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Extended Abstract

Introduction: Population is a critical component of power across global economic, security,
political, and cultural arenas. While structural factors significantly influence population
changes, including its marked decline over the past two decades, the role of couples' agency
in childbearing decisions is paramount. The natural "desire for children," a personal
agreement between partners, has become disrupted at the micro-level. In Iran and globally,
this traditional goal of marriage is now questioned due to pervasive mental blocks ("knots"),
leading couples to postpone or approach childbearing with caution based on cultural and
media-driven beliefs. Identifying and enumerating these mental blocks is an urgent societal
necessity, forming the core objective of this research.

Methodology: Conceptually grounded in social phenomenology, which focuses on describing
phenomena as perceived by individuals in specific contexts, this study employed a qualitative
phenomenological approach. Data was collected through in-depth interviews. The
purposively sampled population consisted of young couples without children or with only
one child, ensuring diversity in age, education, and socioeconomic status (financial situation
and place of residence). Interviews were conducted openly without predetermined
questions. Theoretical saturation was achieved after 15 interviews (conducted both in-
person and online).

Findings: Analysis of couple interviews revealed significant unresolved mental knots or
prevalent beliefs hindering childbearing decisions. These were categorized into five primary
thematic areas:

1. Livelihood-related Knots: The most prominent concerns involved economic
uncertainties and anxieties about future living conditions and providing for children.
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2. Upbringing-related Knots: Significant concerns focused on cultural and educational
challenges, including blocks related to child-rearing and the perceived
societal/family environment.

3. Health-related Knots: Key issues involved blocks and prevalent beliefs concerning
reproductive health and the health of mothers and children in contemporary
society.

4. Identity-related Knots: Predominantly raised by women, these involved conflicts
regarding female identity and the perceived relationship between motherhood and
personal progress/achievement.

5. Policy-related Knots: Concerns centered on blocks related to the government's
official policies on childbearing and population growth.

Conclusion: While couples expressed a strong desire for one or two children, this choice was
approached with significant mental doubt and uncertainty. Concerns about future livelihood,
child upbringing, personal health, and comfort were pervasive. Some concerns, particularly
those stemming from the country's unfavorable economic conditions (inflation, high prices,
unemployment, instability) and political/security issues over the past decade, are objectively
justified and heighten anxieties about childbearing. However, a substantial portion of these
mental knots appears rooted in a misperception of socio-economic reality. Media narratives
and unsubstantiated discourse have amplified perceptual and cognitive errors about actual
conditions, meaning feelings about reality often exert a stronger influence on behavior than
the reality itself. Addressing both the tangible socio-economic challenges and correcting
these widespread perceptual distortions is crucial.
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