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Introduction

Childbearing is simultaneously a biological and profoundly social behavior, significantly
influenced by social norms. Moreover, it is a behavior in the realm of private decisions of
couples carrying a heavy burden of future responsibilities for them. Thus, it is
fundamentally a decision based on couples' bounded rationality. Given the recent decline
in fertility rates, this study examines the socio-cultural contexts underlying anxieties related
to childbearing among voluntarily childless couples and couples with a single child.
Utilizing a qualitative approach based on Strauss and Corbin's systematic Grounded Theory
methodology and theoretical sampling, the research conducted 30 in-depth interviews—15
with individuals from voluntarily childless couples married for at least three years, and 15
with individuals from couples who intentionally have only one child aged over five years.
Data were gathered through semi-structured interviews, and analysis was conducted
through open, axial, and selective coding. The core category identified in the research is
"childbearing as bounded rationality," and the central phenomenon is "altered cognitive
frameworks." The findings indicate significant shifts in couples' cognitive structures, with

rationalism and individualism at the core, facilitating the rational decision to remain

childless or to have only one child.

Iranian society is undergoing a significant socio-cultural shift, with smaller family sizes now becoming the dominant

norm. This shift, which has occurred over the past two decades, has led Iran to join the group of countries with low

fertility rates. Recent estimates indicate that the total fertility rate has dropped below the replacement level, with

some provinces reporting levels just above one child per family (Statistical Center of Iran, 2021). This urgent shift in

fertility rates underscores the need for a deeper understanding of fertility decision-making.

After two decades of population control policies, low fertility has become a pervasive social discourse and a

dominant cultural narrative. Currently, governmental institutions and policymakers are striving to reverse this trend,
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aiming to promote an alternative cultural narrative and establish public consensus around it. Given the sustained
trend of low fertility and declining rates below the replacement level, there is a need for an informed and scientifically
grounded approach to fertility. This study, therefore, seeks to provide a deeper understanding of fertility decision-
making among couples in Isfahan, a major urban center currently experiencing low fertility. The research aims to
explore the intricate web of socio-cultural factors that influence couples' anxieties regarding childbearing and shape
their fertility decisions within families.

Methods and Data

This study employed a qualitative research approach, utilizing Strauss and Corbin's systematic Grounded Theory
methodology and theoretical sampling. Participants were purposefully selected, and sampling continued until
theoretical saturation was achieved, meaning that further data collection yielded no additional insights. Saturation
was reached with 30 participants, comprising 15 voluntarily childless couples married for at least three years and 15
voluntarily one-child couples whose single child was over five years old. Interviews were conducted with one partner
from each couple, as fertility decisions typically involve both individuals, and interviewing both partners might yield
redundant data. Participants were aged 28 to 45 years and had educational backgrounds from high school diplomas
to doctoral degrees. Their occupations varied, including government employees, teachers, self-employed individuals,
and homemakers. Semi-structured interviews served as the primary data collection tool, and analysis followed open,
axial, and selective coding procedures. Coding began after transcription of each interview, culminating in identifying
primary and secondary categories upon completion of all interviews.

Findings

The findings revealed socio-cultural contexts underlying shifting attitudes toward fertility and anxieties about
childbearing among voluntarily childless and single-child couples. Analysis of the interviews resulted in the
identification of 331 concepts, 43 sub-categories, 11 primary categories, and ultimately, one core category. The
primary categories included uncertainty and unpredictability, perfectionism, altered cognitive frameworks, evolving
family values and attitudes, cultural shifts, challenging childhood experiences, rationalism, individualism, media
influence, risky interactions, and optimism toward the future and life. The core category extracted was "childbearing
as bounded rationality." The central phenomenon of this study, cognitive restructuring, indicates that even under
favorable economic conditions, many couples are reluctant to have children due to profound transformations in their
beliefs, significantly altering their mental and emotional frameworks regarding childbearing. The findings underscore
a prevailing rationality guiding fertility behaviors and decisions among couples, revealing how modern rationality
generates apprehensions. Life in modern society differs significantly from traditional society, and hence, fertility
decisions involve a meticulous evaluation of internal and external factors. Here, rationality refers specifically to

modern rationality, which critically examines traditional arguments promoting fertility.
Discussion and Conclusion

Findings indicate that fertility encompasses diverse dimensions beyond economic issues alone, encompassing social,
cultural, cognitive, and psychological factors. Effectively managing societal dissatisfaction and pessimism is critical
to producing tangible benefits in couples' lives, thus reinforcing institutional social trust in governance. As fertility
pertains to private life decisions, direct governmental intervention and prescriptive approaches or poorly conceived
campaigns are minimally effective unless they realistically consider familial living conditions. Since demographic
shifts result from changing societal values, attitudes, and cognitive frameworks, altering fertility preferences
necessitates comprehensive policy reforms—enhancing social welfare, promoting social equity, reducing poverty, and

improving living standards. Consequently, substantial structural reforms are essential.
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