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Extended Abstract:

1. Introduction

Children raised in welfare institutions exhibit reduced social interaction compared
to those raised in family environments and are more likely to experience persistent
emotional and behavioral difficulties throughout their development.
Consequently, Iran has implemented a temporary foster care program for
orphaned or inadequately cared-for children over the past several years, aiming to
address not only their physical care needs but also their emotional well-being.
Given that a 12-day conflict between Iran and the Zionist regime occurred in the
early 1404 SH (2025), the State Welfare Organization of Iran expedited the
placement of children into temporary foster homes to ensure their safety. This
accelerated process presented unique challenges and experiences for both the
Welfare Organization and foster parents.

Although previous studies have examined differences between the
experiences of adopted children and those raised in welfare institutions (Vint &
Abramason, 2025; Mohammadi & Shamsipour Dehkordi, 2019; Gunner & Reid,
2019), and other research has explored parental experiences of adoption or foster
care (Babakhani & Ghoramelki, 2023; Ghaffari & Zarean, 2021), no study seems
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to have specifically investigated women’s lived experiences of temporarily
fostering infants during the 12-day conflict. Understanding these experiences can
inform prospective foster parents about potential challenges and positive aspects
of temporary fostering, and assist counselors and social workers in better
comprehending family-related fostering challenges, thereby facilitating similar
placement processes in future crisis situations.

Therefore, the present qualitative study aims to explore women’s lived
experiences of temporary foster care during the 12-day conflict in 1404 SH
(2025). Employing a phenomenological approach, this study attempts to
understand and interpret women’s subjective experiences of temporarily caring
for infants throughout the conflict.

2. Methodology

This study was conducted using a qualitative research approach with a
phenomenological design. Data were collected through semi-structured
interviews, and the Colaizzi method was employed for data analysis.

Participants

The study population consisted of women who temporarily fostered infants from
orphanages during the 12-day conflict between Iran and Israel. Eleven participants
were selected through purposive convenience sampling, with careful attention to
include only individuals who met the study’s inclusion criteria. All interviewees
voluntarily expressed their informed consent to participate in the research, and all
data were recorded and maintained with complete anonymity. Regarding sample
size, data collection continued until theoretical saturation was reached, resulting in
a total of 11 interviews.

Data Collection
Data were collected through semi-structured interviews. Several key questions
were designed prior to the interviews and were further expanded and adapted
during the conversations based on participants' responses. Each interview was
conducted via telephone or virtual platforms and lasted approximately 30 to 60
minutes. To uphold ethical research principles, participants' real names were not
requested; instead, interviewees were asked to select pseudonyms for the
conversations and were informed that they could decline to answer any questions
they preferred not to address. With participants' permission, all interviews were
audio-recorded and subsequently transcribed to facilitate data analysis. Sample
guiding questions included the following:

e What motivated you to consider becoming a foster caregiver during the

war?
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e What factors or resources helped you throughout this process?
e How did the fostering experience impact your life?
e What challenges did you encounter during this period?

Data Analysis

Data were analyzed using the Colaizzi method. The analytical process followed
these steps:

1. After each interview, the conversation was transcribed verbatim, and the
researchers immersed themselves in the data to become familiar with its content.
2. All statements relevant to participants’ experiences were identified and
extracted. 3. Significant meaning units and themes within each statement—
reflecting participants' perceptions and lived experiences of the fostering
phenomenon—were highlighted. 4. Upon completing these steps for all
interviews, the formulated concepts were clustered and organized into distinct
categories or thematic groups. 5. Following the identification of primary and
secondary themes, efforts were made to develop a comprehensive and precise
description of participants' experiences. 6. By condensing the descriptive account
from the previous stage into more concise expressions, the essential aspects of the
phenomenon and the fostering experience were emphasized. 7. Finally, to ensure
that the final codes accurately captured participants’ experiences, the coding
framework was reviewed and refined iteratively (Morrow, Rodriguez, & King,
2015).

3. Results

In total, data analysis yielded 67 open codes, 23 axial codes, and 7 themes. The
extracted themes included: post-hosting beliefs during the war, emotional patterns
of hosting during the war, functional transformations in the hosting process,
hosting motivation during the war, hosting challenges during the war,
development of maternal identity and hosting during the war, and welfare
facilitation strategies for hosting during the war.

- Post-hosting beliefs during the war: The experiences of the interviewees
demonstrated that hosting children during wartime conditions has fundamentally
transformed their beliefs regarding self, others, existence, and the Divine. For
some, the hosting experience redefined their meaning of life and even altered their
perception of war, viewing it through a lens of beauty. Others perceived this
hosting as a divine mission or a sacred calling entrusted to them by God.

- Emotional patterns of hosting during the war: The experience of hosting
during wartime is uniquely complex. On one hand, individuals face the stress and
negative emotions inherent to war; yet, the arrival of an infant brings a profound
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sense of joy and vitality that mitigates the hardships of the crisis. This presence
heals other griefs and losses, fosters hope, and provides a deep sense of peace. On
the other hand, as the time to return the infant approaches, a new set of challenges
emerges: the anxiety of imminent separation, followed by the painful experience
of loss and longing.

- Functional transformations in the hosting process: The experience of hosting
during wartime is so profound that it compels individuals to engage in new
activities and cultivate relationships—uwith self, others, the world, and existence—
that differ significantly from their past. Out of concern for the child’s well-being,
host parents often practice greater self-care. Furthermore, kinship dynamics
undergo transformation: positive shifts occur through familial support for the host
family, while negative tensions may arise from opposition or intrusive
questioning. Additionally, empathy and cooperation between spouses tend to
increase, and in many cases, the individual’s very meaning of life is
fundamentally altered.

- Hosting motivation during the war: Individuals are driven by diverse
motivations for the hosting experience, categorized into spiritual motivations,
national contribution, and personal growth. Regarding the dimension of national
contribution, the unique circumstances of war likely intensified a sense of
responsibility toward nurturing a “child of the nation” and fulfilling a broader
social responsibility during the crisis. Concerning spiritual motivations, several
core themes emerged: the tradition of caring for orphans, seeking divine blessings
and a prosperous afterlife, and striving for growth through servitude to the Divine,
philanthropy, and ethical conduct.

- Hosting challenges during the war: The hosting experience is accompanied by
various challenges. Based on the interviews conducted, two axial codes were
identified: Administrative Bureaucracy Challenges and Host Mother Challenges.
Challenges related to administrative issues involve the Welfare Organization and
the orphanage; specifically, the lack of identity and medical records for the infants
hindered the provision of proper care. Furthermore, due to the critical and sudden
nature of the war, infants were placed with families abruptly. Consequently, host
mothers faced numerous difficulties as they lacked both psychological
preparedness and the necessary physical supplies for childcare. Additionally, the
ambiguity regarding the timeline for returning the infant to the orphanage caused
mothers to experience persistent anxiety and emotional distress.

- Development of maternal identity and hosting during the war: Despite the
pre-hosting training provided by welfare centers, the majority of women
developed profound maternal feelings toward the child. Consequently, some went
as far as renaming the infant according to their own preferences. It appears that
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the formation of a maternal identity intensifies the processes of attachment and
bonding, thereby complicating the eventual separation process.

- Welfare centers facilitation strategies for hosting during the war: In the
interviews, foster mothers highlighted the facilitating role of the Welfare
Organization and infant care centers in shaping their hosting experience. The
creation of online communities and networking among foster mothers contributed
significantly to building mutual empathy and emotional support. Furthermore, the
participants emphasized the continuous monitoring of the child’s health and the
critical role of counselors, social workers, and medical staff from these
institutions in providing guidance, assistance, and professional support during the
caregiving process.

4. Discussion
The analysis shows that host parents, much like adoptive parents, possess unique
characteristics, challenges, and experiences. Hosting during the crisis of war
confronts the host mother with specific concerns, motivations, and emotional,
spiritual, relational, and familial experiences.

While some challenges faced by host mothers in the present study align with
the findings of Mohammadi, Dehghan, Fallah, and Sadrapoushan (2023)
regarding the experiences of adoptive parents, the difficulty of infertility was not
observed in this study (even among infertile couples). Furthermore, contrary to
the research by Brodzinsky and Huffman (1988)—which highlighted feelings of
guilt and inadequacy in adoptive mothers—host mothers reported that although
they occasionally felt inadequate before hosting, they experienced a sense of
empowerment and self-efficacy in child-rearing after the child’s arrival.

5. Conclusion

This qualitative study, employing a phenomenological approach, provides an in-
depth understanding of how women experienced temporarily fostering infants
from orphanages during the 12-day conflict. The findings reveal that the
experience of temporary fostering during this period transcended a mere social
responsibility, instigating a profound transformation across the existential,
emotional, relational, and familial dimensions of the foster mothers’ lives.
Although the fostering arrangement was temporary in nature, it fundamentally
reshaped the foster mothers’ perspectives and beliefs regarding themselves,
existence, and the Divine, while also fostering a distinct and transformed sense of
identity among these individuals.
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