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1. Introduction

The family the oldest and most enduring social institution has been
recognized throughout history as the cornerstone of collective life. Beyond
serving merely as a biological unit for the perpetuation of the species, it
constitutes the core of social organization and the primary locus for the
transmission of cultural values. From a sociological perspective, the functions
of the family can be analyzed across two complementary levels: biologically,
it is responsible for population reproduction and the provision of the labor
force essential for the dynamism of economic structures; socially and
culturally, it acts as the primary and most significant agent of socialization,
transmitting behavioral patterns and norms from one generation to the next,
thereby ensuring the cohesion and stability of the broader social structure
(Farhadian & Afshar, 1398: 85). In this context, childbearing as one of the
family’s fundamental functions not only guarantees the continuity of the
lineage and the survival of society but also, through its deep interconnection
with cultural, economic, and social structures, serves as a key indicator of a



society’s demographic dynamics (Tajbakhsh, 1405: 137). Consequently, as a
core component of demographic change, childbearing has emerged in recent
decades as a central theme within social studies, demography, and public
policy (Arjomand Siahpoosh et al., 1400: 63). The city of Mashhad one of
Iran’s major metropolises possesses distinct demographic characteristics
shaped by its religious and economic significance, as well as its role as a
destination for migration; thus, a precise understanding of its demographic
dynamics is essential for effective urban management (Riahi, 1405: 2).
Statistical evidence indicates that the total fertility rate in this metropolis has
fallen below 1.6 a situation that serves as a serious warning sign for the city’s
demographic future (Mirmohammadtabar, 1404: 9). Given these
circumstances, if the current trend of declining fertility persists, Mashhad will
face complex challenges in the future, such as an aging population and a
shrinking productive workforce. However, most prior studies have focused
on a one-dimensional examination of these factors, neglecting an analysis of
their "interactive" nature. Consequently, the central research question is: how
can a sociological approach utilizing the Interpretive Structural Modeling
(ISM) method be employed to elucidate the complex relationships,
hierarchies, and relative influence of the factors contributing to the decline in
fertility in Mashhad? Aiming to address this theoretical gap, this study
presents a precise model that can serve as a practical foundation for
policymakers in designing structural and cultural interventions.

2. Method

This research is applied in terms of its objective and qualitative in nature. In
the first phase, 16 key factors were identified by extracting indicators from
the research literature and conducting semi-structured interviews with 12
academic experts (selected via purposive sampling). In the second phase,
Interpretive Structural Modeling (ISM) and a driving power-dependence
analysis were employed to elucidate the causal relationships among these
factors and to establish a hierarchy for them.

3. Results

The results of the Interpretive Structural Modeling (ISM) analysis indicate
that the factors influencing the decline in the desire to have children are
organized into nine hierarchical levels. The most fundamental factors—which
act as primary drivers—include "increased education and employment among
women," "economic pressures and livelihood concerns," and "job insecurity
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and income instability." Through intermediate factors such as "the spread of
individualism," "shifting attitudes toward family and childbearing," and
"uncertainty regarding the future," these underlying elements ultimately lead
to "biological barriers and an increase in the age of childbearing," as well as
a "reduced willingness to assume the role of a parent." Furthermore, the
results from the MICMAC analysis reveal that, among the 16 identified
factors, "increased education and employment among women" exerts the
greatest influence while being the least influenced by other factors.

4. Discussion and Conclusion

The findings indicate that the decline in childbearing in Mashhad is a
multidimensional phenomenon. Given that economic factors and women’s
employment serve as primary drivers, single-dimensional policy
interventions will not be effective. To address this challenge, efforts must
focus on reforming livelihood structures, enhancing job security, and
fostering a balance between work and family life; by adjusting these
underlying drivers, the inclination toward childbearing can be strengthened at
the foundational levels of the model.

Keywords: Women's employment, economic pressures, rising age of
childbearing, Mashhad.
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