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The meaning of motherhood in the contemporary world is a dynamic,
heterogeneous, and sometimes contradictory experience, leading many
young women to reconsider its concept. This study aimed to analyze the
contexts of changing meanings of motherhood among 24 mothers of
only child aged 20 to 35 years in Lahijan city, employing a qualitative
approach and grounded theory methodology. Participants were selected
through theoretical and snowball sampling, with semi-structured
interviews as the data collection technique. The core phenomenon
identified was “The Infinity of Motherhood: A Multifaceted,
Irreversible, and Fluid Experience between Suffering and Joy.” Causal
conditions included women’s sense of completeness, excessive mother-
child dependency, motherhood as full responsibility for the child, and
creating distance from the spouse. The findings reveal that the meaning
of motherhood is a complex blend of emotions, roles, and expectations,
shaped by social interactions and characterized by fluidity.
Governmental institutions must prioritize improving the quality of
maternal experiences, as failure to do so will encounter meaningful
resistance from mothers in implementing population policies.
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Introduction

The experience of motherhood, particularly in the context of single-
child parenting and redefining maternal roles, has undergone significant
changes, profoundly impacting women’s identity and national
population policies (Danaeefard et al., 2022: 317). In recent years, Iran
has faced a declining trend in fertility and population growth, with the
World Bank reporting a 1.05% rate in 2024, down from over 2% in
previous decades. Research shows that many women, prior to
motherhood, harbor an idealized, romanticized view of it as a
transcendent, natural, and identity-completing experience (Rich, 1976:
22), reinforced by media, family, and cultural beliefs (Hays, 1996: 54).
For example, Gillespie (2003: 122) demonstrates that women often
recognize a gap between pre-maternal ideals and motherhood’s
realities, reducing their desire for more children. Lived experience
frequently diverges from this idealized image. Lahijan County
(Shahrestan) ranks fourth in Gilan Province for economic and welfare
indicators (Civil Registry of Gilan, 2024), yet its total fertility rate in
2024 was 0.7 children per woman, below the replacement level of 2.1
and indicating ongoing decline (Civil Registry of Gilan, 2024). Given
referenced studies, motherhood experiences may significantly differ
from initial expectations, with the dissonance between imagination and
reality potentially diminishing women’s willingness for additional
children. Thus, Lahijan’s declining birth rate may arise not only from
economic factors but also from women’s realistic understanding of
motherhood. Persistent low fertility poses major demographic risks.
Studying motherhood’s meaning among single-child mothers reveals
how social, economic, cultural, and familial conditions shape
perceptions and experiences, aiding policymakers and counselors in
providing better support and understanding motherhood’s challenges
and opportunities. The central questions are: What factors and
conditions transform mothers’ mental constructs of motherhood after
their first child’s birth? What meanings do they attribute to motherhood
thereafter? What implications does this new meaning have for mothers?

Methodology
This study employed a qualitative design using Strauss and
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Corbin’s grounded theory approach, with semi-structured interviews
for data collection among mothers with one child. Theoretical
sampling was used for participant selection, supplemented by
snowball sampling due to initial access difficulties; sampling
continued until theoretical saturation was achieved, with eligibility
criteria including age 20-35 years, having one young child, Living
with spouse in first marriage, and no intention for a second child at
interview time. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 24
mothers of only children aged 20-35 in Lahijan County (Shahrestan),
reaching saturation after 21 interviews, with three additional ones for
validation. Data were analyzed using Strauss and Corbin’s three-stage
coding process.

Findings

The core phenomenon was “The Infinity of Motherhood: A
Multifaceted, Irreversible, and Fluid Experience between Suffering
and Joy.” Contextual conditions included feelings of injustice and
hidden dissatisfaction, financial frugality as a mother, social and
cultural pressures, and unique pleasure of motherhood. Causal
conditions encompassed women’s sense of completeness, excessive
mother-child dependency, motherhood as full child responsibility, and
spousal distance. Intervening conditions involved spousal/relative
support or lack thereof, mismatch between imagined motherhood
expectations and exhausting realities, and post-childbirth
physical/psychological state. Strategies included involving others and
emphasizing counseling, child prioritization, and
occupational/educational  adjustments. Outcomes ranged from
empowerment and personal identity development, constant child
devotion, motherhood satisfaction, failure feelings, family completion,
to pregnancy/postpartum depression.

Discussion and Conclusion

The core category “The Infinity of Motherhood” captures
participant mothers’ shared view of motherhood as a multifaceted,
ongoing, transformative experience without fixed start or end,
continuously reshaping women’s lives. This emerges from interacting
causal, intervening, and contextual conditions with varying influences.



Abstracts / 9

Causal factors directly shaping motherhood’s meaning partly stem
from women’s personal beliefs/experiences and partly from social
support by spouses, relatives, society, and the child. Aligned with this
study, Hays’s (1996) “intensive mothering” highlights motherhood’s
entwinement with dualities like love/fatigue, sacrifice/self-abnegation,
and satisfaction/confusion. Overall, motherhood is no longer a one-
dimensional, fixed, taken-for-granted experience but a fluid,
redefinable phenomenon amid tensions between traditional meanings
and modern lifestyles. Findings show mothers experience motherhood
as both joy and suffering source—an irreversible “infinity”
suspending them between sacrifice/depletion, meaning/crisis,
pleasure/frustration.
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