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Background: Social, economic and cultural changes, increasingly have made new alternatives
available to couples. VVoluntary childlessness is an emerging and growing alternative lifestyle in
Iran and little is known about this phenomenon.

Aims: In this study, we explored the lived experiences of voluntary childless Iranian couples
using a qualitative method and phenomenological approach

Methods: Participants were selected in a purposeful sampling method. Semi-structured
interviews were conducted and data saturation was achieved after interviews with 17 individuals
(seven couples and three women). An interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) method
of Smith et al. (2009) was used for data analysis.

Results: The analysis of the interviews led to the emergence of seven superordinate themes;
personal inadequacy, social, economic, political, and cultural deficiency, Inadequate and unsafe
world, challenge with the classical family norms and values, social pressures and coping
strategies.

Conclusion: The results of the present study showed that voluntary childlessness is a
contemporary family form that has a different way of meaning and valuing than the classical
family. This recognition creates a basis for mental health and family professionals to provide
better services.
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Introduction

Voluntary childlessness can be considered as one of
the most remarkable changes in the modern family
during the last few decades (Agrillo& Nelini, 2008).
Frejka(2016) demonstrated that 8% of American
women aged 40-44 years were voluntary childless .
Unfortunately, there is no official statistics of
voluntary childlessness in Iran, and one study
conducted by Nasrabad, Abbasi-Shavazi, Hosseini-
Chavoshi & & Karegar-Shorak (2013) showed that
8.5% of the married Iranian women aged 15 -49 years
had decided not to have children. Review of literature
on voluntary childlessness reveals four major areas of
interest: the characteristics of voluntarily childless
couples(Park,2005; Avison& Furnham,2015), the
motives for voluntarily remaining childless (Smith,
Knight, Fletcher & Macdonald, 2020), The stigma of
voluntary childlessness and how to deal with
it(Gillespie,2001; Park,2002; Noordhuizen, Graaf,
Sieben, 2010), the consequences of voluntary
childlessness, especially in old age(Albertini &
Mencarini, 2014; Matthews & Desjardins, 2017).

In general, voluntarily childlessness first emerged as
a nontraditional family form (Bulcroft & Teachman,
2004) and then was recognized as a contemporary
family form in marriage and family literature.
Differin and Olson (1999) believed that today’s
family forms are not informed by traditional norms
and therefore should not be evaluated based on them.
In Iran, a significant number of studies have
addressed involuntary childlessness and motives for
having fewer children. The study by Ahmadi, Rafiei,
Sajjadi and Nosratinejad (2019) is one of the few
studies in Iran that has adopted a pathological point
of view to deal with the phenomenon of voluntary
childlessness based on traditional norms. Therefore,
the present study intends to examine the specific
qualities of the lived experiences of voluntarily
childless couples, regardless of the social
pathological point of view.

Method
This study was conducted using the interpretative
phenomenological analysis  approach.  The
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participants were selected via purposeful sampling.
For this purpose, a call was published on pages of
social media influencers (two journalists, a writer,
and a lifestyle blogger), and voluntarily childless
couples were invited to participate in the research.
The inclusion criteria were (1) being under 40 years
at marriage, (2) being married for at least 7 years, and
(3) declaring that they did not have fertility problems.
The length of the interview sessions varied from 1 to
2.5 hours. A total of 17 people (7 couples and 3
women) were interviewed and data saturation was
achieved after 22 interview sessions. The interviews
were analyzed according to the method proposed by
Smith et al. (2009). The study was conducted such
that the Yardley’s evaluative criteria (i.e., sensitivity
to context, commitment and rigour, transparency and
coherence, and impact and importance of findings)
would be met. In addition, member check was done
to increase the accuracy of the findings.

Results

The age range of the participants was between 35 and
52 years, with the mean age being 41.7 years (41.3
years for women and 42.2 for men). The couples had
a mean age difference of 1.5 years. Three couples
were the same age, and, in one couple, the woman
was older than the man. The time since marriage
ranged 7-20 years, with a mean of 13 years. After
conducting thematic analysis of the interviews, we
came up with 7 themes. The themes and sub-themes
are summarized in Table 1.
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Table 1. Themes and subthemes

Themes

Sub-themes

Concepts

personal inadequacy

social, economic, political,
and cultural deficiency

Inadequate and unsafe world

challenge with the classical
family norms and values

Dynamics of the decision
about remaining childless

Social pressure

Coping strategies

Unsuitable temperament

Interruption of the faulty transfer cycle

Uncertainty about parental competence

Dissatisfaction with the education system

Despair and anxiety about future
Limited freedom and dissatisfaction with
women's rights
Economic insecurity

Feeling of insecurity caused by the possibility of

war and more sanctions
Large-scale civil conflicts

Limited resources and population growth

Materialistic values and capitalism
Family beyond blood ties

Challenge with sacred parenting

Challenging gender stereotypes and classic
family structures

Challenge with collectivist values

Challenge the perspective of “childless
individuals regret being childless when they
get older"

Generativity in meaningful work
Permanent childlessness as a guarantee for
intimate relationship/marriage
Progressive rational justification
Gradual convincing the other partner with
reference to inadequacy
Social rejection

Social stigma

Rejection
Pretending infertility
Mutual blame
Convincing others

Reassessing the situation

Perfectionism, desire for control, impatience with
children, low frustration tolerance and anxiety
Genetic transmission of physical disease, transmission of
depression, Intergenerational transmission of parenting
style
Negative evaluation of owns parents, Idealization of their
own parents
Inefficient content, lack of trust in education system, low
power of parents against education system
vague future, uncertain future, worry about the future
Feeling of suffocation, dissatisfaction with the law of
custody
Job instability, inflation and housing costs

Water shortage, climate change, environmental pollution,
population growth

Motherhood as a biological obligation rather spiritual
Toxic family, Parenting as an obligation rather spiritual
practice
Marriage isn’t meant for making children, parenting is not
an absolute value, Complete family is not necessarily with
children, Challenges with traditional male/female roles
Pleasure and satisfaction, freedom, equality, choice,
independence

Children as a no return investment, reliance on non-profit
social institutions, investment in non-relative relationships

Books, articles, business, art, public benefit activities

Stigma of infertility, Stigma of selfishness and
irresponsibility, Stigma of mental illness, stigma of
marital problems

Acknowledgment of interpersonal boundary, empathic
and positive reassessing

Conclusion

Our findings suggest that voluntary childlessness is
an emerging form of the Iranian family. It seems that
the conceptualization of voluntary childlessness as an
emerging family form provides a safe perspective for
family counselors on the basis that in the present
research different norms, values and, generally, a
different way of defining of the framework of the
traditional family were elaborated. It is worth noting;

although neuroticism and boundary problems with
the original family may contribute to the decision to
remain childless, placing the cornerstone of voluntary
childlessness on pathology will distance the
counselors from an inclusive and comprehensive
view.

In addition, there is no strong evidence indicating that
voluntarily childless couples are higher on the
neuroticism scale and have more boundary problems
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compared with parents. It seems that voluntary
childlessness is a new alternative increasingly made
available to couples by social, cultural, and economic
changes. Considering the growth of the phenomenon
of voluntary childlessness, it can be expected that a
significant part of those who visit counseling clinics
will be couples who have chosen to be childless or
couples on the path of deciding to remain childfree.
Therefore, it is very important for counselors to
separate their personal prejudices from scientific
information.
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