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Extended Abstract

Family is the most important social institution in society, serving as the core unit
for providing emotional, spiritual, and safe environments for living, interaction,
support, and caregiving among its members in the face of various challenges.
Amid ongoing family transformations in Iran, behaviors, desires, and intentions
regarding childbirth have also undergone significant changes. Studies on the level
and trends of fertility in Iran indicate a sharp decline over recent decades. Changes
in fertility components can be attributed to shifts in individuals’ cognitive, attitu-
dinal, and psychological structures. Therefore, culture, along with its elements
and structures, significantly influences the fertility process in Iran (Shafaed-Din
& Cheraghi Kootiani, 2014). Culture affects human behavior and shapes fertility
behavior through three pathways: values and attitudes, cultural norms and laws,
and cultural symbols.

This article, based on Koeun’s framework-which conceptualizes culture as com-
prising three components (cognitive, organizational, and symbolic)-examines the
influence of these dimensions on women’s fertility behavior. Drawing on expert
opinions, particularly those with research experience in this field, can be highly
beneficial in identifying and prioritizing cultural factors that influence fertility,
especially in the current context where increasing fertility is a pressing concern
for Iranian society. The Analytical Hierarchy Process (AHP), developed by Thom-
as L. Saaty in 1980, is a robust and flexible decision-making technique used to
evaluate complex issues across multiple levels. It integrates both objective and
subjective assessments through pairwise comparisons and helps analysts organize
key aspects of a problem within a hierarchical structure.

In this study, the opinions of 20 experts were utilized, most of whom were univer-
sity professors and scholars specializing in anthropology, sociology, and demog-
raphy. In addition, experts with specific knowledge of fertility and those involved
in policy-making were consulted. To identify and determine the indicators, both a
literature review and expert insights were employed. Furthermore, to refine these
indicators, feedback from ten additional experts was incorporated. After finalizing
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the indicators, a pairwise comparison questionnaire was developed.

This study investigates the impact of the three cultural dimensions on women’s
fertility behavior. To achieve this goal, and based on expert input, an appropriate
questionnaire was designed and interviews were conducted with knowledgeable
individuals. The questionnaire was developed based on the literature and a theo-
retical framework that considered various theories explaining the cultural dimen-
sions (cognitive, organizational, and symbolic) and their relation to fertility. The
questionnaire included four main indicators-values and attitudes, cultural norms
and laws, cultural symbols, and ethnicity-and 16 sub-indicators. It was completed
by 20 academic experts and policymakers involved in demographic issues.

The results, analyzed using Expert Choice software (version 11), revealed that the
“values and attitudes” indicator had the highest weight (0.309), making it the most
influential cultural factor affecting fertility behavior. It was followed by “cultural
symbols” (0.304), “norms and laws” (0.233), and “ethnicity” (0.155). Based on
these results, key strategies are proposed to curb the steep decline in fertility and
promote higher fertility rates in Iran. The primary focus should be on transform-
ing societal values and attitudes, particularly concerning gender role division and
the promotion of egalitarian perspectives, which ranked highest among cultural
factors.

Although women’s employment and education levels have risen, they do not con-
stitute the primary barriers to fertility, as women are actively participating in both
spheres. However, the conflict between family responsibilities and professional
duties, the pressure of multiple roles, cultural expectations, and the lack of sup-
portive policies must all be addressed. It is recommended that independent gov-
ernmental agencies be established to implement measures such as providing pa-
ternity leave during childbirth, offering affordable and trusted childcare facilities
at workplaces, and granting additional wages or benefits for domestic helpers to
assist with household tasks at least once a month.

Changing cultural attitudes takes time, but media can play a pivotal role in normal-
izing gender equality and shared household responsibilities. Ultimately, effective
fertility-promoting policies should be comprehensive, integrating both economic
and cultural dimensions.

Keywords: Culture, Fertility, Iran, Family support policies, Analytic
Hierarchy Process (AHP)
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