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Voluntary childlessness, as a significant demographic characteristic of
reproductive behavior, is the focus of this study. This research
specifically examines the phenomenon among women in Khuzestan
Province, Iran, using a qualitative methodology of the grounded theory
approach. Data were collected through 28 in-depth, semi-structured
interviews with childless women who, despite having no infertility
issues, made a deliberate choice for lifelong childlessness. Data
saturation was achieved, and analysis through open, axial, and selective
coding resulted in 120 concepts, 19 subcategories, 6 main categories,
and a core category identified as "childlessness as a lifestyle." The
findings reveal that the choice of this lifestyle is not driven by a single
factor nor emerges randomly in society. Instead, it is the outcome of a
dynamic process wherein participants, by synthesizing various
influencing factors, decide to adopt childlessness. Recommendations
include implementing social policies to support women’s reproductive
autonomy, developing public education and awareness programs to
reduce negative attitudes and stereotypes toward childless women, and
establishing employment support policies for these women.
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Introduction

Voluntary childlessness has emerged as a notable demographic
phenomenon in contemporary societies, particularly in regions like
Khuzestan Province, Iran, which has historically been characterized
by strong cultural norms favoring high fertility. Economic, social,
cultural, and psychological factors, alongside women’s lived
experiences from childhood to adulthood, significantly influence the
decision to remain permanently childless. This study seeks to provide
a deeper understanding of this complex decision and its implications
within the cultural context of Khuzestan.

Methodology

This research adopted a qualitative approach based on grounded
theory. Data were collected through 28 in-depth, semi-structured
interviews with married women in Khuzestan who had no fertility
issues but consciously chose lifelong childlessness. Data saturation
was achieved, ensuring comprehensive coverage of the phenomenon.
The data were analyzed through three levels of coding: open, axial, and
selective. The findings were validated through participant checks and
consultations with expert academics.

Findings

The analysis yielded 120 concepts, 19 subcategories, and 6 main
categories, with the core category identified as "childlessness as a
lifestyle." Women’s decisions were shaped by causal conditions (e.g.,
economic and social challenges, upbringing experiences), contextual
factors (e.g., time constraints, unstable support systems), and
intervening conditions (e.g., increased educational attainment,
economic instability). Strategies adopted by these women included
conscious childlessness, self-determined lifestyles, and, in some cases,
substituting children with pets.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings indicate that voluntary childlessness is not a random
occurrence but a deliberate choice resulting from the interplay of
multiple factors. Women in Khuzestan, influenced by challenging
lived experiences and a critical perspective on traditional maternal
roles, adopt childlessness to preserve personal autonomy, pursue
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professional goals, and navigate economic and social challenges. This
decision aligns with broader cultural transformations and increasing
social acceptance of childlessness in the region. Voluntary
childlessness in Khuzestan is becoming institutionalized as a lifestyle
choice. Policymakers can support this trend by promoting women’s
reproductive autonomy, implementing public education initiatives to
reduce social stigma, and developing flexible employment policies.
Future research should explore the long-term impacts of childlessness
on women’s quality of life in later years and its broader cultural
implications.
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