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Background: Voluntary childlessness among employed Iranian women has emerged as a relatively new
phenomenon resulting from the interaction of individual, occupational, and structural—cultural factors, and is
closely linked to how women experience and redefine gender roles and personal identity. Within the context of
dominant social norms, this phenomenon generates diverse subjective meanings and social consequences for
employed women. Nevertheless, there remains a significant gap in the literature regarding an in-depth
exploration of these women’s lived experiences.

Aims: This study aimed to explore the lived experiences of employed Iranian women who have consciously
chosen voluntary childlessness.

Methods: This qualitative study adopted a phenomenological approach. The study population consisted of
employed Iranian women who experienced voluntary childlessness as an informed and deliberate choice.
Participants were selected through purposive sampling. Data were collected via in-depth semi-structured
interviews and analyzed using NVivo software through initial coding, extraction of main themes, and
interpretive data analysis.

Results: The findings indicated that voluntary childlessness among employed Iranian women is a
multidimensional and process-oriented phenomenon that either represents a stable decision formed prior to
marriage or emerges gradually through life experiences, marital relationships, and critical events. Spousal
agreement played a key role in reinforcing this decision, whereas spousal opposition transformed childlessness
into a source of marital tension. Voluntarily childless women experienced substantial social and familial
pressures and employed conscious coping strategies to maintain autonomy and psychological well-being. This
decision was also associated with changes in social relationships, proactive planning for aging without reliance
on children, and a redefinition of feminine identity beyond motherhood. Additionally, preventing the
intergenerational transmission of psychological or biological suffering and rational evaluations of economic
pressures and life realities contributed to the decision to remain childfree. Ultimately, for many women,
voluntary childlessness was accompanied by feelings of freedom, personal and professional growth, and
increased marital satisfaction.

Conclusion: The findings provide a foundation for the development of supportive policies and counseling
interventions aimed at reducing the negative effects of stigma and social pressure. By proposing a
comprehensive conceptual framework, this study offers practical implications for improving individual and
family counseling processes in support of women’s diverse life choices.
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Introduction

Recent social, cultural, and economic transformations
have challenged traditional family structures and led
to a redefinition of gender roles, particularly
motherhood, in women’s lives (Olalde-Mateo et al.,
2024; Zhang & Zhou, 2024). Within this context,
voluntary childlessness has increasingly emerged as a
salient manifestation of changing lifestyles and value
systems. Rather than representing a purely individual
or impulsive decision, voluntary childlessness
constitutes a multilayered process shaped by the
interaction of social, psychological, cultural, and
economic factors (Guny et al.,, 2022; Toth et al.,
2023). This choice often reflects women’s profound
reassessment of life trajectories, priorities, and
subjective definitions of personal fulfillment
(Ahmadi et al., 2019).

Beyond a mere withdrawal from the maternal role,
voluntary childlessness can be understood as a form
of meaning reconstruction related to personal identity
and life projects, and as an active response to socially
institutionalized expectations (Shapiro, 2014). This
decision is closely associated with notions of personal
autonomy, control over one’s life, and the
preservation of psychological well-being, and
typically develops through lived experiences, internal
conflicts, and gradual evaluative processes
(Galsangjigmed & Sekiguchi, 2023; Sazma et al.,
2025). From this perspective, voluntary childlessness
cannot be adequately explained solely through
rational choice or cost—benefit analyses, but rather
requires attention to women’s subjective meanings
and lived experiences (Rojas-Betancourt et al., 2023).
In the Iranian sociocultural context, voluntary
childlessness carries significant social consequences,
as motherhood holds a highly valued normative and
moral status, and childless women frequently
encounter stigma and negative social judgments
(Baghi, 2023; Jamshidi-Mansh et al., 2025).
Concurrently, declining fertility rates, economic
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pressures, working conditions, and marital
satisfaction have been identified as influential factors
in the growing prevalence of voluntary childlessness,
particularly among educated and employed women
(Statistical Center of Iran, 2022; Pourakbaran &
Amin Yazdi, 2015; Bagheri-Fam et al., 2024).
Nevertheless, domestic research has predominantly
focused on quantitative and demographic indicators,
leaving the lived experiences and meaning-making
processes of employed Iranian women in relation to
voluntary childlessness largely underexplored.

Method

This study adopted a qualitative approach within the
framework of descriptive phenomenology, aiming to
explore and describe the lived experiences of
employed Iranian women who have chosen voluntary
childlessness. The study population consisted of
employed women residing in urban areas of Iran who
had made a conscious and stable decision not to have
children and had no intention of childbearing in the
future.  Participants were identified through
professional networks, social connections, and
purposive referrals, and selected using purposive
sampling. The sample included 14 employed women
aged 30 to 45 years, all of whom had decided to
remain childless at least five years prior to
participation, as an indicator of the stability of this
choice. Sampling and data collection continued until
theoretical saturation was reached. In line with the
recommendation of Saunders et al. (2023), three
additional interviews were conducted after initial
saturation to ensure data adequacy. The continued
emergence of repetitive data beyond the saturation
point was considered evidence of sufficient sample
size and the trustworthiness of the sampling and
analytic processes.

Data were collected through interviews conducted in
two stages. In the first stage, in-depth structured
interviews based on the MSCI framework were used
to examine the role of occupational experiences,
working conditions, personal values, and social
contexts in women’s decisions regarding voluntary
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childlessness. In the second stage, brief semi-
structured follow-up interviews were conducted to
clarify responses and enrich the initial data. All
interviews were audio-recorded with informed
consent and fully transcribed verbatim. Data analysis
was conducted concurrently with data collection
using Colaizzi’s method, a systematic approach
designed for descriptive phenomenological research,
encompassing repeated readings of transcripts,
extraction of significant statements, formulation of
meanings, and clustering of themes. The processes of
coding, data organization, and theme development
were facilitated using NVivo qualitative data analysis
software, enhancing the rigor and coherence of the
analysis.

Results

The analysis of demographic data indicated that the
participants consisted of 14 employed women with a
mean age of 37 years (range: 30-45 years). Most
participants had more than 10 years of work
experience and held a master’s degree or higher,
reflecting a relatively stable professional status. On
average, seven years had elapsed since the decision to
remain childfree was made (range: 5-12 vyears),
indicating the stability and consolidation of this
choice over time. Using a  descriptive
phenomenological approach and following Colaizzi’s
seven-step method, data analysis yielded 377 initial
meaning units, which were subsequently organized
into 32 subthemes and 13 main themes. These themes
reflect a multidimensional and dynamic experience of
voluntary childlessness shaped by the interaction of
individual, occupational, relational, and social
factors, and together provide a coherent
representation of the lived meaning of this choice
among employed Iranian women.

The analysis yielded 13 main themes that reflect the
lived experiences of employed Iranian women in the
process of deciding to remain voluntarily childless.
The findings indicate that for some women,
childlessness represented a stable and identity-based
choice formed prior to marriage and maintained
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independently of situational factors, whereas for
others, it emerged gradually through lived
experiences, marital dynamics, and the reassessment
of life priorities. Spousal agreement played a decisive
role in this process, as shared perspectives facilitated
the consolidation of the decision and enhanced
psychological well-being, while spousal
disagreement transformed childlessness into a source
of emotional tension and relational conflict.

The findings further revealed that voluntarily
childless women encountered substantial social
pressure, stigma, and diverse reactions from both
their families of origin and their spouses’ families,
prompting the adoption of conscious coping
strategies to preserve autonomy and psychological
balance. This choice also influenced women’s social
relationships, often leading to a gradual distancing
from friends with children and the formation of new,
like-minded social networks. Participants actively
planned for aging without reliance on children,
redefined feminine identity beyond motherhood, and
framed childlessness as a responsible choice aimed at
preventing the intergenerational transmission of
suffering. Rational evaluations of economic,
occupational, and psychological conditions also
contributed to this decision. Ultimately, many women
experienced voluntary childlessness as a source of
freedom, personal and professional growth, and
enhanced marital satisfaction rather than as a sense of
loss.

Conclusion

The aim of this study was to explore the lived
experiences of employed Iranian women in the
process of deciding to remain voluntarily childless
and to elucidate the psychological, relational, social,
and identity-related dimensions of this choice within
the Iranian cultural context. The findings indicate that
voluntary childlessness is a multilayered and context-
dependent phenomenon that cannot be reduced to
purely economic or individualistic explanations. For
some participants, childlessness constituted a stable
and early-formed life choice, while for others it
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emerged through a gradual, reflective, and
experience-based process, consistent with the
findings of Baghi (2023) and Ahmadi et al. (2019).
This pattern aligns with the concept of reflexive
agency, highlighting women’s active and ongoing
role in reassessing life trajectories, identity, and
future orientations.

At the relational level, the findings revealed that
marital relationship quality and value-based spousal
agreement play a decisive role in shaping women’s
psychological experiences of childlessness. Spousal
alignment was associated with increased intimacy
and marital satisfaction, whereas misalignment
transformed childlessness into a source of emotional
tension and relational conflict (Bagheri Kham et al.,
2024). At the same time, pressure from extended
families within the Iranian sociocultural context
rendered such agreements more fragile. Participants
also reported extensive social pressure, moral
judgment, and stigmatization, a pattern consistent
with social labeling theory and previous studies
(Jamshidi-Mansh et al., 2025; Toth et al., 2023).
Reactions from both families of origin and spouses’
families—ranging from strong opposition to gradual
acceptance—significantly shaped women’s
emotional experiences and often necessitated the
redefinition of family boundaries (Afshani et al.,
2022; Foroutan & Bijani, 2021).

The findings further demonstrated that participants
redefined feminine identity beyond motherhood,
conceptualizing womanhood as a multidimensional
and culturally constructed phenomenon rather than a
biologically prescribed role. This result is consistent
with social constructionist perspectives on gender and
aligns with studies by Olalde-Mateo et al. (2024) and
Zhang and Zhou (2024). Voluntary childlessness was
associated with dual outcomes: while it fostered
feelings of autonomy, personal growth, and life
satisfaction, it could also lead to loneliness and
psychological strain in the absence of adequate social
support (Stenke et al., 2020; Borimnejad et al., 2024).
Overall, the findings suggest that voluntary
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childlessness among employed Iranian women
represents a conscious, identity-based, and
contextually embedded form of agency emerging at
the intersection of individual choice, marital
relationships, family structures, and cultural norms.
These results underscore the need for cultural,
educational, and organizational policy reforms that
recognize reproductive diversity and respect
women’s lived experiences.
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