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Extended Abstract:

1. Introduction

In recent decades, declining fertility rates have emerged as a major concern in
social policy and population health, particularly in societies undergoing
demographic and cultural transition. Iran has experienced a marked reduction in
birth rates over the past two decades, with population growth recently falling
below the replacement level. This trend, evidenced by official statistics reporting
a historic decline in annual births to fewer than one million, reflects not only
structural and economic challenges but also profound shifts in attitudes, values,
and lifestyles among younger generations. While economic insecurity,
employment conditions, and social inequalities undeniably shape reproductive
behavior, growing evidence suggests that fertility decisions cannot be adequately
explained by material factors alone.

Rather, psychological, relational, and interpersonal dimensions—such as
couples’ motivations, emotional experiences, and perceptions of parenthood—
play a critical role in shaping decisions regarding childbearing. Fertility intentions
are increasingly understood as the outcome of complex, multidimensional
processes influenced by personal preferences, cultural norms, relational dynamics,
and psychological readiness. Consequently, identifying deeper psychological
determinants beyond economic and structural explanations has become essential
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for understanding contemporary patterns of childbearing and for designing
effective, evidence-based population policies.

Research Question

What psychological and emotional factors contribute to couples’ reluctance
toward childbearing, and how does the level of emotional maturity influence their
decision-making regarding parenthood?

2. Literature Review

Previous research has documented a wide range of factors associated with
declining fertility intentions, including economic uncertainty, changing gender
roles, individualism, lifestyle preferences, and concerns about marital satisfaction
and parental responsibilities. Studies have also highlighted the influence of
attachment orientations, particularly avoidant attachment, as well as broader
psychological variables such as fear of intimacy, unresolved marital conflict, and
anxiety about future parental roles. Despite this growing body of literature, one
dimension that has received comparatively limited systematic attention is couples’
level of emotional maturity and its role in readiness for parenthood. Emotional
maturity, defined as the capacity to understand, regulate, and respond adaptively
to one’s own and others’ emotions, is considered a foundational prerequisite for
managing complex relational roles such as parenting.

Empirical findings suggest that lower emotional resilience, limited
responsibility-taking, and poor marital adjustment may underlie decisions to
postpone or avoid childbearing, even in the absence of severe economic
constraints. Research has further demonstrated that emotional maturity is
positively associated with marital adjustment, psychological well-being, and
healthier parent—child relationships. However, a critical review of existing
studies—particularly in the Iranian context—reveals that most research has
focused predominantly on economic, social, and cultural determinants, while
psychological readiness and emotional capacities have been examined in a
fragmented and unsystematic manner. The role of emotional maturity as a
fundamental psychological factor shaping fertility decision-making thus remains
underexplored. Addressing this gap, the present study seeks to provide a
multidimensional understanding of couples’ reluctance toward childbearing, with
particular emphasis on the role of emotional maturity in shaping their
reproductive decisions.

3. Methodology
This qualitative study employed a phenomenological approach to explore the
lived experiences of couples who were reluctant toward childbearing. Participants
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were married couples aged 25-40 years from Tehran and Isfahan in 2024, who
had been married for at least three years and had consciously decided not to have
children despite having no physical or sexual limitations. Purposeful sampling
was used, and recruitment continued until theoretical saturation was reached,
resulting in a final sample of 12 participants. Data were collected through face-to-
face semi-structured interviews lasting 45-60 minutes and conducted in a
comfortable setting. All interviews were audio-recorded with informed consent
and transcribed verbatim. Data were analyzed using Braun and Clarke’s (2006)
six-step thematic analysis. Trustworthiness was ensured through member
checking (credibility), comparison with existing literature (confirmability), and
expert supervision throughout the analytic process (dependability).

4. Conclusion

This study aimed to identify psychological factors underlying couples’ reluctance
toward childbearing, with particular emphasis on emotional maturity. The
findings indicate that insufficient emotional regulation skills, limited resilience
and responsibility, and poor marital relationship quality constitute key
psychological barriers to readiness for parenthood. These factors shape couples’
perceptions of childbearing as emotionally demanding and potentially
destabilizing rather than as a developmental life transition. Although economic
and structural conditions influence fertility decisions, the results suggest that
emotional maturity may play a more decisive role in couples’ willingness and
preparedness for childbearing. Accordingly, policies and interventions that focus
solely on financial incentives are likely to be insufficient. Integrating
psychological interventions—such as emotional skills training, resilience
enhancement, and relationship-focused counseling—into family and population
programs may improve couples’ readiness for parenthood and ultimately facilitate
informed and sustainable childbearing decisions.

Keywords: Childbearing, Emotional Maturity, Qualitative Study, Couple
Relationships, Phenomenology.
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