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EXTENDEDABSTRACT

Introduction: Today, many countries are experiencing some forms of demographic imbalance (Fauser et al., 2024),
and a decline in fertility rates is evident across all regions of the world (Senasi & Na, 2024). According to studies,
psychological components are among the factors that could influence fertility rates and childbearing. Research
indicates that many parents face multiple psychological challenges during the transition to parenthood, which disrupts
family balance and affects various aspects of spousal relationships (Taubman—Ben-Ari, 2019; Asghari Nikah, 2021).
On the other hand, childbirth in the early months imposes additional work hours on the family and disrupts the
expected family roles (Halford et al., 2015). Moreover, the decrease in the quality of sleep for spouses due to round-
the-clock childcare can exacerbate the pressures associated with the transition to parenthood and lead to changes in
mood, increased distress, and anxiety among spouses (Medina et al., 2009). Alongside decreased marital satisfaction
and the transition to parenthood, role conflict and dual responsibilities are other challenges that the arrival of a child
poses for parents (especially mothers) (Bodenmann et al., 2010). Additionally, differences of opinion in parenting are
another challenge that many parents consider when deciding to have children (Zartler et al., 2021).

In summary, deciding to have children is a universal issue that is not limited to a specific geographical location or
time. Consequently, in recent years, various studies have been conducted to examine the childbearing challenges in
different countries. However, the research conducted in other countries may not be applicable to the Iranian society
due to cultural and environmental differences. Thus, the aim of this study was to explore the childbearing challenges
in youth with emphasis on psychological components.
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Method: This research was conducted based on the qualitative approach, using an interpretive phenomenological
method. The study population consisted of all married young individuals aged 18 to 35 residing in Tehran in 2023.
Purposive sampling method was employed to recruit participants, and sampling continued until data saturation was
reached. Since the data reached theoretical saturation in the eighteenth interview, the final sample size was determined
to be 18 individuals. Data was collected through in-depth and semi-structured interviews with the participants. The
main interview questions focused on the existing challenges of parenthood among young people, emphasizing on
psychological components. Additionally, other questions were formulated based on the responses of the interviewees
using the probing technique.

Results: A total of 18 individuals (9 women and 9 men) participated in this study, all of whom were married, and
their ages ranged from 22 to 34 years. The minimum age difference between couples was 1 year, the maximum was 9
years, and the average age difference was 5.6 years. Analysis of the participants' interviews yielded 5 main themes
and 16 sub-themes, with the results presented in Table 1.

Table 1. Main and Sub-Themes of Youth’s Lived Experiences of Childbearing Challenges

Main Themes Sub-Themes
Child-related motivations
Developmental motivations
Personal beliefs and understandings
Cognitive factors Educational issues
Couple-related factors
Guilt, despair and hopelessness
Affective/emotional factors Worry, fear and anxiety
Positive emotions
Child-related factors
Individual factors
Couple-related factors

Motivational factors

Behavioral factors

Interactive factors
Health and medical determinants
Beyond the psychological determinants of psychological Cultural and belief determinants
components related to childbearing Economic determinants

Political and social determinants

Discussion: The aim of the present study was to examine the challenges of childbearing in youth, with an emphasis
on psychological components. Based on the findings of the research, the first theme extracted from interviews with
young individuals regarding parenthood was motivational factors, which included two sub-themes: child-related
motivations and developmental motivations. It can be explained that motivation is considered as one of the important
causes of behavior in individuals, serving as a driving, guiding, and sustaining force for behavior. Thus, it appears
that factors such as the realization of personal desires and social and psychological advantages can increase couples'
motivation for parenthood.

The second theme derived from interviews with couples was cognitive factors affecting parenthood, which consisted
of three sub-themes: personal beliefs and understandings, educational issues, and couple-related factors. This finding
can be explained by the state that cognitive issues refer to factors arising from thoughts, beliefs, attitudes, and personal
values related to parenthood. These cognitive processes can influence marital fertility behavior by creating changes in
the perception structure regarding parenthood.

Another main theme that some couples mentioned was affective/emotional factors. This theme was composed of
three sub-themes: feelings of guilt, despair and hopelessness; worry, fear and anxiety; and positive emotions. It should
be explained that affective/emotional factors refer to the collection of emotions that either relate to the avoidance of
parenthood and lead individuals to view parenthood as a serious, pointless, and unnecessary endeavor, or that are
associated with psychological readiness for parenthood and a desire for specific qualities of parenthood, such as an
interest in a particular gender or a specific number of children.

The fourth theme was behavioral factors affecting parenthood, which included four sub-themes: child-related
factors, individual factors, couple-related factors, and interactive factors. According to Ajzen's (1991) theory of
planned behavior, performing a behavior or achieving a goal may be influenced by real factors and constraints and
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can interact with perceived behavioral control. Therefore, factors such as conflict between parental roles and personal
growth, restrictions on couples' leisure time, cumulative effects of problems, and management of imbalance after
parenthood, which participants in this research referenced, influence individuals’ actions toward parenthood and lead
to decisions for or against having children.

Finally, the last theme extracted from the interviews with participants was the extrinsic psychological factors
affecting parenthood. This theme included four sub-themes: health and medical factors related to psychological
components, cultural and belief-related factors associated with psychological components, economic factors related
to psychological components, and political-social services related to psychological components. It should be explained
that extrinsic psychological factors affecting parenthood refer to a set of factors derived from and influenced by macro-
systems outside the family that impact couples' desires for parenthood and child-rearing. For instance, instability in
economic conditions, concerns about social harms, and subsequent pessimism about improving public welfare can
influence the decision to have children.

The limitation of the sample to educated young people from the upper-middle class in Tehran and the lack of control
over socio-economic status and intelligence quotient were among the significant limitations of this research. Based on
these limitations, it is recommended that future research be conducted across a broader age range, and that
demographic variables such as socio-economic status and intelligence quotient be controlled as much as possible. In
practical terms, it is also suggested that special intervention strategies be designed to provide a suitable environment
for increasing motivation and fostering hope among young people, as well as reducing their cognitive and emotional
challenges.
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