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1. Introduction

Population dynamics are closely associated with the economic, social, and
developmental capacity of societies. A sustained decline in fertility and
population aging can reduce the proportion of young and economically
productive people while increasing demand for welfare and social-security
services. Iran has experienced substantial changes in fertility and age
structure, making declining childbearing a major demographic and policy
concern. Although economic conditions are frequently identified as
important, research indicates that childbearing decisions reflect
interconnected economic, social, cultural, educational, psychological, and
institutional circumstances. These challenges are particularly important in
South Khorasan Province, where conditions are influenced by low fertility,
migration toward provincial centers and larger cities, limited employment
opportunities, recurrent drought, and distance from major development
centers. Traditional family values also coexist with changing lifestyles,
gender roles, and attitudes toward marriage, motherhood, and family
responsibilities. Despite national population policies, the relative importance
of barriers may vary across regions. Identifying and prioritizing challenges
perceived by low-fertility families can provide a localized basis for policy and



family support. This study identified the dimensions of childbearing
avoidance and prioritized challenges associated with low population growth
among young low-fertility couples in South Khorasan.

2. Method

This applied study employed a quantitative, descriptive-survey, and cross-
sectional design. The population consisted of young low-fertility couples in
South Khorasan who had one or two children and reported no intention to
have additional children. A sample of 300 couples was selected during 2024—
2025 using purposive and snowball sampling. Participants were identified
through health and medical centers in Birjand, Qaen, Ferdows, Tabas, and
Nehbandan. Additional participants were recruited through relevant social
and family networks. Data were collected using a researcher-developed
questionnaire initially containing 44 observed indicators measured on a five-
point Likert scale. Exploratory factor analysis (EFA) was conducted using
SPSS, followed by confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) using AMOS. Data
adequacy was confirmed by the Kaiser—Meyer—Olkin index (KMO = 0.768)
and Bartlett’s test of sphericity (x> =3503.717, df = 946, p <0.001). Varimax
rotation was employed because correlations among extracted factors were
below 0.50. Indicators were evaluated by factor loadings, conceptual
coherence, explained variance, and at least three indicators per factor. One
indicator was eliminated, resulting in 43 indicators across eight dimensions.
These dimensions explained 69.840% of total variance. Cronbach’s alpha
coefficients ranged from 0.716 to 0.944, indicating acceptable to excellent
internal consistency. Skewness and kurtosis values for all parcels were within
+2. Fisher-based comparisons and pairwise comparisons with Bonferroni
adjustment established the relative priority of dimensions.

3. Results

The EFA identified eight dimensions: social challenges; educational and
child-rearing  challenges;  economic-context challenges; physical,
psychological, and ethical health challenges; lack of supportive context;
lifestyle challenges; weaknesses in culture-building processes and cultural
institutions; and age-gap challenges. Their Cronbach’s alpha coefficients
were 0.944, 0.915, 0.854, 0.719, 0.789, 0.716, 0.766, and 0.806, respectively.
CFA provided overall support for the proposed -eight-dimensional
measurement structure. The chi-square-to-degrees-of-freedom ratio was
1.607, RMSEA was 0.078, CFI was 0.908, and IFI was 0.911. SRMR was
0.0915, within the acceptance criterion adopted in the study, while TLI was
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0.886, indicating marginal fit relative to the conventional 0.90 threshold. All
estimated factor relationships were significant, with t-values greater than 2.
The priority analysis revealed a clear hierarchy. Economic-context
challenges, lack of supportive context, and social-domain challenges
constituted the first-priority group. Educational and child-rearing challenges
and physical, psychological, and ethical health challenges formed the second-
priority group. Lifestyle challenges, age-gap challenges, and weaknesses in
culture-building processes and cultural institutions were classified as the
third-priority group.

4. Discussion and Conclusion

The findings indicate that childbearing avoidance among young low-fertility
couples in South Khorasan is multidimensional rather than attributable to a
single economic or cultural factor. The highest priority assigned to economic-
context challenges indicates that financial insecurity, the rising cost of raising
children, fear of poverty, and uncertainty surrounding family stability are
particularly salient barriers to intentions for additional childbearing. Thus,
fertility-support policies should address direct costs and broader economic
uncertainty. The second priority, lack of supportive context, highlights the
importance of institutional and social conditions surrounding family
formation. Inadequate parental leave, insufficient childcare support, limited
financial policies, and weak social support may increase perceived costs and
risks associated with additional children. Parental leave, childcare subsidies,
housing support, tax relief, and targeted financial assistance should therefore
form an integrated support package. The high priority of social challenges
further indicates that childbearing decisions are embedded in changing
lifestyles, individualism, consumerism, gender roles, marriage patterns, and
perceptions of family responsibility. Educational and child-rearing
challenges, together with physical and psychological health-related concerns,
also require attention because they may shape perceptions of preparedness for
additional childbearing. Although lifestyle, age-gap, and culture-building
challenges ranked lower, their lower priority does not imply irrelevance; they
operate alongside economic, institutional, and social pressures. These
findings also suggest that population interventions should distinguish
between reducing the perceived burden of having children and creating
conditions that make family expansion feasible. In particular, economic
assistance may have limited value when couples simultaneously experience
weak workplace support, insufficient childcare arrangements, and uncertainty



about future family stability. A coordinated policy framework can therefore
improve the consistency of support across economic, institutional, social,
educational, health, and cultural domains for families. Overall, the results
support a multidimensional and locally responsive approach to population
policy in South Khorasan. Effective intervention should reduce economic
uncertainty, strengthen institutional and social support, improve reproductive
and parenting education, expand health and counseling services, and promote
supportive cultural narratives about family and parenthood. Interventions
should reflect the province’s demographic, economic, and cultural context
rather than relying on uniform national measures. Because the study is cross-
sectional and uses a non-probability sample, findings indicate perceived
barrier priorities rather than causal effects. Nevertheless, the hierarchy
provides an empirical basis for integrated policies to reduce perceived barriers
to additional childbearing and support sustainable population growth.
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