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Parental regret is a topic that has gained attention in recent years. Regret is characterised by an emotional and a cognitive dimension (Buchanan et al., 2016). Emotionally, it is a negative emotion that co-occurs with counterfactual thinking. In the case of parenthood, it would be characterised by the assumption that life would be better if the person had not become a parent.  
A study published in the current issue of Adoption & Fostering explored predictors of parental regret in the context of intercountry adoption (Martin et al., 2025). The study assessed 473 intercountry adopters before and after matching, and one year after adoption. Amongst other outcomes, the study collected data on regret and satisfaction linked to adoptive parenthood. Regret and satisfaction were explored across four areas: adoption decision, adopting this child, marriage and choice of intercountry adoption. In this regard, the study considered the relationship between sought and actual adoptive child characteristics. Pre-adoption, most prospective adopters specified one or two child criteria. Half of prospective adopters specified three criteria, and roughly a third specified four or five criteria. The most commonly sought characteristics included country of origin, non-special needs status, young age (under two years), a certain ethnicity, and female sex. The majority of adopters were matched with children with the specified criteria. 
Generally, adoptive parents reported high satisfaction and low regret. A higher number of sought-after child characteristics was associated with higher levels of regret. So, the more open-minded prospective adopters were, the less regret they experienced post-adoption, though effects were small. Interestingly, same-sex adopters (n = 56) and parents adopting through a special needs programme, where they knowingly adopted a child with special needs, expressed less regret than parents adopting through a non-special needs programme. According to the authors, parents adopting through a special needs programme are likely to experience less uncertainty as more detailed information about the child is typically provided. A significant minority of adoptive parents, however, reported strong regret. Ten percent regretted the adoption of the specific child they had been matched with, and 13% regretted the decision of having adopted at all. While the presence of regret does not tell us anything about feelings of love towards the child or parenting quality, it is an undesired outcome for adoptive families. While these numbers seem very high, it is important to consider these percentages in the context of parental regret studies within the general population. 
A survey conducted on a German sample of 2,045 parents (YouGov Deutschland, 2016) presented participants with the following statement: ‘If I could decide again today, I would not want to have children.’ Twenty percent of parents agreed or somewhat agreed with the statement. That number remained the same when limited to parents who reported loving their children, and was slightly lower (15%) amongst parents who had made a conscious decision to become parents (planned parenthood). When limited to parents who fully agreed with the statement, the prevalence of parental regret was 8% (Thurm and Venohr, 2016).
Quantitative data on parental regret are also available from two Polish studies (Piotrowski, 2021). In the first study, a representative sample of 1,175 parents answered the question: ‘If you could travel back in time and once again make the decision, would you once again decide to become a parent?’ Of the sample, 13.6% would have chosen a life without children. Various sub-analyses revealed that regret was higher amongst single parents, parents with less income, and parents with higher levels of maltreatment experiences and mental health problems. Given the correlational nature of the data, cause and effect could, however, not be determined. Parental regret might have led to divorce or mental health problems. Similarly, a change in health or marital status could have led to feelings of regret. In their second study on a sample of 1,280 participants, the prevalence of parental regret was 10.7%. Interestingly, parental regret was higher in parents of children with special needs (15.7% vs 9.8%).
Some of these quantitative results are reflected in qualitative findings. A Swedish study (Bodin, 2023) analysed online forum posts from 142 parents. One theme discussed was that parents had underestimated how hard being a parent would be. In agreement with data from Polish parents (Piotrowski, 2021), factors that contributed to these negative feelings included having been left by a partner, having a child with special needs and economic hardship. Parents further mentioned how existing health issues had made parenting harder or how parenting had led to the development or aggravation of existing health issues through parental stress (Bodin, 2023), shedding some light on the potential bidirectional relationship between (mental) health and parental regret.
A qualitative analysis (Moore and Abetz, 2019) on a ‘subreddit’ (a thread within a popular online forum) identified two types of regret. The first type focused on cirumstances, where parents emphasised that they loved their children but regretted external factors. These included having children too early or late in life, sacrifice of time and hobbies, too few or too many children, having children with the wrong partner or reasons outside of their control, such as a perceived change of safety in the world. A minority of parents regretted having children for reasons other than circumstance. In line with other studies (Bodin, 2023; Piotrowski, 2021), these included special needs of children (i.e., autism, attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder) and parental mental health problems that impacted perceived parenting quality. 
When compared to general population studies, the prevalence of parental regret amongst intercountry adoptive parents seems to be similar. While parents from the general population, however, reported special needs of their children as a contributing factor to regret, adoptive parents who actively decided to adopt a child with special needs reported lower levels of regret. The general population samples did not report on regret amongst same-sex parents. The German study above, however, reported slightly lower levels of regret in the context of planned parenthood. As for same-sex parents, an unplanned pregnancy is not an option; parenthood always has to be a conscious decision. Comparable rates of regret aside, all children should feel wanted. This may be even more important for children who have already experienced abuse, neglect and loss in their early lives. 
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