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ABSTRACT

Background: The age pyramid of Iran’s population has changed in the last two decades due to
a decreased fertility rate. Thus, the present study aimed to explore the facilitators and barriers of
Iranian couples about childbearing in Khoy City.

Methods: In this qualitative study, semi-structured 23 interviews were conducted with 23
couples selected using the purposive sampling method. The interviews were conducted at health
centers in Khoy in 2023. After obtaining consent, the interviews were recorded and continued
until reaching data saturation. The data were analyzed using MAXQDA software, version 12 and
the conventional content analysis method.

Results: Of the 23 couples participating in the study, 14(60.87%) were unwilling to have
children. The mean age of men and women was 41.32+2.16 and 36.8445.37 years, respectively.
The two themes extracted from the data analysis were childbearing facilitators and childbearing
barriers. Also, childbearing barriers included four categories: Economic problems, concern about
uncertain future, women’s employment and negative experiences of prior pregnancy/childbirth.
Childbearing facilitators included three categories: Individual or family values and preferences,
personal faith, and government’s supportive policies.

Conclusion: Considering the obtained results and the unwillingness of most of the participants
to childbearing, investigating the pathology of couples’ reluctance to have children is necessary
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Introduction

eciding on fertility is among the major

events of a couple’s life, which in turn

affects different aspects of life, such as

health, economic status and household

welfare [1]. Fertility, as one of the main
components of development, has attracted the attention
of many social science researchers [2]. Fertility and, con-
sequently, childbearing are among the most emotional
experiences of human beings following their desire for
continuity of generation and survival. Children could in-
crease love, vitality and mental health and develop the
excellence of their parents’ personality [3].

The declining tendency to have children is one of the
social problems that Iranian society is facing [4] and sig-
nificant demographic changes have occurred in fertility,
indicating shifts in the population structure [5]. Currently,
Iran’s population is in the second stage of transition, some
manifestations of which include a noticeable decline in
crude birth and death rates and a decreased total fertility
rate [6]. In Iran, the general fertility rate decreased to less
than one in some areas, and it was 0.6 in some other areas
in 2021. Iran will become a country with an aging popu-
lation if the current situation continues, and, as a result,
its active population will decrease [7].

Childbearing is influenced by socioeconomic, political,
and cultural factors and is deeply associated with men’s
and women’s attitudes and awareness [8]. Various studies
have been conducted on factors affecting childbearing.
Health concerns can seriously affect the second child’s
intentions among couples [2]. In other research, parents’
social status, economic prerequisites, individual readi-
ness, physical health [2], husband’s role and support, and
quality of life were reported as effective factors [9].

In the national study by Tavousi et al., concern about
ensuring the future of newborns, concern about increas-
ing economic problems by having another child, and
considering the current child to be enough, were report-
ed as the most common reasons for being reluctant to
have children [10]. According to some studies, increas-
ing access to support resources, especially in child care,
and the presence of social networks of family or friends
have encouraged couples to have more motivation and
intention for childbearing [11]. These developments
have changed Iran’s population age structure as well.
Iran’s population age pyramid, which has always had a
young age structure, has shifted to a middle-aged and
elderly structure [12] and is expected to further develop
into an elderly structure in the future [7]. The decreased
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general fertility rate is not specific to Iran; it has occurred
in many parts of the world [13]. Identifying the factors
forming the basis of fertility behaviors has become one
of the most important questions in demography [14].

During the last decade, the general fertility rate in Iran
has reached below the replacement level, which is the
most significant and fastest fall in fertility ever recorded
[15, 16]. Since the preferences and desires of couples are
considered the most important determinants of child-
bearing behavior, and because childbearing is viewed
as a priority in Iran—with considerable emphasis on the
youth of the population—Ilittle attention has been paid
to individuals’ experiences in most studies. Furthermore,
no research has been conducted in this field at Khoy Uni-
versity of Medical Sciences. Therefore, the present study
was carried out to explain the facilitators and barriers to
childbearing in Iranian couples in Khoy City. The results
could be used to perform the required interventions for
childbearing. Most of the research conducted in this field
has studied women; one of the innovations of the pres-
ent study was to conduct interviews with both partners
present, allowing for an exploration of the experiences
of both women and men regarding the factors affecting
childbearing. The findings should be utilized to carry out
necessary interventions to encourage childbearing and to
support Hadid’s population policy aimed at increasing
the population.

Methods

In this exploratory qualitative study, the conventional
content analysis method was used to identify the fac-
tors affecting childbearing among couples in Khoy City.
Conventional content analysis is typically employed in
the design of studies aiming to describe a phenomenon
[17].

Setting

This study was conducted in three health centers af-
filiated with Khoy University of Medical Science. Khoy
City is the second most populous city in West Azerbaijan
Province according to the census of 2015, its population
is 348,664 people. There are more than 120,000 people
of reproductive age in Khoy City and 80% of the city’s
women can become pregnant. The fertility rate and pop-
ulation growth, according to birth statistics from 2021,
are 2.13%, compared to 2.10% in the previous year, in-
dicating a decrease in births during these years.
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Sampling

The participants were selected using the purposive
sampling method. In purposive sampling, researchers
choose participants who have experiences with the main
phenomenon or basic concepts under investigation [18].
Khoy City was first divided into three regions by clas-
sifying health centers based on the economic and social
status of the residents in each area. The researcher then
selected participants from each of these centers. Subse-
quently, the researcher took a purposive sample from
each region to ensure maximum diversity in participant
selection.

Sample size

In qualitative studies, the sample size could not be pre-
determined. Therefore, the sampling process continued
until data saturation. Saturation refers to the point in data
collection where newly collected data replicate the pre-
vious data and no further new information is obtained
[19].

Participants

In this study, 23 couples were interviewed. The in-
clusion criteria were willingness to be interviewed and
share experiences, completing the written informed con-
sent form, and being married for at least one year. The
exclusion criterion was the infertility problems of one of
the couples. The language used in the study was Azari.

Data collection

The interviews were conducted in the presence of both
couples. Each interview session lasted 30-45 minutes.
After obtaining demographic information, the inter-
views began with questions, such as “what factors could
increase or decrease your desire to have children in your
personal life?” and “in your opinion, what other factors
(e.g. friends, relatives, etc.) could contribute to your
childbearing?” Probing questions, such as “explain more
about this matter” or “could you clarify this matter?”
were used. At the end of each interview, participants
were asked, ”’Is there anything important that you have
not mentioned that you would like to share? After con-
ducting 20 interviews, all extracted codes were repeated,;
however, three additional interviews were conducted
to ensure data saturation. All the interviews were tran-
scribed and frequently reviewed to gain a deeper under-
standing of the content. The interviews were transcribed
verbatim, with participants’ emotions noted.
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Data analysis

The data were analyzed using MAXQDA software,
version 12 and the method recommended by Grane-
heim and Lundman [18, 20, 21]. All the interviews were
transcribed and the codes were extracted from the latent
and manifest content. It should be noted that the text re-
lated to the content aspects describing the obvious and
concrete components was considered as the manifest
content, while the part dealing with the communication
aspect and interpreting the text’s basic concepts was
considered latent content [22]. Lindgren’s et al approach
emphasizes interpretation and abstraction during the an-
alytic process in order to strengthen the trustworthiness
of qualitative content analysis. Qualitative content anal-
ysis could be both descriptive and interpretive. Analyz-
ing data based on manifest and descriptive content leads
to categories while analyzing data based on latent and
interpretive content leads to themes [18]. In this study,
the extracted codes were classified into subcategories
based on similarities and differences, and the extracted
subcategories were re-compared and merged to form
categories. Finally, the data concepts and latent content
were extracted as the main themes.

Rigor

To ensure data trustworthiness, four criteria proposed
by Lincoln and Guba (1986), including credibility, trans-
ferability, dependability and confirmability, were used
[23]. In the present study, prolonged engagement with
data, peer review, member checks and selecting partici-
pants with different experiences were used to provide
credibility. Describing components, recording partici-
pants’ characteristics and describing the study design and
procedure steps were used to ensure transferability. All
research steps, from beginning to end, were explained
in detail to ensure dependability, allowing the external
audit to conduct the review based on these documents.
Continuous monitoring was carried out throughout the
research to ensure confirmability.

Results

Of'the 23 couples participating in the study, 14 couples
(60.87%) responded negatively to the initial question of
the study regarding childbearing desire. The mean age of
men and women was 41.3242.16 and 36.8445.37 years,
respectively. Table 1 presents other demographic charac-
teristics of the participants.
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Table 1. Examples of meaning units, condensed meaning units and codes of Iranian couples’ viewpoints about childbearing

Condensed Meaning

Theme Category  Subcategory Codes Units Meaning Unit
Because of my work “Since | am working, | spend some
. B Y > of my time in the office, that’s why
- Lack of time to do | don’t have enough ;
Lack of enough Sffairs time and patience to I spend less time at home and |
time and pa- -  pate don’t have enough time to spend
- - Lack of patience and spend time with my - - c
tience . . . time with my child. On the other
energy for children child and also to raise hand, | don’t have the patience to
another child. bring and raise children again”.
. . “I'have to be at the office until
- Fatigue caused by Due to working hours .
. . Women'’s . excessive work in the and workload in the 16'0,0 and | have.a lot of work.
Childbearing Excessive and ] ) That’s why | get tired when | go
- employ- office office and at home, | :
barriers premature . . . home and since | also work at
ment ) - Early fatigue dueto  get tired quickly and | )
fatigue ! ) B . home, | become fatigued very
work in the office and  don’t have the capacity . ) .
- quickly. | don’t have the capacity to
at home to have a child. have a baby anymore”
. . “My work and life are in two
- Not being athome  Due to work and living sepathe cities. | travel to another
Staying away most of the day due in two separate cities, : ’ -
) city and return every day. This has
from home for to office work | am away from home made my life more difficult and
along time - Working and livingin ~ for many hours each v

two different cities

day.

caused me to be away from home
for many hours each day”.

In data analysis, 844 initial codes were identified,
which was finally reduced to 88 after merging similar
codes. After completing the analysis process, nine cat-
egories and two main themes, i.e. childbearing facilita-
tors and childbearing barriers, were extracted from the
interviews (Figure 1).

Barriers

The four categories of childbearing barriers included
economic problems, concern about an uncertain future,
women’s employment challenges and negative experi-
ences of prior pregnancy/childbirth.

Economic problems

All the participants who were reluctant to have children
mentioned economic problems as the main reason. Also,
they reported problems, such as exorbitant costs of child
care, considering having children as being cruel, wide
variety of stationery and clothing, competing among
children to have diversity in life’s necessities, raising
children’s expectations, high cost of enrolling in differ-
ent classes, and a lack of a suitable job and sufficient
income. Couple No. 6, who had a 1.5-year-old daughter,
said:

“Having a child in the current bad economic situation is
both cruel to ourselves and the child. We paid 15,000,000
Rials for our child’s clothes in the last week!”

Lzl

Couple No. 18, who had a 14-year-old child, men-
tioned the reasons for their reluctance to have children:

“It takes a lot of money to raise a child. There is a
variety of stationery, clothes, bags, shoes, classes, etc.
Children want to have everything that their friends own.
When our parents bought a pencil case for us, we tried
to keep it for 2-3 years, but now it’s not like this! We
enroll our child in different classes every year, even in
summer”.

Concern about uncertain future

In the category of concern about an uncertain future, the
participants reported several reasons, including insecuri-
ty regarding stable employment and the future of their
child, numerous life customs, marital conflict, the rise of
one-and-done parenting, the perception of having many
children as socially undesirable, social role modeling, the
serious responsibility of raising children properly and the
existence of social paradoxes. Couple No. 15, who had a
16-year-old child and were both working, said:

“Now we are worried about the future of our only
child. We pay a lot of money for our child’s entrance
exam preparation classes. He is attempting hard, but we
don’t know what the future will hold! As you can see, the
university entrance exam gets worse every year. Also,
violation in the entrance exam has increased”.

Zareipour M, et al. The Viewpoints of Iranian Couples About Childbearing. JRH. 2025; 15(2):207-216.
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Figure 1. Themes and categories of childbearing in Iranian couples.

Couple No. 9, who had two children, stated:

“Earlier, it was said that having fewer children leads to
a better life, but now it is said that having more children
leads to a happier life. We don’t know what happened
when the slogan changed. Who can give birth to a child
in the current situation? Nothing is certain. There is no
good future for children. We are all worried about the
future of these two children”.

Women’s employment challenges

In the category of women’s employment challenges,
women mentioned issues, such as working and living
in two different cities, a lack of sufficient time and pa-
tience, having children, which prevents women from
devoting time to their individual preferences, excessive
and premature fatigue, problems related to continuing
education, an inability to tolerate lack of sleep, difficul-
ties in keeping children in kindergarten, the imposition
of all responsibilities on mothers, and being away from
home for extended periods (Table 2).

A 42-year-old employed woman with a 12-year-old
son said:

March & April 2025. Volume 15. Number 2
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“I’m solely responsible for raising and educating my
son. My husband does not cooperate. When I go back
home from work, I have to cook, help my son with
homework, and do housework. My husband does not
consider that I am tired and I just came back from work!
I can’t even think about having a second child under
these conditions”.

A 38-year-old employed woman with one child stated:

“My son has been sick since childhood. I had to put
him in kindergarten despite my desire due to my work.
I had no one to take care of him every day! I don’t want
to experience the same days all over again. On the other
hand, I don’t feel like raising the second child anymore.
I get tired quickly”.

A 31-year-old working woman who did not have chil-
dren expressed her experience as follows:

“I am employed and at the same time a graduate stu-
dent. Although we want to have children, after 3 years of
living together, we still have not made a serious decision
in this regard. We didn’t take it because my wife and I
believe that we should spend time to raise the child.”

Zareipour M, et al. The Viewpoints of Iranian Couples About Childbearing. JRH. 2025; 15(2):207-216.
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Finally, in the category of negative experiences related
to prior pregnancy or childbirth, mothers who had unde-
sirable experiences discussed pregnancy complications,
inappropriate behavior of the delivery room staff, post-
delivery physical problems, having restless children, and
how getting married at an older age hinders childbear-
ing. A 32-year-old housewife said:

“I got hypertension and diabetes during my pregnancy
and was hospitalized at the end of my pregnancy. Doc-
tors said it was highly probable that my baby and I would
be harmed (feeling deeply sad). I was much stressed and
wished for my child to be born healthy. It is even painful
for me to think of getting pregnant for the second time”.

March & April 2025. Volume 15. Number 2 !,"f,'ul Ilﬂl'lal 5 1-£M1!i’1!1\'« e
Table 2. Demographic characteristics of the study participants
Character Category No. (%)
Employed 10(43.48)
Women
Housewife 13(56.52)
Job
Employed 15(65.22)
Men
Self-employment 8(34.78)
Diploma 7(30.43)
Associate degree 6(26.1)
Women
BSc 7(30.43)
MSc 3(13.04)
Education level Diploma 2(8.7)
Associate degree 3(13.04)
Men BSc 11(47.82)
MSc 5(21.74)
PhD 2(8.7)
0 2(8.7)
1 12(52.17)
Number of children (couples)
2 7(30.43)
3 2(8.7)
Yes 9(39.13)
Desire to childbearing (couples)
No 14(60.87)
LLED L
Negative experiences of prior pregnancy/child- Facilitators

In the theme of childbearing facilitators, three cat-
egories were identified: Individual or family values and
preferences, individual faith, and the government’s sup-
portive policies.

Individual or family values and preferences

In the category of individual/family values and prefer-
ences, the participants who agreed with childbearing dis-
cussed beliefs and experiences such as children strength-
ening family foundations, children being supporters of
their parents, the fear of losing an only child, children
being companions who can play together, learning to
interact with other children, children being the essence
and reason for life, a preference for the male gender,
only children becoming spoiled, and children resuming

Zareipour M, et al. The Viewpoints of Iranian Couples About Childbearing. JRH. 2025; 15(2):207-216.
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friendships and eliminating resentment. The employed
40-year-old man (couple No. 17), who had a 12-year-old
daughter, expressed his experience as follows:

“Only children become spoiled and receive all their
parents’ attention. They expect that all members of so-
ciety will meet their needs in the future. Who should
the child play with when they are alone? Children play
together, fight, and learn to communicate with one an-
other”.

Couple No. 1, who had two children and were both
working said:

“We are so dependent on children that we can’t imag-
ine life without them at all! Children make our lives
more beautiful with their funny activities”.

Individual faith

In the category of individual faith, Islam’s recommen-
dation to have children, the belief against abortion in
cases of unwanted pregnancy, the provision of children’s
sustenance by God, religious and ethnic beliefs, viewing
the child as a blessing, and adherence to traditional val-
ues were mentioned as childbearing facilitators. Couple
No. 3, who had three children and whose wife was a
housewife and pregnant, said:

“We, as Kurdish people, like kids so much, and most
families have many children, and usually women do not
have abortions”

A 42-year-old housewife (couple No. 12), who had two
children, described her experience as follows:

“God will deliver the child’s sustenance before they
are born. I remember that God helped us a lot before the
birth of my second child. My husband found a suitable
job, and our family’s financial situation changed a lot”.

Government’s supportive policies

In the category of government’s supportive policies,
the participants’ experiences included government sup-
port for employed mothers, government advertisements
for childbearing, government facilities for families with
more children, establishing kindergartens at women’s
workplaces, providing more services for couples, and
enjoying job stability. Couple No. 21, both of whom
were working and had two children, said:

March & April 2025. Volume 15. Number 2

“The government has approved that employed women
with children under 6 years of age could go to work an
hour later. Some offices have kindergartens where moth-
ers could safely leave their children”.

Discussion

In this qualitative study conducted to explain Iranian
couples’ viewpoints of childbearing, two themes of
childbearing facilitators and barriers were extracted.
Most of the participants were reluctant to have children,
mainly due to economic problems. In Boivin et al.’s
study, economic problems and costs of having children
were among the important factors affecting people’s
decisions to have children [2]. In Bagi et al.’s study,
working conditions and economic costs were among the
major reasons for people’s reluctance to have children.
In this study, 59.7% of the participants stated that they
could not afford the children’s costs [24]. Also, lack of
economic security and income level were among the
reasons for American couples [25]. The results of these
studies are in line with our findings.

Concern about an uncertain future was another reason for
the participants’ reluctance to have children. They cited is-
sues such as insecurity regarding proper jobs and the future
of their child, marital conflict, the trend of one-and-done
parenting, social role modeling, the significant responsibil-
ity of raising children properly and the high rate of divorce
in society. In Behmanesh et al.’s study, the women partici-
pating explained their reasons for having only one child as
self-priority, an uncertain future, and living a forced and
loveless life due to the fear of divorce. They considered
childbearing as a barrier to their well-being and comfort and
a limitation in life [13]. These concerns were also expressed
by the women participating in our study. In other studies, is-
sues, such as marital conflict [26, 27], concerns about chil-
dren’s livelihood and education, and an uncertain future for
them [13], as well as taking role models from people and
media, changes in children’s expectations of their parents,
and shifts in couples’ attitudes toward childbearing, were
identified as reasons for the low probability of childbearing.

Women’s employment was another barrier to childbear-
ing. Full-time work was a key factor in the decision not to
have children among both men and women. Job insecuri-
ty. Job insecurity [28, 29], prioritizing oneself, being em-
ployed and a lack of sufficient time to raise children [13]
could negatively affect childbearing intention, which is in
line with our findings. Having children interferes with the
working conditions of women or their spouses, and a lack
of sufficient time for childbearing was among the reasons
for reluctance to have another child [24].

Zareipour M, et al. The Viewpoints of Iranian Couples About Childbearing. JRH. 2025; 15(2):207-216.
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Regarding negative experiences from prior pregnan-
cies or childbirth, teenage mothers faced complications
during pregnancy or post-delivery issues. Some did not
want to experience these conditions again, especially if
they had restless children. In Ghaffari et al.’s study, fear
of childbirth was identified as one of the main themes.
Women described the pain of childbirth as the most se-
vere pain, which could negatively impact the mother’s
mental health and her relationship with the child [4]. In
the study by Pirdadeh Beiranvand et al. 80.8% of the
women participating in the study were afraid of child-
birth [30].

The couples who favored childbearing mentioned in-
dividual or family values and preferences as reasons for
their agreement. Women chose to have children to meet
needs, such as individual needs, satisfying the mater-
nal instinct, love for the child, strengthening the family,
providing a sibling for their first child and balancing the
family’s gender composition [31]. Also, gender prefer-
ence [8, 25, 32], a constant fear of losing the only child,
child loneliness, and the lack of a supporter in the future
[13], as well as resolving marital conflicts after child-
bearing [4], were concerns raised by the couples partici-
pating in the present study.

Individual faith and religious beliefs were other rea-
sons for couples agreeing to have children. Factors, such
as religious beliefs and belief in God [33] and the belief
that God provides for children’s sustenance [4] led to
increased childbearing. Other studies have investigated
the role of religion as one of the determinants of fertility
tendency and found that Sunni followers are more will-
ing to have children than Shiites [10, 24, 31], which is in
line with our findings.

Finally, “government’s supportive policies” were an-
other reason for those who agreed with childbearing.
Implementing government incentive policies and po-
litical measures, such as granting post-natal leave to
fathers, increasing maternity leave from six months to
nine months, and limiting the provision of family plan-
ning methods to women covered by health centers, were
effective in increasing childbearing [4]. In developed
countries, governments attempt to reduce the economic
costs of raising children by implementing policies such
as child allowances, financial incentives, and tax exemp-
tions [34].
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Conclusion

Given that most of the participants were reluctant to
have children, this indicates that couples’ attitudes toward
having children have changed under the influence of var-
ious economic, cultural, and religious factors. The cou-
ples argued that raising children in this era is completely
different from previous decades; for example, children’s
expectations of their parents have increased, and the
costs of education and raising children have risen along-
side changing lifestyles. Employed women preferred to
have only one child due to being busy with work, lack
of patience, insufficient time, and having uncooperative
husbands. The social-biological experiences in Iran dem-
onstrate that people’s behaviors are partially influenced
by political and cultural propaganda. Therefore, the gov-
ernment and policymakers should act based on realistic
programs and public needs. Also, it is recommended to
examine the underlying reasons for the reluctance to have
children before persuading couples to do so.

Study limitations and recommendations

Considering that the non-generalizability of the results
is one of the characteristics of qualitative research, the
obtained results should be generalized with caution, as
the participants were selected from only one geographi-
cal area. However, appropriate sampling strategies, which
included temporal and spatial variation in the selection
of participants and data collection, were employed to
address this limitation. The inclusion of couples with a
mean age above 35 was another limitation of this study.
Therefore, it is suggested that future studies include cou-
ples with a lower mean age and implement educational
interventions to increase couples’ willingness to have
children, with the results reported for future planning.
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