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Obijective: In the last decade, the issue of childbearing in Iran has become one of the
important concerns of governance in the country. The aim of the present study is to
conduct a sociological study of the factors affecting childbearing in Iran, based on the
study and summary of previous research.

Method: The present study was conducted using the meta-synthesis qualitative method
and the seven-stage model of Sandelowski and Barroso (2003). For this purpose, the
results of studies conducted between 2011 and 2014 were reviewed and a number of
relevant articles were identified using relevant keywords. Out of 537 articles, 101 articles
were finally selected according to the criteria of the meta-synthesis method. This study
fills the gaps in the analysis of multiple factors of childbearing by providing a
comprehensive framework. Also, in order to examine the quality and reliability of the
research findings, content validity and kappa index were used, the results of which
indicated the desirable quality of the findings.

Results: The findings of the present study led to the extraction of different codes, and
after continuous back and forth, 8 final headings were identified regarding the factors
affecting the desire to have children in Iran, which in order of frequency are: individual,
religious, social, cultural, political, economic, jurisprudential and legal, and media
factors. On the other hand, the integration of the findings of previous studies led to
important categories regarding the factors affecting the desire to have children in Iran,
which in order of frequency are: values and attitudes, lifestyle, religious beliefs,
generational changes, policymaking, mediatized childbearing (The role of the media in
promoting or reducing the desire to have children), employment and livelihood,
childbearing rights, and contextual variables.

Conclusion: The results of the present study showed that the desire to have children in Iran
has changed in the last decade, based on the results of previous studies; meanwhile, it seems
that cultural and social factors such as changes in values and attitudes, generational changes,
and the emergence of modern lifestyles have played an important role in reducing the desire to
have children.
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Introduction
Childbearing is one of the most fundamental functions of the family in society, which has

undergone substantial transformations over time. A wide range of cultural and social factors can
be examined in explaining the determinants of couples’ childbearing behavior. In Iran, the total
fertility rate has followed a downward trend since the mid-1980s. This decline has raised concerns
among policymakers and public officials regarding population replacement and the future aging
of the country’s population (Danesh et al., 2023: 15).

In contemporary society, the institution of the family has undergone profound changes in
parallel with broader social transformations. The transition from tradition to modernity has
fundamentally altered family structures. Accordingly, changes in kinship structures and
transformations in childbearing patterns can be regarded as inevitable consequences of structural
changes in society, as well as ideological transformations. These changes have led to a reduction
in the ideal number of children and, overall, have had significant effects on the demographic
structure of society (Rad & Savabi, 2015: 129).

In recent years, numerous studies on childbearing have been conducted at the global level.
Some studies, such as that of Zhou et al., emphasize the increase in age at childbirth and the
declining inclination toward fertility and childbearing. Their findings suggest that, over a five-
year horizon, countries may experience further declines in fertility rates (Zhou et al., 2025: 1).
Other studies have examined the relationship between social norms and fertility intentions among
couples. Schmidt’s research indicates that the relationship between fertility intentions and
persistent gendered parenting norms gives rise to gender-related challenges. These challenges are
associated with individual self-optimization and self-responsibility, which may hinder decision-
making regarding childbearing (Schmidt, 2024: 5).

Additional studies have approached childbearing from the perspective of gender
discrimination and inequality. In this regard, the findings of Houston Su and Musick show that
institutional sexism is associated with a higher likelihood of early childbearing among young
women identified as Black, whereas this association is not observed among those identified as
White. Interactive gender discrimination is also a significant predictor of early childbearing,
particularly among adolescents, as they tend to rely on their peers for social cues regarding gender
roles (Houston Su & Musick, 2024: 1141). The study by Kwag et al. focuses on the relationship
between trust and fertility intentions among young people in South Korea. The results indicate
that young people’s perceptions of social trust and opportunities for self-actualization have a
significant impact on their fertility intentions (Kwag et al., 2024: 585). Moreover, the findings of
Blair and Madigan’s study in China show that, with regard to childbearing, nearly one-third of
women do not desire to have children, while only about one-tenth of men express similar
preferences. Parental behavior is significantly associated with men’s marriage aspirations,
whereas women’s aspirations for marriage and childbearing are strongly linked to their valuation
of marriage and parenthood (Blair & Madigan, 2024: 1).
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In recent years, attitudes toward childbearing in Iran have also undergone notable changes.
Research and studies related to fertility in the country indicate that the total fertility rate has
declined sharply in recent years. Comparative analyses of fertility and childbearing rates across
different societies suggest that childbearing is influenced by diverse factors in different countries.
Among the most important of these factors are families’ economic and livelihood conditions,
particularly parental income; social factors such as the transformation of women’s roles in society
under the influence of modernization processes; women’s education and employment; and
demographic factors such as age at marriage, birth spacing, and family planning practices. On the
other hand, childbearing represents one of the most significant decisions made by couples, and
its adoption can affect various dimensions of their lives, particularly their lifestyle and quality of
life (Rafiei-Moghadam & Ashtiani, 2020: 157). Furthermore, the experience of fertility transition
in Iran indicates that factors such as government policies on fertility control, changes in
livelihoods, structural transformations in employment, improvements in health and medical
services, greater access to infrastructure, rising costs of childrearing, and increased social
awareness have played a substantial role in shaping fertility intentions (Tajbakhsh, 2020: 71).

Recent census results in Iran show that average household size has been declining. According
to some scholars, declining fertility is associated with the reduction in household size; however,
it is important to note that decreases in household size are not solely attributable to declining
fertility but are also linked to economic, cultural, social, and political factors. For instance, the
transition from tradition to modernity, and consequently from extended families to nuclear
families, under the influence of family modernization, has altered household size. Moreover,
changes in societal values and attitudes, as well as generational shifts experienced by Iranian
society, must also be taken into account. For example, contemporary couples show little
inclination to live with their in-laws, and as a result, the average household size—while
influenced by the aforementioned factors—also affects childbearing behavior (Asoudeh, 2022:
175).

What has attracted researchers’ attention in recent years regarding transformations in
childbearing is the ideological shift in couples’ orientation toward fertility, which is associated
with a wide range of social factors. Over the past two decades, the issue of childbearing and
demographic changes in the country has consistently been a focus of scholarly attention, and in
the past decade, it has received increased emphasis due to population policies. Consequently,
numerous studies have been conducted from various perspectives by scholars in the humanities,
particularly in the social sciences, on the issue of childbearing. Accordingly, the present study
aims to examine the factors influencing fertility intentions in Iran by employing a meta-synthesis
approach. The use of a meta-synthesis method enables the researcher to identify gaps in previous
studies related to the research problem, such as the fragmentation of findings or the lack of a
comprehensive framework for fertility studies. Given that numerous studies on childbearing have
been conducted in recent years in Iran, yet an integrated analytical perspective remains lacking,
there is a clear need for a systematic and comprehensive study in this field. Adopting such an
approach can facilitate the synthesis of findings from existing studies on childbearing and open
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new analytical horizons regarding fertility in Iran, while addressing the key question: What
factors influence fertility intentions in Iran?

Method

In the present study, the meta-synthesis method, which is one of the qualitative research
methods, has been used to identify, design, and classify the factors influencing the desire for
childbearing in Iran. Meta-synthesis is a method that, similar to meta-analysis, examines and
integrates previous studies related to a specific topic and seeks to create a comprehensive body
of knowledge and provide a deep and integrated interpretation of new findings (Beck, 2002:
2014). The meta-synthesis method provides researchers with a systematic approach to integrate
the results of previous studies, identify underlying concepts and meanings, and expand existing
knowledge. In recent years, numerous studies on childbearing have been conducted in the
country. Accordingly, meta-synthesis can serve as an effective method for providing researchers
with extensive results derived from previous studies. In other words, meta-synthesis offers
researchers a profound picture of the status of childbearing in the country and increases the
generalizability of the research. In this study, the qualitative meta-synthesis method of
Sandelowski and Barroso is specifically employed. This method involves a process that enables
researchers to identify and formulate a research question and, in order to answer it, search for,
select, evaluate, summarize, and synthesize qualitative findings. The Sandelowski and Barroso
method consists of seven stages, which are also utilized in the present study.

Results

Based on the screening of previous studies, the highest frequencies correspond respectively to
the categories of “individual,” “religious,” and “social,” while the lowest frequencies belong to
the categories of “jurisprudential and legal,” “economic,” and “media.” This indicates that in
earlier research related to the desire for childbearing in Iran, the individual, religious, and social
dimensions have received greater attention from researchers compared to other aspects. The final
step of the Sandelowski and Barroso meta-synthesis method is to present the final model derived
from previous findings. In the proposed model, the factors influencing the desire for childbearing
in Iran are organized into nine dimensions. Among these dimensions, the highest frequencies are
associated with “value and attitude change,” “lifestyle,” and “religious beliefs,” whereas the
lowest frequencies pertain to “employment and livelihood,” “childbearing rights,” and
“contextual variables.”
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Figure 1. Final Research Model
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Conclusion

Inrecent years, the issue of childbearing has gained considerable importance in Iranian society.
The significance of addressing this matter lies in the fact that fertility intentions in the country
have followed a declining trajectory over recent decades. In this context, scholars in the
humanities particularly in the social sciences have conducted numerous studies seeking to explain
the underlying causes of this phenomenon from various analytical perspectives. The present study
was conducted with the aim of examining the factors influencing fertility intentions, employing
a meta-synthesis approach to integrate previous research in the country. The findings revealed the
presence of nine fundamental categories explaining the factors that shape fertility behavior in
Iran.

The study showed that changes in attitudes and values have played a major role in reducing
fertility rates in Iran. According to diffusion theory in the field of fertility, such changes can be
linked to the social and cultural processes that influence the acceptance or rejection of behaviors
such as the decision to have children and the number of children within a society. Specifically,
innovations and broader social transformations indirectly affect childbearing decisions. Modern
lifestyles have prompted a profound rethinking of childbearing. Anthony Giddens has thoroughly
analyzed the effects of social change on human relationships, intimacy, and childbearing,
showing that in the modern world, love has become an individualized choice, and childbearing
has increasingly become a conscious decision shaped by socioeconomic conditions. These shifts
reflect the new complexities of human relationships and social interactions in contemporary life.

Institutionalism also exerts broad effects on fertility, as social, economic, cultural, and legal
institutions mutually shape individual and collective behaviors. The results of this study indicated
that policymaking and legal frameworks related to childbearing, employment, and livelihoods are
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influenced by the varying approaches of governmental institutions. Changes within these
institutions can lead to major shifts in individuals’ decisions regarding whether or not to have
children. Thus, analyzing fertility from an institutionalist perspective requires a deeper
understanding of the interactions among these institutions and the broader social conditions in
which individuals live.

The diffusion of modern lifestyles and intergenerational shifts both of which are influenced by
modernity have transformed fertility preferences in Iranian society. Modernization has significant
implications for fertility, especially in economic, social, and cultural domains. In modern
societies, transformations in social structures, economic developments, and changing attitudes
toward family and child-rearing have contributed to reduced preferences for larger families. In
many modern societies, governmental policies such as parental leave, financial support for
families, and access to healthcare services play an important role in shaping childbearing
decisions. Conversely, the absence of such support may contribute to declining fertility rates. The
emergence of new media alongside modern social conditions has also influenced attitudes and
values related to childbearing.

Social capital can affect fertility both directly and indirectly. In societies with strong social
capital, parents benefit from greater social support and available resources, which can increase
their willingness to have more children. Therefore, strengthening social capital may serve as a
means to encourage childbearing and alleviate associated challenges.

Gender equality and fertility are closely interconnected and exert reciprocal influences on one
another. In societies where gender equality is effectively realized, fertility rates may shift
accordingly. Emphasis on reproductive rights and on women’s roles in fertility and motherhood
emerged as important components of this study. Gender equality can have a significant impact on
fertility, as societies that ensure equitable opportunities for women and men create conditions of
greater security and support, particularly for women balancing multiple roles. Such environments
can encourage higher fertility intentions.

Ultimately, it should be noted that fostering a stronger inclination toward childbearing in the
country particularly among young couples requires policymakers and national administrators to
revisit and reform policies across various domains, including the economy, culture, media, and
education. Understanding the needs of families, especially young couples, in order to promote
greater willingness to have children necessitates large-scale, systematic research and targeted
policy planning. Utilizing media platforms for public education and for fostering new
perspectives on childbearing may be particularly important in an era in which media play an
essential role in the daily lives of Iranians. Additionally, revising childbearing-related laws and
especially pro-natalist incentive policies could be beneficial. Greater attention to the employment
and livelihood conditions of the younger generation, along with the creation of supportive
structures for youth on the verge of marriage, may further increase their willingness to have
children. Finally, recognizing the values and attitudes of young people and addressing the
generational gap that shapes these perspectives through the engagement of qualified cultural and
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social experts can serve as another important step in strengthening fertility intentions among the
younger generation.
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