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Abstract

Introduction: Today, the prevailing values and beliefs among
Iranians regarding childbearing have shifted towards smaller
families, and the perceived meaning and roles of children have
changed in the lives of parents. This study focuses on employed
women, seeking to explore their perceptions of the value and
meaning of children and their motivations for having children.

Methods: Using a qualitative approach and thematic analysis, 22
married women from diverse backgrounds working at the Social
Security Organization of Tehran, Iran, were selected through
purposive sampling. Data collected through in-depth, face-to-face
interviews with participants.

Findings: We identified four themes that capture the motivations
and challenges of working women in having children: ‘flourishing
and development of the parental identity’, ‘implicit awareness of the
consequences and challenges of low and late childbearing’,
‘predominance of normative expectations’, and ‘a sense of economic-
social security for the decision to have children’.

Conclusion: The study concluded that working women's intention to
have children arises from their own personal and familial
preferences, heavily dependent on the supports they receive from
their families. Thus, they manage their desire and behavior to have
children personally or within the family context, while
organizational and governmental support has not significantly
influenced the decision to have more children. We also found that
working women tend to prioritize their occupational roles over their
motherhood roles, and that organizational support is insufficient in
motivating or facilitating their childbearing decisions. We discuss the
implications of our findings for policy and practice.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Iran has experienced a rapid fertility
transition over a short period of time.
Fertility trends show a decline in total
fertility rate from approximately 7.7
children per woman in 1956, to around 7 in
1980, reaching replacement level in the
early 2000s (1). Over the past two decades,
Iran's total fertility rate has remained below
two children per women (2). During the
2000s, the rate stabilized at about 1.8
children per woman. Then, it experienced a
slight increase and returned to near the
replacement level by 2015, but it ended this
decade with a decrease to 1.7 (3). The
persistent sub-replacement fertility rate
raises concerns over its long-term
consequences, such as a shrinking working-
age population, an aging population, and
social security challenges due to change in
the age structure.

Numerous studies indicate a shift in
Iranian values and beliefs regarding
childbearing towards favoring fewer
children, altering the perceived meaning and
role of children (2, 4, 5, 6, 7). Socio-economic
changes have significantly influenced this
shift. The past two decades, Iranian society
have witnessed a rise in women's
educational attainment, their active
participation in higher education, and labor
market entry. These changes in the socio-
economic status and attitude of women have
affected women's social roles and their
marriage and childbearing behaviors,
leading to tendencies towards lower fertility,
such as later childbearing, long-term
interval between births, and fewer children
overall (2, 8, 9).

This study focuses on working women,
aiming to explore their perceptions of
children's meaning, their role in life, and
their childbearing intentions. Key research
questions include: "What significance do
children hold for working women? What
motivations and reasons are important in
their decision to have children?" and
"Among the people who intend to have
children, what factors and conditions have
guided their reproductive behavior?"
Understanding  reproductive  behavior
necessitates a profound comprehension of

the underlying motivations and beliefs
associated with childbearing. This research
was conducted among employees of the
Social Security Organization in Tehran to
shed light on these questions.

Methods

This qualitative study was conducted at the
Social Security Organization and its
branches in Tehran. Upon securing the
necessary approvals from the organization,
data collection commenced in March 2023
and continued for three months. We
employed in-depth, face-to-face interviews
with participants selected via purposive
sampling based on three criteria: 1) women
of reproductive age; 2) married women, with
or without children; and 3) employees of the
Social Security Organization. Prior to the
interviews, participants provided verbal
consent and were briefed on the study's
objectives. In total, 22 women were
interviewed, with theoretical saturation
determining the sampling endpoint. For data
analysis, we applied thematic analysis
following the approach of Braun and Clark
(10), which involved: 1) familiarity with the
data; 2) generating initial codes; 3)
Searching for themes; 4) reviewing and
refining themes; 5) defining and naming
themes; and 6) Evaluation and conclusion.
The accuracy and reliability of the research
were guaranteed with four criteria:
credibility, transferability, dependability,
and confirmability.

Findings

The study identified over 64 concepts
explaining women's reasons for having
children, which coalesced into 11 sub-
themes and four main themes. These themes
are: "flourishing and development of the
parental identity,"” "implicit awareness of the
consequences and challenges of low and late
childbearing," "predominance of normative
expectations,” and "a sense of economic-
social security for the decision to have
children." The theme of parental identity
development emerged from sub-themes like
"fulfilling the innate desire of parents" and
"mother's growth and  excellence,”
highlighting parents' aspirations to achieve
personal goals and personality development
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through childbearing. The results showed
that the child is perceived as central to life's
meaning and identity of parents, especially
women, a finding reported also in other
studies (5,11, 12).

In addition to individual desires, implicit
awareness of the consequences associated
with low and late childbearing was another
reason that encouraged some working
women to have more children. The
participants viewed siblings as valuable
source of support for their children. They
identified the optimal childbearing age
range as 20 to 35 years. They acknowledged
increased risks of chromosomal
abnormalities and congenital conditions in
children born to older parents, thus
preferring to fulfill childbearing decisions
and objectives before turning 35.

Also, normative expectations influence the
fertility decision-making process of women,
shaped by societal pressures, the desire for
social approval, and the pursuit of
communal benefits. These expectations are
partly rooted in one's social networks
around persons and partly in broader
societal laws, policies, discourse, norms, and
expectations.

The final theme, a sense of economic-
social security, derived from sub-themes like
"family support in childcare,” "income and
job stability," and "marital stability,”
underscores the necessity of a stable
environment for long-term commitments
like marriage and parenting. Sine, the
parenthood requires a certain degree of job
stability and a sense of economic security
(13, 14, 15), the working women in this
study, who having some degree of these
support systems, were inclined to have at
least one or two children. The positive effect
of having a close social network and family
support in shaping fertility decisions and
behaviors is affirmed by other studies (2, 13,
14,15, 16).

Discussion

The identified themes in this study indicate
that for educated working women with an
income, having children retains its
importance not only from the economic
aspect but also for emotional and cultural
reasons. Therefore, these women seek to
achieve a common social identity by

continuing to have children, which also
imparts a sense of personal value.

Conclusion

The study concludes that the intention of
women employed at the Social Security
Organization to have children is influenced
by personal and familial aspirations, desires,
and support. In other words, women's
fertility intention has been a function of their
economic, social, and familial circumstances.
Although it can be expected that the
environmental conditions of work and
society provide stimuli and incentives for
childbearing, it is evident that individuals or
family networks predominantly navigate
this process. In other words, organizational
and governmental support has not been able
to aid working mothers to have more
children; instead, their childbearing
intentions are mainly relied on individual
desires and hope for family support, with
less reliance on societal and organizational
support. Under such scenarios, as confirmed
by the findings of scientific research, the
conflict between professional and maternal
roles may disrupt women's childbearing
behaviors, potentially leading to diminished
fertility intentions as a means of resolving
these conflicts.
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