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A Qualitative Study of Childbirth
Decision—Making Experiences and Perceptions of
Low Fertility Policies among Mothers of Only
Children: Applying Ecological Systems Theory

Han, Su Hee’

This study aimed to qualitatively explore the childbearing decision—-making experiences of
mothers raising an only child and their perceptions of additional childbearing from the
perspective of ecological systems theory. In-depth interviews were conducted with mothers
raising an only child, and the collected data were qualitatively analyzed. The findings show that
the decision to have only one child was not predetermined but developed through accumulated
childbirth and parenting experiences. At the microsystem level, physical exhaustion, emotional
burnout, and financial burden influenced the decision. At the mesosystem level, parental
role-sharing and family support were important factors. At the exosystem level, childcare
services, workplace conditions, and policy accessibility acted as constraints. At the macrosystem
level, sociocultural norms and educational competition shaped perceptions of childbearing. The
chronosystem revealed that changing life circumstances and accumulated parenting experiences
continuously reshaped childbirth intentions. The findings suggest that choosing to raise only one
child should be understood as a meaningful and contextual decision rather than simply an
avoidance of childbirth. They also highlight the need for family policies that reflect the lived

experiences of parents, childcare realities, and life-course changes.

Keywords: only—child families, childbirth decision-making, perceptions of low fertility policies,

ecological systems theory, qualitative research

* Ph.D., Department of Child Welfare, Graduate School, Sookmyung Women'’s University
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