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Introduction

According to reports from the Iranian Statistics Center, the total fertility rate in Iran
decreased from 2.07 children per woman in 2017 to 1.74 in 2021. This trend has
raised concerns among officials and social policymakers, as population changes not
only affect human resources and capital development but also impact population
composition. Issues such as aging, population structure disruption, and fertility rate
decline pose significant challenges, a phenomenon many countries worldwide are
currently facing (Akram et al., 2020: 2).

In response, various countries have implemented population policies aimed at
managing and preventing the consequences of demographic challenges. Population
policies are governmental measures aimed at managing demographic issues,
delineating the extent of governmental action in addressing population-related
matters (Taheri et al., 2021: 59).

In Iran, numerous supportive policies and laws have been enacted in recent years,
including the "Youthful Population and Family Support Plan" passed in 2021, which
includes 73 articles designed to encourage youth marriage, family formation, and
childbearing by offering supportive services.

This research aims to examine women's perceptions and understandings of
childbearing-related supportive and incentive policies using a qualitative approach
through semi-structured interviews. The findings of this study are significant in
guiding policy adjustments that align with the needs and expectations of families,
enhancing the relevance and effectiveness of policies in this domain.
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Literature Review

Before the 1950s, under the influence of rapid population growth, classical
population theories primarily focused on policies controlling birth rates. However,
from the 1960s onward, as fertility rates decreased in some Western and Asian
societies, scholars in demography and sociology began to address decreasing family
size, fertility rates, social policy, and its impact on reproductive behavior
(Moshfegh, 2023: 5). According to McNicoll (1980) and Greenhalgh's (1988)
theories on population systems, the impact of population policies on reproductive
behavior can be explained in two ways: (1) a top-down perspective suggesting that
government policies influence individual fertility, and (2) a bottom-up view that
assesses reproductive behavior at the family level. McNicoll emphasizes the crucial
role of government, highlighting the influence of policymakers and the importance
of high-quality policy implementation (Zare and Hashemi, 2013: 86-87).

Some studies indicate that the widespread implementation of family policies often
leads to short-term increases in fertility rates, mainly by accelerating the timing of
childbirth and reducing the intervals between births. However, these policies have
minimal impact on generational fertility or only exert a limited, temporary influence.
Nevertheless, if incentive policies are responsive to diverse needs across different
life circumstances, they can more effectively support fertility and increase the desire
for childbearing (Moshfegh, 2023: 7-8; Sobotka et al., 2021: 193). Based on these
theoretical discussions, it is suggested that effective incentive policies in Iran should
consider the social context of institutions like families and be developed in
accordance with the needs and demands of various demographic groups, particularly
women. Additionally, there should be ongoing monitoring of policy impacts on
reproductive behavior and childbearing.

Methodology

This study uses a qualitative research method and a case study approach. Data were
collected through in-depth, semi-structured interviews with 17 married women of
various educational and occupational backgrounds in Tehran. Purposeful sampling
was employed, selecting participants likely to provide the researcher with maximum
information. Sampling continued until data saturation was reached. For data
analysis,recorded interviews were transcribed, coded, and analyzed with the final
results presented in terms of themes and categories.

Results
The findings from the interviews are categorized into two main sections: "Barriers to
Fertility and Childbearing" and "Perceptions of Supportive Childbearing Policies
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Among Female Participants." The first section includes sub-themes such as

nn

"financial and economic challenges," "diminished maternal values," "shifts in values
and norms," and "lack of maternal skills and abilities." The second section reflects
women's evaluations of current policies, encompassing themes such as "advertising
and public awareness," "implementation of incentive policies," and "childbearing as
a religious and national duty." Additionally, participants' recommendations for
effective policy-making were derived, including "improvement of incentive
policies," "provision of maternal support facilities," and "better integration of

professional and maternal roles."

Discussion

In discussing childbearing and related policies, half of the interviewees prioritized
economic considerations over cultural-educational ones, while the other half viewed
cultural and educational factors as more critical. This prioritization does not
diminish the importance of either dimension; rather, it reflects the hierarchy of
priorities in respondents' answers. Therefore, it appears essential for policies to
simultaneously and cohesively address both economic and cultural-educational
issues. Currently, economic concerns seem to dominate; however, a mother’s
primary focus often remains on cultural and educational matters. Some women
express fears around motherhood, with declining maternal values and the emergence
of norms favoring smaller family sizes contributing to barriers to childbearing.

Conclusion

In conclusion, incentives and supports should not be limited to specific stages but
instead should be provided continuously throughout the life of individuals and
families. Structural reforms, such as including maternity leave in employment tenure
for working mothers, could encourage educated and employed women to consider
childbearing. For individuals with religious perspectives, childbearing may be
viewed as a social and spiritual responsibility, with supportive policies serving as
reinforcement. Thus, policies must address both economic and cultural-educational
needs to positively impact fertility rates in Iran.

Keywords: Family, Women, Population policies, Childbearing incentive policies.
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