. Stay calm, coach them 
through it, and give it time. 

  

Middle Childhood (Ages 6–11): Growing Socially and Academically 
This is the stage when peer relationships become central to your child’s world. Only children 
often thrive academically at this stage; the social piece takes intentional support. 

●​ Enroll in team activities: Sports, theater, robotics clubs, choir: anything that requires 
collaboration toward a shared goal is helpful for social development. 

●​ Host rather than just drop off: When possible, have children come to your home. You 
can observe dynamics and provide light coaching without being intrusive. 

●​ Talk about friendship explicitly: Ask your child how friendships are going: who was 
kind today, who was left out, how they handled a disagreement. Make it a dinner-table 
topic. 

●​ Watch for perfectionism: Only children who receive a lot of adult attention can 
internalize very high expectations. Praise effort over outcomes, and normalize mistakes 
warmly. 

●​ Give them real responsibilities: Chores, helping with a pet, or participating in 
household decisions builds a sense of contribution and reduces the spotlight pressure. 

●​ Let them be bored sometimes: Boredom is the birthplace of creativity. Not every 
moment needs to be filled with enrichment activities. Affirm solitude as a strength, not a 
problem to fix. Being comfortable alone is a life skill. 

 
Managing Expectations and Pressure 
Only children can feel they carry the full weight of their parents’ hopes. Here’s how to keep that 
healthy: 

●​ Emphasize effort and growth over outcomes: “I’m proud of how hard you tried” 
matters more than “I’m proud you got an A.” 

●​ Normalize mistakes and share your own: Tell your child about times you failed or fell 
short and what you learned. 

●​ Watch for perfectionism signals: excessive self-criticism, refusing to try new things, or 
distress over minor mistakes. 

●​ Avoid making your child feel responsible for your happiness or emotional state: 
Their job is to be a kid, not to complete you. 
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From Carl Pickhardt, Ph.D., The Future of Your Only Child (2008): Pickhardt, a 
developmental psychologist who identified 15 key dynamics in only-child families, describes 
performance anxiety and unusually high personal expectations as among the most common 
challenges. His advice: parents should actively model tolerance of their own mistakes and frame 
achievement as a journey rather than a destination, because only children are watching their 
parents closely for cues about how to handle imperfection. 
 

Fostering Extended Family and Community 
Expanding your child’s relational world is one of the most powerful things you can do. Think 
beyond the nuclear family. 

●​ Involve grandparents, aunts, uncles, and cousins in meaningful, recurring ways. 
●​ Build “chosen family” relationships: close family friends who show up consistently. 
●​ Encourage multi-generational interaction, which builds perspective and social flexibility. 
●​  Develop strong school and community ties. Belonging to something larger than the 

family unit is healthy. 
 
From Rebecca Greene, MSW, One and Done (2023): Greene, a licensed social worker, only 
child, and mother of one emphasizes that choosing the right neighborhood and community is 
one of the most underrated parenting decisions for families with one child. Proximity to cousins, 
access to active neighborhood kids, and a school with a strong community culture can do 
enormous work in filling a child's social world. She also recommends developing meaningful 
family traditions unique to your three-person family rituals that celebrate, rather than apologize 
for, your family size. 
  

Nurturing Emotional Expression 
Only children who spend a lot of time with adults can become highly attuned to adult emotions, 
a gift that can also become a burden if not handled carefully. 

●​ Encourage open conversations about feelings from an early age. 
●​ Model vulnerability and empathy in your own behavior. 
●​ Be careful not to make your child your primary emotional confidant. That’s an adult role. 
●​ Teach boundaries around adult topics and stress. Your child doesn’t need to carry your 

worries. 
 
Watch For: The “Adultified” Child” Some only children unconsciously absorb adult emotional 
responsibilities: trying to manage a parent’s mood, becoming a sounding board for stress. If you 
notice this dynamic, a family therapist can help reset it gently. 
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Adolescence (Ages 12–18): Identity, Independence, and Relationships 
Teens are working to separate from their parents: a healthy and important process. For only 
children, this can feel more intense because the parent-child relationship has been so central for 
so long. 

●​ Welcome their pushback: When your only child starts pulling away or disagreeing with 
you, resist the urge to re-establish closeness immediately. This separation is healthy. 
Give it space. 

●​ Build in peer time over family time: The teen years are when peers need to become 
more central. Support this shift, even when it’s hard to feel less needed. 

●​ Name the dynamic gently: It can be helpful to occasionally acknowledge: “I know I’ve 
always been your main companion at home. I want you to have lots of other people in 
your life too.” 

●​ Have the 'future caregiving' conversation early and often: Newman dedicates an 
entire chapter of Just One to this concern, noting it is one of the top anxieties both 
parents and only children carry. The antidote is proactive planning. Talk openly with your 
child about financial arrangements, support networks, and the reality that caring for 
aging parents is a shared societal challenge, not a burden that falls solely on one 
person. Starting these conversations early, even in general terms, relieves anxiety for 
everyone. 

●​ Support their chosen family: Many only children find “chosen siblings” in close 
friendships. Celebrate these bonds rather than viewing them as competition for your 
child’s loyalty. 

●​ Address the adult-child dynamic: Only children who spend a lot of time with adults 
may be more comfortable in adult settings than with peers. Gently encourage and 
celebrate same-age friendships. 

 
From Susan Newman, Ph.D., Parenting an Only Child (2001): Newman talks about 
‘maintaining a balance of power' in a three-member household. Without other children to dilute 
the dynamic, only children can unintentionally begin to run the household, not out of defiance 
but simply because adults accommodate them by default. Newman's prescription: treat your 
child like one of three equal household members, not the center around whom everything 
revolves. Healthy structure and predictable limits are gifts, not restrictions. 

  

Tips for Managing Outside Commentary 
One of the most draining parts of parenting an only child can be managing other people’s 
opinions. Here are some scripts and strategies: 

●​ Prepare a short, warm response: “Our family feels just right.” You don’t owe anyone an 
explanation. 

●​ Deflect with humor when it fits: “We’re a team of three: no bench players needed!” 
●​ Don’t invite debate. A simple, confident statement followed by a topic change is often the 

most effective approach. 
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●​ Protect your child from the narrative. Try not to air conversations about family size in 
front of your child, if possible. Children can internalize the idea that something is 
“missing.” 

●​ Seek community:  Connecting with other parents of only children can be enormously 
validating. 

Section 3: Nurturing Social Development 
Social skills are not innate. They are learned, practiced, and gradually refined over years. For 
only children, sibling interaction isn’t part of the curriculum, which means parents can be 
intentional about providing other rich social soil. 

The Six Key Social Skills to Build 
●​ Conflict resolution: Learning to disagree, negotiate, and repair relationships is 

essential.  
○​ Role-play disagreements at home.  
○​ Debrief after real conflicts warmly rather than punitively. 

●​ Sharing and turn-taking: Practice at playdates, but also in family games, cooking 
together, or shared projects. Make waiting and sharing feel normal. 

●​ Reading social cues: Only children who spend more time with adults may need extra 
coaching in peer body language. Games, books about feelings, and gentle real-time 
coaching (“Did you notice when Zoe’s face changed?”) all help. 

●​ Tolerating losing: Board games, sports, and group activities are wonderful for building 
the capacity to lose gracefully: a skill that siblings often force. 

●​ Being a good friend: Talk explicitly about what it means to be a good friend: showing 
up, listening, celebrating others. Read books that model friendship. 

●​ Advocating for themselves: Only children are often highly articulate. Channel this into 
practicing assertiveness, not just with adults but with peers. 

Environments That Support Social Growth 
Think of social opportunities as falling into three types: 

●​ Structured group activities: Sports teams, music ensembles, academic clubs. These 
offer consistent contact with the same peers and built-in collaboration. 

●​ Unstructured peer time: Free play, open-ended hangouts, sleepovers. This is where 
children practice social improvisation without adult scaffolding. 

●​ Multi-age community settings: Religious communities, neighborhood gatherings, 
volunteer organizations. Interacting with people of different ages builds social flexibility. 

 

 Healthy Signs vs. When to Seek Support 
Most only children develop socially just fine. Here’s how to gauge where your child is: 
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Healthy Signs When to Seek Support 

Comfortable being alone and socially 
engaged 

Intense or persistent perfectionism 

Expresses feelings openly Social withdrawal over an extended period 

Can tolerate disappointment Excessive responsibility-taking for parents' 
emotions 

Shows independence in age-appropriate 
ways 

High anxiety around performance or grades 

Forms and maintains friendships Strong, ongoing fear of failure or trying new 
things 

Recovers reasonably from setbacks Preferring adult company exclusively past age 
8–9 

Early support is always better than waiting. Consult your child’s pediatrician, school counselor, 
or a child psychologist if concerns persist. Seeking help is a sign of engaged, attentive 
parenting; not failure.  

Section 4: Where to Learn More 
You don’t have to figure this out alone. Here’s a curated list across books, websites, and 
communities to support you.  

References & Further Reading 

The following works were drawn upon in the preparation of this guide. Parents are encouraged 
to seek out these sources directly for deeper reading, specific quotations, and the most current 
research. 

Books for Parents: 
●​ The Case for the Only Child by Susan Newman, Ph.D. (2011):  A compassionate, 

research-grounded look at only-child families from one of the leading voices in the field. 
Addresses myths, benefits, and practical parenting guidance. 

●​ Parenting an Only Child by Susan Newman, Ph.D. (2001):  A companion guide with 
hands-on strategies across every developmental stage. 

●​ One and Only: The Freedom of Having an Only Child by Lauren Sandler (2013): A 
personal and cultural exploration that combines memoir with social research. 

●​ Siblings Without Rivalry by Adele Faber & Elaine Mazlish (1987): Counterintuitively, 
this classic about sibling dynamics is full of insight about how children relate to peers, 
and is useful for only-child parents thinking about social skills. 
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●​ NurtureShock by Po Bronson & Ashley Merryman (2009): Not specific to only 
children, but packed with counterintuitive research on how children develop. Essential 
reading for any evidence-minded parent. 

●​ The Future of Your Only Child by Carl Pickhardt, Ph.D (2008): A developmental 
psychologist's guide to the unique challenges and opportunities of raising an only child 
across every stage. 

●​ The Blessing of a Skinned Knee by Wendy Mogel (2001):  A wise, humorous guide to 
raising self-reliant children; especially useful for only-child parents prone to 
over-protecting. 

Books for Kids: 
Books are a powerful way to help your child see themselves represented and to spark 
conversations about their experience. 

●​ The Only Child by Guojing (2015):  A wordless, lyrical picture book about imagination 
and self-play; beautiful for young only children. 

●​ What's Wrong With Being an Only Child? by Cari Best (2007):  A reassuring story that 
directly addresses what it means to be an only child. 

Online Resources and Communities 
  

Resource Where to Find It What It Offers 

Only Child Project onlychildproject.com Articles, interviews, and community 
for parents and only children 

Susan Newman Ph.D. susannewmanphd.com Blog, research updates, and author 
resources from the leading 
only-child researcher 

Reddit: r/onlychild reddit.com/r/onlychild Community discussion, shared 
experiences, and peer support 

Psychology Today Blogs psychologytoday.com Search “only child” for 
expert-written articles on 
development and parenting 

Child Mind Institute childmind.org Mental health and development 
resources for children and teens 

Greater Good Science 
Center 

greatergood.berkeley.edu Evidence-based tools and articles 
on raising resilient, emotionally 
healthy children 

Local Parenting Groups Meetup.com or Facebook 
Groups 

Search 'parents of only children' for 
local or online communities 
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Podcasts 
●​ One Bad Mother: A popular parenting podcast with a refreshingly honest, judgment-free 

perspective. Not only-child-specific, but deeply validating. 
●​ Big Life Journal Podcast:  Focuses on raising resilient, growth-minded kids. Excellent for 

only-child parents working on building confidence and independence. 
●​ Unruffled with Janet Lansbury: Expert-led podcast on gentle, respectful parenting that 

addresses common challenges in a grounded way. 

Professional Support 
If you’re navigating a specific challenge: your child’s social anxiety, your own feelings about your 
family size, or managing extended family pressure,  don’t hesitate to seek professional support: 

●​ A child psychologist or therapist can help with developmental concerns 
●​ A family therapist can help navigate relationship dynamics unique to single-child 

households 
●​ Your child’s pediatrician is always a good first stop for developmental screening and 

referrals 
 
Section 5: Validation for the Journey 
This section is for you:  an acknowledgment of the unique emotional landscape that comes with 
parenting an only child. 

Your Choice Is Valid 
Whether you chose to have one child, or circumstances brought you here: your family is 
complete. Families defined by love, presence, and intentionality in any size are the ones that 
flourish. Many parents of only children carry guilt: a quiet worry that they’ve somehow 
shortchanged their child. If that’s you, the research does not support that worry. In Just One, 
Newman writes about parents who grappled with exactly this question and found, through 
research and lived experience, that their child was not missing out. Your child is not missing out 
on a happy childhood. They are living one, with you. 

 

The Comments Will Come 
You’re Allowed to Feel Tired of Them. “Aren’t you going to give her a sibling?” “Only children are 
so spoiled.” “You’re going to regret it.” These comments are invasive, and you are allowed to 
find them exhausting. You don’t have to respond gracefully every time. You don’t have to 
educate every person who makes them. You are allowed to walk away, change the subject, or 
vent to a trusted friend afterward. 

 
From Darrell Sifford, The Only Child (1989) Journalist and only child Darrell Sifford 
interviewed dozens of adult only children and found a striking pattern: the parent-child bond in 
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only-child families is characteristically deep and enduring. What parents sometimes worry is 'too 
close' is, from the child's retrospective view, often described as one of the defining gifts of their 
upbringing. The caveat Sifford raised, and is still relevant today is that this closeness must 
coexist with deliberate encouragement of the child's independence, or it can turn into 
dependency. 
 
You Are Enough 
There will be days when you worry you’re not enough:  enough social stimulation, enough fun, 
enough variety. You are not supposed to be a sibling. You’re a parent. A present, loving, 
thoughtful parent is more than enough. 

 
A Few Words from Only Children Themselves 
In Just One, Newman interviewed only children ranging in age from 18 to 80: across diverse 
backgrounds, countries, and family configurations. Their responses paint a remarkably 
consistent picture: only children, by and large, are deeply satisfied with the family they grew up 
in. Here is a sample of what she heard: 

●​  “I never felt lonely. I had rich friendships and a really close relationship with my parents.” 
●​   “I liked having my own space and my parents’ full attention. I didn’t feel like I missed 

out.” 
●​  “Yes, I sometimes wished for a sibling as a kid. But as an adult, I wouldn’t change my 

childhood.” 
●​ “My parents were my family. That was enough. That was everything.” 

 

Newman also found that only children were so pleased with their experience that many chose to 
raise only children themselves. The one-child family, she concludes, is not a compromise. For 
millions of families, it is the deliberate, joyful choice. 
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Closing: A Quick-Reference Summary 
Here’s a summary of the most important ideas from this guide. 
 
What Makes Only-Child Families Unique 

●​ More parental attention and resources concentrated on one child 
●​ Deeper parent-child bonds and adult-language exposure 
●​ Social learning that happens outside the home, with peers and in groups 
●​ Real challenges like managing adult focus, potential loneliness, caregiver expectations  

can be navigated with intention 

Top Actionable Tips 
●​ Arrange consistent, recurring peer time from an early age 
●​ Enroll in team and group activities throughout childhood 
●​ Teach conflict resolution and social-emotional skills explicitly 
●​ Resist over-rescuing; let your child struggle productively 
●​ Support healthy teen separation, even when it’s hard 
●​ Prepare and practice responses to outside commentary 

Best Resources 
●​ Books: Newman’s Just One (2025) and Parenting an Only Child (2001); Sandler’s One 

and Only (2013); Greene’s One and Done (2023); Pickhardt’s The Future of Your Only 
Child (2008); Sifford’s The Only Child (1989) 

●​ Online: susannewmanphd.com, onlychildproject.com, childmind.org 
●​ Community: Reddit’s r/onlychild, local parenting groups 
●​ Professionals: Pediatricians, child therapists, family counselors  

What to Remember on Hard Days 
●​ Your family is whole, not incomplete 
●​ The research supports you: only children thrive 
●​ You are not required to justify your family to anyone 
●​ The love you’ve built with your child is real, deep, and more than enough 

 
  

You’re not just raising a child. 
You’re building a life together. And you’re doing it beautifully. 
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