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Abstract

Context of delayed parenthood among childless married
women: implications for fertility policies

Miai Sung, Korea National Open University
Younshil Choi, Sangmyung University

Jaerim Lee, Seoul National University

The purpose of this study was to explore the context of childless married women who
decided to postpone parenthood and their perceptions of having a child in the future. We
also aimed to provide implications for public polices in response to the low fertility rate
in Korea. In-depth interviews were conducted with five childless women who had been
married for over three years, who reported that they were temporarily postponing
parenthood, and who were younger than 50 years old. Three major themes emerged from
our thematic analysis: (a) reasons for postponing parenthood, (b) others’ negative
perspectives of postponing parenthood, and (c) intentions to have a child in the future.

Economic pressure was the key reason they gave for postponing parenthood. The
participants thought that childbirth and childrearing would be an economic burden and
that properly raising a child meant providing the child with sufficient economic resources.
They also postponed parenthood because they believed it would create challenges
including juggling between work and child care due to a lack of satisfactory child care
support, a possible career interruption, and a lack of shared housework support from their
husbands. Other important reasons were having a pet that substituted for a child or feeling
comfortable with a childless life style.

Other people’s negative perspectives of postponing parenthood put considerable
pressure on the participants. The women felt uncomfortable with their parents’ or
parents-in-law’s attitudes if they did not agree with the women’s decision to postpone
parenthood. Some participants thought that their decision to delay parenthood was the
couple’s own business, while others perceived that it was a choice a filial daughter or
daughter-in-law should not choose. Economic support from the parents or parents-in-law
contributed to these contradictory perceptions. The participants thought the overall societal
perceptions of childless couples who postponed parenthood were still negative in Korea
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despite recent changes.

The participants’ intentions to have a child varied depending upon their family
circumstances and their attitudes toward parenthood. Some women planned to become
a mother in the near future while others wanted to postpone parenthood as long as possible
or considered remaining childless. Regardless of their intentions, all of the women
perceived childbirth and childrearing as a “burden” or “assignment” as compared to their
childless lives that they characterized as having sufficient free time and economic
resources.

Based on the findings of this study, we suggest that public policies in response to low
fertility rates should be extended to include premarital couples and childless married
couples rather than exclusively supporting families with multiple children. At the micro
level, it would be crucial to infuse egalitarian gender roles among couples and to reform
Koreans’ attitudes toward children so they can view children as independent human beings
rather than putting a heavy emphasis on parental roles and investments. At the macro
level, public policies need to focus on building family-friendly social environments as
well as strong public child care and education in order to remove societal barriers for

parenthood.

Key Words: childless women, delayed parenthood, reasons for postponing parenthood,

intension to have a child, fertility policy.



