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Given the declining fertility rate and its long-term consequences in Iran, this study examines the issue
of childbearing within the context of political uncertainty and ineffective public policymaking. The
research adopted a qualitative approach and employed grounded theory methodology, following Strauss
and Corbin's systematic, along with theoretical sampling. Thirty semi-structured in-depth interviews
were conducted with one member of voluntarily childless couples (with at least three years of marriage
duration) and one member of one-child couples (with one child over five years of age) who had
intentionally chosen to remain childless or have only one child. Data analysis was performed at three
levels, open, axial, and selective coding, resulting in the core category, "Avoidance of Childbearing in
the Context of Political Uncertainty." The findings indicate that the declining fertility rate has become a
social issue shaped by political governance. The results further demonstrate that even the most private
biological behaviors of individuals, such as childbearing decisions, are significantly influenced by macro-
social and political factors. In other words, the participants of the study perceived childbearing as a risky
undertaking under conditions of political uncertainty and low public policy effectiveness, and
interpreted their decision to reduce or avoid childbearing as a rational response to their structural
conditions surrounding them.

Introduction

In the second half of the twentieth century, the world witnessed
substantial demographic changes, with global fertility declining
from five children per woman to 2.7 children. Today, nearly half
of the world’s population lives in countries with below-
replacement fertility levels. In Iran, childbearing has also
experienced fluctuations in recent years, and despite a shift in
governmental policy toward pronatalist and incentive-based
approaches, no substantial improvement in fertility rates has been
observed. Isfahan province, with a total fertility rate ranging from
1.3 to 1.5 children per woman and a mean maternal age at first
birth of 29.1 years, following Tehran and Alborz provinces (with
corresponding figures of 30.4 and 29.3 years, respectively), ranks

third in the country in terms of delayed childbearing. The present

study, seeking to identify the contexts of political dissatisfaction
that steer couples’ reproductive choices toward childlessness and
one-child families, addresses the following question: How do
contexts of political dissatisfaction shape couples’ motivations and

childbearing behaviors?
Methodology and Data

The present study was designed within an interpretive paradigm,
employing a qualitative approach and grounded theory
methodology based on the systematic approach developed by
Strauss and Corbin. Sampling initially began purposively and was
subsequently continued using snowball sampling and theoretical

sampling techniques. The study sample comprised 15 voluntarily
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childless couples who had been married for at least three years and
15 voluntarily one-child couples who had one child over the age of
five. Interviews were primarily conducted with one spouse, most
often the women. The inclusion criteria were at least three years of
marital life, residence in Isfahan city, and a conscious decision to
remain childless or have only one child (i.e., absence of medical
infertility). Data were collected through semi-structured interviews
conducted from March to August 2024 (Each interview lasted
between 40 and 90 minutes. Theoretical saturation was achieved
after 30 interviews. Lincoln and Guba (1985) criteria were utilized
to assess the credibility of the study. Data analysis was conducted

in three stages: open, axial, and selective codings.
Findings

The findings indicate that the decision to “avoid childbearing”

among childless and one-child couples in Isfahan city is situated

within a context of “political uncertainty.” Data analysis resulted
in 92 concepts, 16 subcategories, seven main categories, and
ultimately one core category. The main categories are as follows:

1. An atmosphere of psychological and social uncertainty (causal
conditions): comprising three subcategories, pervasive insecurity
in society, psychological insecurity, and perceived
socioeconomic and livelihood disorder;

2. Ineffective policymaking (intervening conditions): comprising
two subcategories, the functional weaknesses of policymaking
institutions and the influence of political discourse on the
lifeworld of social actors;

3.The complexity of Iranian culture (intervening conditions):
comprising two subcategories, the complexity of Iranian culture
and actors’ rationalizations for avoiding childbearing;

4. Media-driven insecurity (contextual conditions): comprising the
subcategory of media warfare and media-induced perceptions of
insecurity;

5.The

comprising three subcategories, the interrelationship between

interconnectedness of social problems (strategies):
the economy and politics, perceptions of structural political and
social pressures, and livelihood and economic difficulties;
6.The absence of a future outlook (central phenomenon):
comprising two subcategories, the lack of a clear vision for the
future and feelings of hopelessness and accumulated concerns.
7. The deterrent effects of the policymaking system on childbearing
the

accumulation of negative perceptions of the political system’s

(consequences): comprising three subcategories,
functioning, the incompatibility of population policies with
social contexts, and the structural and contextual barriers to
childbearing in Iran.

The core category of the study was formulated as “Avoiding

Childbearing in the Context of Political Uncertainty.” According to

the grounded theory, the process of avoiding childbearing is the

product of a dialectical interaction between “political uncertainty”

as a structural condition and “livelihood-oriented rationality” as an
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agentic strategy. Political governance, through the implementation
of ineffective policymaking, the creation of a pervasive atmosphere
of insecurity, and the erosion of future prospects, generates a
“motivational system” that contributes to the reproduction of
uncertainty. In response, couples employ “livelihood-oriented
rationality,” based on cost-benefit assessments and risk avoidance,
and consequently decide to avoid childbearing. This avoidance
constitutes an indirect form of political action in response to an

undesirable political system.
Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study are consistent with the Theory of Planned
Behavior and Risk Avoidance Theory. A negative orientation
toward the future) arising from political uncertainty (along with
emerging new subjective norms that regard low fertility as a
rational behavior, exerted a substantial influence on couples’
intentions to avoid childbearing. What distinguishes the present
study from previous research is its emphasis on the role of
"governance” and "politics" as a causal system. While many
previous studies have focused on economic, cultural, and social
factors, the present study demonstrates that these factors are
themselves shaped by a broader system, namely the “deterrent
effects of the policymaking system on childbearing.” Based on the
findings, a new conceptual model, termed the “Political-Livelihood
Uncertainty Paradigm,” can be proposed in which: (1) "governance
quality" and "perceived political security" are regarded as key
independent variables; (2) in addition to economic rationality,
couples also adopt a form of “security rationality” through which
they assess the psychological and social costs associated with
political uncertainty; and (3) pronatalist incentive policies
implemented in a context of distrust are not only ineffective but
may also function as a new deterrent factor, a phenomenon that
may be termed the “deterrent effect of pronatalist incentive
policies.” Ultimately, increasing the fertility rate is significantly
intertwined with the “renewal of hope and trust” in society.
Population policymaking in Iran is therefore likely to face serious
challenges unless accompanied by efforts to rebuild political trust

and provide a clear and credible vision of stability and well-being.
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Table 1. The participants' information
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Table 2. Concepts, subcategories, and main categories that make up the core category of childbearing avoidance in the context of political

uncertainty
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Figure 1. Paradigmatic model of lack of vision
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