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Research Approach: Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) was
implemented in this investigation to investigate the lived experiences of
couples who have voluntarily abstained from having children in Kerman.
Objective: The primary objective was to elucidate and elucidate the
significance and framework of the deliberate decision to abstain from
having children in the cultural and social environment of a non-
metropolitan Iranian city, where traditional norms of parenthood continue
to prevail.

Methodology: Semi-structured interviews were conducted with ten
couples (20 participants) until theoretical saturation was achieved.
Thematic analysis was implemented at three distinct levels: micro, meso,
and macro.

Findings: Four primary themes were identified: (1) Structural conflict and
cultural resistance, which reflects the tension between societal expectations
and individual choice; (2) Redefinition of self and independence, which
emphasizes reflexive individualism and the development of new identities
beyond parental roles; (3) Meaning-making in marital relationships, which
frames the couple's bond as a complete unit and utilizes childlessness as a
strategy to maintain emotional regulation and relational quality; and (4)
Negotiating social judgments, which involves the use of coping strategies
to manage family and community pressures.

Conclusion: Voluntary childlessness is not solely a response to economic
constraints; rather, it is the result of intricate interactions between
individual agency, cultural resistance, and the rationalization of structural
conditions. It is indicative of the more extensive changes in values,
identities, and lifestyles that are occurring in modern Iranian society. The
study underscores the necessity for cultural and social managers to take
into account contextual factors and experienced meanings when addressing
demographic change from a policy perspective, as pronatalist policies will
be restricted if these value shifts are disregarded.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Global demographic transformations, including delayed reproduction and declining
fertility rates, have emerged as critical issues in population studies and the social sciences
in recent decades. The emergence of new family formations, such as voluntary
childlessness, has been facilitated by cultural and economic shifts in Iran, which have also
seen a substantial decline in fertility. In contrast to involuntary infertility, voluntary
childlessness is the result of a deliberate and intentional decision by couples to forgo
parenthood. Although this phenomenon has been extensively investigated in Western
contexts, its spread in Iranian society—particularly in non-metropolitan cities with robust
traditional norms—begin to raise critical questions regarding the future of family,
identity, and cultural reproduction.

The city of Kerman, with its distinctive combination of traditional cultural structures
and exposure to contemporary lifestyles, presents a compelling argument for the
examination of voluntary childlessness. In these situations, parenthood continues to be a
dominant cultural expectation, representing familial success, social legitimacy, and
continuity. Couples who opt to forgo children are subsequently confronted with structural
tensions between personal autonomy and collective norms. The objective of this
investigation is to investigate the lived experiences of voluntarily barren couples in
Kerman, with a particular emphasis on the ways in which they redefine family and marital
relationships, negotiate cultural pressures, and construct meaning. The research endeavors
to discover the more profound symbolic and identity-related aspects of this decision by
employing an interpretative phenomenological approach. This approach transcends
economic explanations and emphasizes cultural, relational, and psychological factors.

Methodology

This research utilized a qualitative design that was based on Interpretative
Phenomenological Analysis (IPA), which prioritizes the comprehension of the lifeworld
of participants and the interpretations they assign to their experiences. Data were gathered
through semi-structured, in-depth interviews with ten married couples (20 participants)
who resided in Kerman and had chosen not to have children. The sampling was purposive,
necessitating a minimum of five years of marriage, the absence of medical infertility, and
a mutual, explicit decision to forgo having children. Interviews were conducted until
theoretical saturation was attained.

Field notes were used to supplement the interviews, documenting contextual
observations, emotional dynamics, and cultural cues during interactions. The data analysis
was conducted in accordance with the IPA framework developed by Smith, Flowers, and
Larkin (2009). This framework encompassed the following: interpretative synthesis,
classification into higher-order categories, identification of emergent themes, and repeated
readings. Themes were examined at three distinct levels: micro (individual and relational
experiences), meso (family and community interactions), and macro (institutional and
cultural structures). Participant validation, peer debriefing, and the integration of field
notes were employed to establish credibility and trustworthiness, thereby achieving
triangulation.

Findings

The analysis uncovered four major themes that elucidate the intricate interplay
between individual agency, relational dynamics, and cultural structures in the formation
of voluntary childlessness:
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1. Structural Conflict and Cultural Resistance

Couples expressed a persistent tension between their personal preferences and societal
expectations. Parenthood was regarded as a normative obligation, and childlessness was
frequently stigmatized as irresponsible or incomplete. These constraints were resisted by
participants through strategies such as emotional boundary-setting, reframing
childlessness as a responsible decision in light of economic and institutional inadequacies,
and aligning with global discourses of sustainability. For instance, some couples
underscored the absence of supportive policies for non-parent families, while others
posited that childlessness was an ethical response to environmental crises and economic
instability.

2. Redefinition of Self and Independence

A endeavor of self-realization and autonomy was the experience of childlessness. The
importance of directing one's time, energy, and resources toward personal fulfillment,
creativity, and professional development was emphasized by the participants. The
incompatibility of motherhood with their career aspirations and psychological well-being
was particularly emphasized by women. The concept that family necessitates the
existence of children was rejected by couples, who referred to themselves as "complete
teams." This theme is indicative of reflexive individualism, in which identity is
established through intentional lifestyle decisions rather than inherited norms.

3. Meaning-Making in Marital Relationships

Childlessness was not a deficiency for numerous couples; rather, it was a means of
maintaining the quality of their marital bond. Parenthood was frequently perceived as a
potential disruptor of shared projects, intimacy, and emotional equilibrium. Couples made
significant investments in emotional co-regulation, communication, and collaborative
ventures, such as entrepreneurship or travel, in order to establish their relationship as a
self-sufficient unit. This theme emphasizes the importance of emotional capital and
marital satisfaction over reproductive roles, redefining family as a dyadic partnership
rather than a generational institution.

4. Negotiating Social Judgments
Participants reported that they were frequently subjected to subtle or overt judgments
from community members, peers, and relatives. Questions such as "Who will provide for
you in your old age?" and "Why have you postponed parenthood?" were frequently asked.
Adaptive strategies were implemented by couples, such as selective avoidance, the
provision of brief and culturally acceptable explanations (e.g., emphasizing career or
business) and the reframing of success through tangible accomplishments. The persistence
of normative power was also disclosed by these strategies, which often required couples
to justify their decision in a manner that was acceptable to traditional audiences, despite
the fact that they reduced social friction.

Collectively, these results underscore the multifaceted nature of voluntary
childlessness, which is influenced by individual aspirations, relational priorities, cultural
negotiations, and structural constraints.

Conclusion and Discussion

This research demonstrates that voluntary childlessness in Kerman is not merely an
economic response, but a multifaceted cultural and identity-driven phenomenon. Couples
actively reimagine the concepts of family, success, and responsibility, establishing
childlessness as a valid lifestyle choice. Self-realization and marital fulfillment are
facilitated by childlessness at the micro level. At the meso level, couples manage their
boundaries and communicate adaptively to navigate cultural pressures. The rationalization
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of childlessness as a responsible decision is further exacerbated by structural inadequacies
and policy neglect at the macro level.

The results contribute to theoretical discussions regarding the transformation of
family norms in non-metropolitan contexts, cultural resistance, and reflexive
individualism. They demonstrate how voluntary childlessness is indicative of broader
value shifts in Iranian society, such as the increasing prevalence of autonomy, gender
equality, and lifestyle diversification. Moreover, the study emphasizes the necessity for
policymakers to acknowledge the existence of a variety of family structures and to
develop policies that are conducive to their development, thereby overcoming economic,
cultural, and institutional obstacles. Pronatalist policies are at risk of limited effectiveness
if they do not acknowledge the lived meanings and identity projects of couples.

In summary, Kerman's voluntary childlessness should not be perceived as a deficit,
but rather as a reflection of the negotiation of identity and the evolution of cultural
paradigms. It is both an opportunity to reconsider family, policy, and social support in
contemporary Iran and a challenge to traditional norms.
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