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Abstract

This study aimed to explore the lived experiences of mothers of only children regarding parent—
child relationships and to elucidate the emotional, caregiving, and identity-related dimensions
as well as challenges concerning intimacy, autonomy, and psychological boundaries. This
qualitative study employed a phenomenological approach. The study population consisted of
mothers of only children in Sirjan, Iran, from whom 12 participants were selected through
purposive sampling. Recruitment continued until data saturation was achieved. Data were
collected through in-depth, semi-structured interviews lasting approximately 40-60 minutes.
All interviews were digitally recorded after obtaining informed consent and were transcribed
verbatim. Participant checking and expert review of the extracted codes and themes were used
to enhance the credibility and trustworthiness of the findings. Data were analyzed using
Colaizzi’s seven-step phenomenological method with MAXQDA 2020 software. Analysis of
the mothers’ lived experiences yielded three major themes: “deep emotional bonding and child-
centered relational focus,” “excessive caregiving and overprotection,” and “intertwining of
maternal and child identities.” The first theme encompassed intimacy and companionship,
emotional dependency and concentration on the child, attachment insecurity, and conflict
between emotional closeness and the child’s growing autonomy. The second theme comprised
excessive responsibility, persistent anxiety about the child, parenting stress, controlling
parenting practices, and fear of the child’s vulnerability and loneliness. The third theme
reflected the linkage of maternal self-worth to the child’s performance, feelings of guilt and
maternal inadequacy, emotional exhaustion, integration of personal identity into the maternal
role, and the influence of social pressures and judgments surrounding having an only child.
Mothering anonly child appears to involve intensified emotional and psychological investment
in the child. Although such concentration may promote intimacy, companionship, and support,
it may simultaneously contribute to anxiety, overprotection, controlling behaviors, difficulty
accepting the child’s autonomy, and blurred psychological boundaries between mother and
child. Family-oriented psychological interventions should therefore emphasize healthy
emotional boundaries, maternal self-differentiation, reduction of maternal guilt, self-care, and
gradual support for the child’s autonomy while preserving a secure and supportive parent—child
bond.

Keywords: Lived experience; Parent—child relationship; Mothers of only children;
Phenomenology; Overprotection; Maternal identity.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The parent—child relationship is one of the most fundamental interpersonal relationships within the family and
constitutes a central developmental context for children’s emotional, social, cognitive, and psychological
growth. Through repeated interactions with parents, children develop attachment patterns, emotional
regulation capacities, perceptions of security, social competencies, and increasingly autonomous patterns of
functioning. Parenting, therefore, cannot be understood merely as a set of disciplinary or educational practices;
rather, it is a multidimensional relational process shaped by parental emotions, beliefs, expectations, family
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structure, and broader sociocultural conditions (Cabrera & Volling, 2019). Evidence from parent—child
interventions further indicates that improving the quality of parent—child interactions may contribute to better
behavioral, emotional, and health-related outcomes among children (Adili et al., 2019; Shiroud Aghaei et al.,
2020).

From a bioecological perspective, proximal and recurring interactions between children and significant people
in their immediate environment are among the major mechanisms through which development occurs. Parent—
child interactions can thus influence children’s sense of belonging, emotional security, adaptation, and
developmental trajectories over time (El Zaatari & Maalouf, 2022). Changes in family structure may
consequently alter the nature and intensity of these interactions. One increasingly important family structure
is the one-child family, in which parental emotional, educational, financial, and caregiving resources are
concentrated on a single child. Decisions surrounding having only one child may themselves reflect the
interaction of personal, familial, economic, and social determinants (Makvandi et al., 2023). Accordingly,
only-child families should not be regarded as a homogeneous category; nevertheless, concentrated parental
investment represents an important characteristic that may distinguish their relational dynamics.

The resource dilution perspective proposes that parental resources are distributed across children, meaning that
children in smaller families may receive a larger share of parental time, attention, and educational investment
(Downey & Condron, 2020). Consistent with this perspective, evidence does not uniformly supporttraditional
negative stereotypes concerning only children. Instead, only children may benefit in several developmental
domains from greater access to family resources and intensive parental involvement (Falbo & Poston, 2019).
Greater parental involvement has also been associated with academic outcomes among only children,
suggesting that concentrated parental attention may provide important educational advantages (Guo et al.,
2022). Thus, high parental involvement in one-child families should not inherently be interpreted as
maladaptive; its implications depend substantially on the quality, boundaries, and emotional meaning of such
involvement.

Emotional closeness and attachment represent particularly important aspects of parent—child relationships in
only-child families. Secure and supportive parent—child attachment has been associated with better emotional
adjustment among only children (Wang et al., 2022), while family cohesion has been linked with greater
psychological well-being among only-child adolescents (Zhao et al., 2023). Positive parent—child interactions
may also be relevant to experiences of loneliness among only children (Chen et al., 2022). Similarly, family
interaction has been identified as an important mechanism linking parent—child attachment with loneliness,
highlighting the potential compensatory role of high-quality family relationships when sibling relationships
are absent (Zhang & Yuan, 2020). These findings indicate that concentrated emotional investment may
promote intimacy, companionship, belonging, and emotional security.

However, intensive emotional investment in a single child may also become associated with parental anxiety,
overprotection, controlling behavior, and difficulties supporting psychological autonomy. Parental
overprotection has been associated with reduced psychological autonomy among only children, suggesting
that attempts to protect a child from risks or distress may unintentionally constrain opportunities for
independent functioning (Wu et al., 2021). Parenting styles are likewise related to social competence and
socioemotional development among only children (Li & Yang, 2021; Liu et al.,, 2021). Therefore, the
distinction between supportive involvement and excessive control is particularly important in understanding
one-child family dynamics. Parental anxiety may further intensify these processes, because heightened anxiety
and catastrophizing can shape parental responses to children’s experiences and perceived vulnerability (Chen
et al.,, 2025). Parent-focused interventions also demonstrate the relevance of parental responses in the
development and reduction of children’s anxiety (Rienks et al., 2025).
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Within only-child families, parental concern may be intensified by the perception that the single child carries
the family’s concentrated hopes, responsibilities, and emotional investments. Research comparing one-child
and multi-child families has highlighted differences in parenting stress, parental self-efficacy, and parenting
styles (Jasem al-Shukri, 2025). Attachment processes and the quality of parent—child interaction have also
been associated with separation anxiety among only-child students (Fattahinia, 2025), suggesting that
psychological separation and growing autonomy may be particularly meaningful relational transitions in these
families. Furthermore, studies comparing adolescents from one-child and multi-child families have examined
differences in parent—child relationships, identity styles, self-compassion, happiness, psychological well-
being, and resilience (Hajbar Khah et al., 2023; Karimi Zar, 2024). Collectively, this literature indicates that
only-child family dynamics involve not merely the amount of parental attention but also the quality of
attachment, psychological boundaries, parenting stress, autonomy support, and identity processes.

Despite the increasing body of quantitative research on only children and parenting, less attention has been
given to how mothers themselves experience and interpret their relationships with their only children.
Quantitative measures can identify levels of parental stress, attachment, overprotection, or interaction quality,
but they may not fully reveal the meanings underlying maternal behaviors, the emotional tensions associated
with the child’s independence, or the extent to which motherhood and personal identity become intertwined.
A phenomenological approach can provide access to these subjective meanings and illuminate the coexistence
of intimacy and anxiety, caregiving and exhaustion, supportand control, and emotional closeness and difficulty
with separation. Therefore, the present study aimed to explore the lived experiences of parent—child
relationships among mothers of only children using a phenomenological approach.

Methods and Materials

The present study employed a qualitative phenomenological design. The study population consisted of mothers
of only children living in Sirjan, Iran. Participants were recruited using purposive sampling based on their
direct and continuing experience of the phenomenon under investigation and their capacity to provide rich
descriptions of their parent—child relationships. Sampling continued until data saturation was achieved, which
occurred after interviews with 12 mothers.

Eligibility criteria included being the mother of only one living child, maintaining continuous caregiving or
relational contact with the child, having at least seven years of parenting experience following the child’s birth,
willingness to participate voluntarily, and provision of informed consent for participation and audio recording.
Participants could withdraw at any stage. Mothers or children experiencing severe physical or psychiatric
conditions that substantially altered the ordinary nature of the mother—child relationship were excluded.

Data were primarily collected through in-depth semi-structured interviews. Interview questions explored
participants’ overall experiences of their relationships with their children, emotional closeness, caregiving
experiences, concerns and worries, perceptions of motherhood, the meaning of having only one child,
experiences surrounding the child’s growing independence, conflicts concerning relational boundaries, and
perceived social reactions toward one-child families. Probing questions were used to obtain richer descriptions
and clarify participants’ feelings and interpretations.

Each interview lasted approximately 40—60 minutes. With participants’ permission, interviews were digitally
recorded and subsequently transcribed verbatim. Data collection and analysis proceeded concurrently until no
new codes, concepts, subthemes, or themes emerged. The data were analyzed according to Colaizzi’s seven-
step phenomenological method using MAXQDA 2020. Interview transcripts were read repeatedly, significant
statements and meaning units were identified, initial codes were developed, conceptually related codes were
organized into subthemes, and subthemes were subsequently integrated into overarching themes. Credibility
was strengthened through participant checking, expert review of codes and themes, repeated engagement with
transcripts, continuous comparison across interviews, and systematic documentation of the analytical process.
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Findings

Analysis of the lived experiences of the 12 participating mothers resulted in three overarching themes: deep
emotional bonding and child-centered relational focus, excessive caregiving and overprotection, and
intertwining of maternal and child identities.

The first theme, deep emotional bonding and child-centered relational focus, reflected the central emotional
position occupied by the only child in the mothers’ daily lives. This theme consisted of four subthemes:
intimacy and companionship, emotional dependence and emotional concentration on the child, attachment
insecurity, and conflict between emotional closeness and the child’s growing autonomy. Mothers frequently
experienced their children not only as offspring but also as intimate companions and major sources of
emotional connection. Their emotional states and daily routines were often strongly influenced by the child’s
presence, mood, and availability. At the same time, some mothers reported heightened sensitivity to perceived
emotional distancing and expressed concerns that growing independence might weaken the parent—child bond.
This produced an internal tension between encouraging autonomy and wishing to preserve close emotional
proximity.

The second theme, excessive caregiving and overprotection, captured the intensified sense of responsibility
experienced by mothers toward their only children. Its subthemes included excessive responsibility for the
child, persistent worry and anxiety regarding the child’s health, education, relationships, and future, parenting
stress, controlling parenting practices, and fear of the child’s vulnerability and future loneliness. Mothers
described feeling responsible for preventing difficulties and ensuring the child’s success and well-being across
multiple domains. Persistent anticipation of potential dangers or future problems contributed to emotional
strain and parenting fatigue. In some cases, anxiety was managed through close monitoring, interference in
choices, restriction of activities, or performing tasks that the child could independently accomplish. Concern
that the child lacked sibling support also intensified mothers’ perceptions of vulnerability and encouraged
stronger protective behaviors.

The third theme, intertwining of maternal and child identities, reflected blurred psychological boundaries
between mothers’ self-evaluations and the experiences of their children. The associated subthemes included
linking maternal self-worth to the child’s performance, feelings of guilt and maternal inadequacy, emotional
exhaustion, perceiving the child as a central source of meaning and identity, and experiencing social pressure
and judgment concerning having only one child. Mothers sometimes interpreted their children’s achievements
as confirmation of their own competence and their children’s difficulties as evidence of personal failure. Some
reported guilt when allocating time to their own interests or needs and described progressive neglect of personal
goals and self-care. For several participants, motherhood had become the dominant organizing component of
identity, while social judgments concerning only-child families further intensified pressure to demonstrate
successful parenting and an apparently problem-free child.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that mothers’ lived experiences of relationships with their only children are complex
and characterized by the simultaneous presence of closeness, support, anxiety, responsibility, and challenges
surrounding psychological separation. The first major pattern concerned intense emotional bonding.
Concentrated relational investment appeared to create substantial opportunities for intimacy, companionship,
emotional availability, and mutual closeness. Nevertheless, the same concentration could make ordinary
developmental distancing emotionally difficult for mothers. When the child became a primary source of
companionship and emotional stability, increasing autonomy could be interpreted not merely as a
developmental milestone but also as a potential loss of closeness.

The second major pattern concerned the transformation of caregiving into excessive responsibility and
overprotection. Mothers’ concerns were generally rooted in a desire to ensure the child’s safety and successful
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development; however, persistent worry sometimes contributed to close monitoring and intervention in
situations the child might otherwise manage independently. This finding highlights a critical distinction
between supportive caregiving and protective control. Healthy parental support provides guidance and
emotional security while preserving opportunities for problem solving, decision-making, and age-appropriate
independence. Excessive protection, in contrast, may restrict those developmental opportunities while
simultaneously increasing maternal exhaustion.

The third major pattern concerned the intertwining of maternal identity with the child’s functioning. When
maternal self-worth became strongly dependent on the child’s achievements, emotional state, or social
behavior, difficulties experienced by the child could be interpreted as failures of motherhood. Such identity
fusion may contribute to guilt, emotional depletion, and neglect of mothers’ personal interests and needs. It
may also complicate the child’s process of individuation because separation can become psychologically
threatening to the mother’s own sense of purpose and identity.

Overall, only-child status should not be conceptualized as inherently beneficial or detrimental. Rather, its
psychological significance appears to depend on how concentrated parental investment is organized within the
family. Strong emotional involvement can constitute an important developmental resource when accompanied
by secure attachment, healthy boundaries, maternal self-care, and support for autonomy. In contrast, when
emotional investment becomes fused with persistent anxiety, excessive responsibility, controlling caregiving,
and maternal identity dependence, both maternal well-being and the child’s individuation may be challenged.
The findings therefore emphasize the importance of maintaining emotional closeness while simultaneously
preserving differentiated identities and developmentally appropriate autonomy within mother—only-child
relationships.
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