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Highlights

e The aim of the present study is to explore the understanding and experience of childbearing
among married citizens in Yazd city in order to identify the reasons for declining fertility from
the participants' own perspective.

e  The findings revealed that although participants had a positive attitude toward children, they
held an unfavorable perception of childbearing and its associated responsibilities, and four
main themes—"social helplessness, risk and fragility, cognitive politicization, and secular
accumulation"—were constructed, indicating the profound influence of cultural, social,
economic, and political factors on attitudes toward childbearing.

e Based on the findings, the decision to delay childbearing or reduce the ideal number of children
is strongly influenced by individuals' perceptions of environmental, social, and political
processes, and participants consider themselves to have a confused agency under conditions
that contribute to a kind of perceived helplessness regarding childbearing; therefore,
policymakers need to pay attention to the deeper value and cultural layers of the childbearing
issue.

Extended Abstract

Introduction: Low fertility rates have emerged as one of the most pressing social challenges
in contemporary Iran, carrying profound demographic, cultural, and political implications.
Iran's total fertility rate has dropped to 1.6, substantially below the replacement level of 2.1,
and considering the country's elevated mortality rates due to road accidents and other causes,
the effective replacement threshold is even higher. This decline represents one of the most
rapid fertility reductions ever documented globally. While initial fertility decline was
influenced by population policies during the 1990s and 2000s promoting "fewer children,
better life," the persistence of low fertility despite subsequent pronatalist policies suggests
deeper cultural and social transformations. Recent research has identified numerous "mental
knots" affecting couples' childbearing decisions, including concerns about livelihood,
education, health, identity, and political trust. Studies have established significant relationships
between education, employment status, religiosity, gender attitudes, and fertility attitudes.
International research similarly demonstrates that financial status, family relationships,
emotional well-being, and healthcare access influence childbearing attitudes. However, there
remains a significant gap in qualitative exploration of how individuals in specific cultural
contexts understand and experience childbearing decisions. This study aims to explore the
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understanding and experience of childbearing among married men and women in Yazd,
investigating the factors shaping their perceptions and decisions.
Methodology: This qualitative study was conducted in Yazd city during 2023. Participants
were married men and women selected through purposive sampling with maximum variation
in terms of age, gender, and number of children (ranging from 0 to 3). Data saturation was
achieved with 14 participants, and two additional interviews were conducted to ensure
adequacy, resulting in a total of 16 interviews. Participants ranged in age from 18 to 55 years,
with diverse occupational backgrounds including employees, homemakers, teachers, drivers,
students, and retired individuals. Marriage duration varied from 1 to 25 years. Semi-structured
interviews were conducted in quiet settings, averaging 45 minutes each, to minimize
intervention factors. The interview guide explored attitudes toward childbearing, factors
influencing decisions, experiences with childbearing, expectations, and perceived problems
and challenges. Thematic analysis was employed for data analysis, following a comprehensive
process combining the approaches of Attride-Stirling (2001) and Braun and Clarke (2006).
This process proceeded through three stages (text analysis and description, text explanation
and interpretation, and text reintegration and synthesis) comprising six steps: familiarization
with data, generating initial codes, searching for themes, reviewing themes, defining and
naming themes, and producing the report. Ethical considerations and trustworthiness criteria
for qualitative research were carefully observed throughout the study.
Findings: Analysis revealed that although participants viewed children as divine blessings
essential for family life, they held predominantly negative perceptions toward childbearing
under current circumstances. Four main themes emerged: social helplessness, risk and
fragility, cognitive politicization, and secular accumulation. Social Helplessness encompassed
fatigue and incapacity, dysfunctionality of childbearing, and parental helplessness.
Participants expressed profound exhaustion rooted in current social and economic conditions,
with mental, psychological, and economic pressures generating feelings of loneliness,
demotivation, and depression. Dysfunctionality reflected how children are perceived as
obstacles to achieving personal goals, particularly for women pursuing education and career
advancement. Parental helplessness emerged from the difficulty of meeting modern children's
high expectations and needs. Risk and Fragility included instability and chaos, socioeconomic
decline, family instability, and marital obstacles. Participants described economic and social
conditions as constantly changing, creating overwhelming anxiety and stress through price
fluctuations, recession, and job insecurity. Children were perceived as barriers to upward
mobility, with each additional child potentially worsening the family's economic position.
Cognitive Politicization emerged through negative attitudes toward politics, weak
policymaking, and feelings of social abandonment. Participants expressed deep distrust toward
population policies, viewing childbearing as primarily benefiting the state rather than families.
The historical experience of contradictory policies created cognitive dissonance about
governmental motives. Secular Accumulation comprised numerical dominance, secular
attitudes, and emerging counter-values. Having fewer children has become socially
normalized, with 2-3 children considered sufficient and more being socially unacceptable.
Diminished religious values, increased hedonism, pleasure-seeking, and attention to physical
appearance further discouraged childbearing, with emerging moral frameworks viewing
childbearing as selfish under unfavorable conditions.
Conclusion: This study reveals that childbearing in Yazd is understood through
interconnected dimensions of perceived helplessness, risk, political distrust, and secularized
values. While participants maintain positive attitudes toward children as individuals, their
perceptions of childbearing as a social practice are predominantly negative, reflecting
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profound cultural, economic, and political transformations. The second wave of social and
cultural influences on demographic processes has gained such intensity that fertility rates in
Iran may be driven toward critical levels more rapidly than anticipated. The emergence of new
nuclear families that consensually exclude childbearing from their life decisions represents a
fundamental cultural shift, largely resulting from secular accumulation—a form of intensified
secularization that has permeated various domains. The four themes operate synergistically to
create powerful deterrents to childbearing. Economic uncertainty and social instability interact
with secular cultural values and political distrust to produce situations where individuals feel
incapable of making childbearing decisions confidently. The concept of "confused agency"
captures the paradoxical situation where individuals possess decision-making capacity but
cannot exercise it confidently due to competing pressures. Policy implications are substantial:
addressing Iran's fertility decline requires understanding deeper cultural dimensions beyond
simple economic incentives. Policies must address secular value shifts, rebuild political trust,
and create conditions where families feel confident in childbearing decisions. Economic
stability, social security, and cultural value reconstruction are essential components of
effective pronatalist strategy. Future research should employ quantitative methods to measure
the prevalence of identified themes, conduct comparative studies across Iranian regions, and
explore policy interventions addressing the cultural and value dimensions of fertility decline.
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