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The present study aimed to provide an anthropological analysis of transformations in
the family system and the factors shaping fertility attitudes and behaviors among
citizens of Davoodieh in Tehran Municipality District 3 and Khaniabad-e Now in
District 19. A qualitative comparative ethnographic design was employed. The
participants consisted of 30 married residents selected through purposive and snowball
sampling, with 15 in-depth interviews conducted in each neighborhood. Data were
collected through in-depth and semi-structured interviews, informal conversations,
field observations, field notes, and the construction of family genealogies. The
materials were analyzed using thematic analysis and continuous comparison between
the two research settings. The findings indicated that families in both neighborhoods
had moved from extended, kinship-oriented, and relatively large arrangements toward
nuclear, couple-centered, planned, and low-fertility structures. Children were no longer
primarily regarded as economic contributors, sources of parental support in old age, or
instruments for preserving marital stability. Instead, they were understood as the focus
of long-term emotional, educational, developmental, and financial investment.
Economic insecurity, rising housing, education, and childcare costs, women’s
employment and higher education, unequal distribution of domestic responsibilities,
uncertainty about the future, social-media influence, concerns about health and bodily
changes, and increasingly demanding standards of parenthood were the major factors
limiting childbearing. Despite the socioeconomic differences between the two
neighborhoods, the one-child or two-child family model predominated in both settings.
In Khaniabad-e Now, concerns centered more strongly on meeting basic needs,
whereas in Davoodieh, maintaining educational quality, welfare standards, and social
status was more prominent. The genealogies also confirmed an intergenerational
decline in family size and an increase in delayed marriage, childlessness, and one-child
families. Overall, low fertility may be interpreted as an adaptive family strategy for
managing contemporary economic, social, and cultural conditions, although its
widespread adoption may generate significant long-term demographic consequences.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

The family is one of the most enduring institutions through which individuals acquire social
identities, emotional attachments, cultural values, gender roles, and expectations concerning marriage,
parenthood, and intergenerational responsibility. Anthropological approaches emphasize that family and
kinship cannot be reduced to biological descent because societies organize marriage, reproduction,
caregiving, inheritance, and mutual obligations through culturally constructed rules and meanings (Brown
& Mcllwraith, 2020). In Iranian society, the family has historically functioned as a principal setting for
socialization, emotional support, economic cooperation, cultural transmission, and the reproduction of
religious and moral values (Farbod, 2016). Nevertheless, the structure and functions of the Iranian family
have undergone substantial transformations as a result of urbanization, higher education, women’s
employment, economic instability, changing gender expectations, and the expansion of digital media. The
transition from extended to nuclear family arrangements has reduced daily intergenerational
interdependence and concentrated many economic and caregiving responsibilities within the marital unit
(Hashemi, 2012). Simultaneously, rising age at marriage, delayed first birth, increasing childlessness, and
the spread of one-child and two-child families indicate a broader demographic transformation in the
country (Jafari Bai, 2019). Childbearing should therefore be understood not merely as a biological event or
a demographic outcome but as a culturally mediated decision formed within a network of economic
resources, kinship expectations, religious beliefs, marital relations, lifestyle aspirations, and perceptions
of the future. Research conducted in Tehran has demonstrated that financial pressures, employment
conditions, educational aspirations, concerns about childrearing, and uncertainty about the future strongly
influence fertility decisions (Chamani et al., 2016). Moreover, declining fertility does not necessarily
indicate that children have lost their emotional or symbolic value; rather, it suggests that the criteria for
responsible parenthood have become more demanding and that families increasingly evaluate their ability
to provide intensive care, high-quality education, psychological support, and long-term economic security
before deciding to have a child or an additional child.

The theoretical framework of the study was grounded primarily in anthropological functionalism,
according to which social institutions must be examined through the needs they satisfy and the
relationships they maintain with the wider cultural system. From this perspective, the family performs
interconnected reproductive, educational, emotional, protective, economic, and socializing functions, but
the relative importance of these functions changes across historical and social contexts. Anthropological
theory maintains that cultural practices acquire meaning through their relationship with the larger
institutional order rather than in isolation (Fakouhi, 2012). In contemporary urban families, many former
economic, educational, and protective functions have been transferred to schools, health services, welfare
institutions, and labor markets, while emotional companionship, intensive childrearing, and investment in
children’s future have become more central. This transformation has changed the meaning of children
from contributors to household production or guarantors of parental support in old age into long-term
recipients of financial, educational, and emotional investment. Economic approaches to fertility similarly
suggest that families increasingly balance the number of children against the expected quality of care and
opportunities provided to each child (Mehrabani, 2013). As socioeconomic development increases, parents
may choose fewer children while allocating more resources to education, health, housing, and cultural
capital (Ziaei Bigdeli et al., 2018). Economic insecurity also extends beyond current poverty, because
families evaluate employment stability, inflation, future housing costs, educational expenses, and the



likelihood of their children’s future economic independence (Abbasi & Khani, 2013). Lifestyle changes
constitute another major dimension of fertility decline, as education, career advancement, leisure, travel,
bodily autonomy, personal development, and self-realization have become increasingly important
elements of urban identity (Moltafat et al., 2020). Women, in particular, may seek to combine motherhood
with professional, educational, and personal identities rather than accepting a model of total self-sacrifice.
The body itself becomes a socially meaningful field through which health, beauty, femininity, control,
and social identity are negotiated (Sayarpour, 2014). Religious beliefs and kinship values remain influential,
but they are increasingly reinterpreted through the language of planning, parental competence, and
responsibility rather than operating as unconditional commands for high fertility (Razeghi Nasrabad &
Modiri, 2015).

The present study aimed to analyze anthropologically how residents of two socially and
economically contrasting neighborhoods in Tehran understand changes in the family system and make
decisions about fertility. A qualitative comparative ethnographic design was employed in Davoodieh,
located in Municipality District 3, and Khaniabad-e Now, located in Municipality District 19. These
neighborhoods were selected purposefully because they represent distinct urban contexts in terms of
socioeconomic position, housing conditions, access to services, patterns of public-space use,
neighborhood interaction, and lifestyle. Khaniabad-e Now has experienced significant physical and
residential transformation within the southern urban fabric of Tehran (Bani Hashemi et al., 2013), whereas
Davoodieh represents a more affluent environment characterized by greater access to private educational,
recreational, and cultural resources. Thirty in-depth interviews were conducted, including fifteen
interviews in each neighborhood. Participants were recruited through purposive and snowball sampling,
with initial contacts made in parks, public spaces, and neighborhood cultural settings. Data were collected
through in-depth and semi-structured interviews, informal conversations, participant-oriented
observation, field notes, and the collaborative construction of family genealogies. Interview questions
addressed family structure, marital experience, ideal number of children, reasons for childbearing or
postponement, employment, housing, education, religious beliefs, gender preference, bodily health,
kinship support, and perceptions of children’s future. The interviews were designed as narrative
conversations rather than standardized question-and-answer sessions, allowing participants to explain
their experiences through memories, examples, proverbs, and descriptions of relatives. The genealogical
diagrams provided visual evidence concerning marriage, childlessness, one-child families, and
intergenerational changes in family size. Data analysis involved repeated reading of interview materials,
the identification of meaning units, thematic coding, comparison of observational and genealogical
evidence, and the organization of findings into broader categories. These categories included the
transformation of the meaning of children, rationalization of fertility decisions, economic insecurity,
intensive parenting, responsibility, women’s autonomy, media influence, religion, gender preference, and
intergenerational fertility decline.

The findings indicated substantial differences between the two neighborhoods in social interaction
and the expression of family concerns, yet they also revealed a strong convergence toward low fertility.
In Khaniabad-e Now, neighborhood ties were more visible in public spaces, women frequently formed
small conversational groups in parks, children played in local streets, and participants more readily
introduced neighbors or relatives for subsequent interviews. In Davoodieh, public-space use appeared
more individualized and scheduled, with residents engaging in exercise, cycling, or walking while using



headphones, and extended neighborhood conversations were less common. Despite these contrasts, one
or two children were regarded as the most manageable and desirable family size in both settings. The
economic logic underlying this preference differed by class position. Participants in Khaniabad-e Now
emphasized immediate expenses such as rent, food, clothing, childcare, school supplies, healthcare, and
unstable employment. Participants in Davoodieh more often referred to private or multilingual schools,
extracurricular courses, independent bedrooms, travel, future housing, and maintaining a desired standard
of living. Thus, limited fertility was associated with basic economic protection in one setting and with
preserving educational and lifestyle quality in the other. Previous studies have similarly shown that
fertility preferences are shaped by a combination of socioeconomic position and culturally defined
expectations regarding children’s future (Ghasemi et al., 2014). Participants in both neighborhoods rejected
the traditional assumption that having a child necessarily strengthens a troubled marriage. They argued
that children could not repair an unhealthy relationship and might instead become involved in existing
conflicts. This finding corresponds with evidence that fertility intentions are related to marital quality but
that childbearing is not commonly viewed as a reliable strategy for resolving marital problems (Modiri &
Ghazi Tabatabaei, 2018). Children were rarely described as future economic supporters or as instruments
for preserving family lineage. Instead, they were seen as vulnerable individuals requiring sustained
emotional attention, educational investment, psychological care, and financial preparation. This
transformation may be summarized as a shift from the child as a family resource to the child as an intensive
parental project.

Responsibility and fear of inadequate parenting were among the most recurrent themes. Even
financially secure participants sometimes postponed or rejected childbearing because they believed that
long working hours, limited emotional availability, or an unequal division of domestic labor would prevent
them from caring properly for a child. Women’s accounts were particularly important in this regard. Many
women valued motherhood but rejected the idea that a good mother should abandon education,
employment, friendships, health, and personal aspirations. They compared themselves with mothers of
previous generations who had devoted nearly all their time to children and later expected strong emotional
compensation from them. Women’s increased awareness of personal identity and autonomy has become
an important component of contemporary family change (Azad Armaki & Zahiriniya, 2019). Where
husbands participated minimally in childcare and domestic work, women described exhaustion,
confinement, and reluctance to have another child. Social media further intensified these pressures by
circulating highly curated images of ideal homes, children’s rooms, birthday celebrations, fashionable
clothing, educational activities, and physically attractive motherhood. Such images created shared
standards of successful parenting across social classes, even though access to the required resources
remained unequal. Cultural and social capital influence attitudes toward childbearing by shaping what
parents consider necessary for a child’s successful development (Kaveh Firouz, 2017). Concerns about
pregnancy, bodily change, postpartum depression, physical weakness, and loss of personal time also
affected women’s fertility decisions. Pregnancy was experienced through the interaction of medical
knowledge, family advice, cultural practices, and social expectations (Barcellos, 2011). Religious
participants continued to describe children as divine blessings, but they combined faith in providence with
an emphasis on effort, planning, and responsible parenting. Similarly, overt son preference had declined,
yet subtle traces remained in expressions such as “heir,” in different forms of affection, and in unequal
expectations regarding daughters’ and sons’ futures. Traditional gender preferences may therefore persist



in everyday language and behavior even when explicitly rejected (Saeidi Madani & Foroutan, 2011). The
three selected genealogies reinforced the interview findings by showing a clear contrast between older
generations with three, four, or five children and younger generations characterized by delayed marriage,
childlessness, one-child families, and occasional two-child families.

In conclusion, the study demonstrates that fertility decline in the two Tehran neighborhoods is not
the outcome of a single economic, cultural, or individual factor but the product of an interconnected
transformation in the family system. Families remain emotionally important, and children continue to
possess considerable symbolic and affective value, yet the conditions under which adults consider
parenthood acceptable have become more demanding. Childbearing is increasingly evaluated in relation
to housing, employment, emotional readiness, marital cooperation, women’s autonomy, bodily health,
educational expectations, media-driven standards, and uncertainty about the future. Class differences
shape the language and immediate content of these concerns, but both affluent and less affluent families
may arrive at the same preference for one or two children. The genealogies confirm that this preference
has already altered the structure of kinship networks across generations. From a functional perspective,
low fertility can be understood as an adaptive family strategy for balancing limited time, resources, health,
and parental responsibilities, even though its widespread adoption creates long-term demographic
challenges for society. Population policies should therefore move beyond temporary financial incentives
and moral exhortation. Effective support requires stable employment, affordable housing, accessible
childcare, reduced educational costs, parental leave for both mothers and fathers, protection of women’s
career continuity, postpartum health and psychological services, and a more equitable distribution of
caregiving within households. Policies must also recognize that families in private, informal, and insecure
employment are often less protected than public-sector employees. Understanding fertility through the
lived experiences of families can help replace simplified explanations with policies that address the actual
institutional and cultural conditions under which reproductive decisions are made.
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