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Original Article

Abstract

Background and Aim: The rise of Assisted Reproductive Technologies (ART), while enabling many infertile couples to
realize their dream of parenthood, has also redefined traditional kinship by fragmenting the genetic, biological, and social
dimensions of parenthood. This study explores how couples navigate the challenge of disclosing a child's biological identity
and managing relationships with third-party donors or surrogates within the cultural context of Yazd.

Data and Method: This study was conducted using a qualitative methodology. Data were collected through in-depth, semi-
structured interviews with 30 individuals (25 women and 5 men) who had experienced parenthood via ART. Data collection
and analysis were performed simultaneously and continued until theoretical saturation was achieved.

Findings: Analysis of participants' experiences revealed three decision-making patterns: 1) The non-disclosure pattern,
aimed at protecting the child from harm and prioritizing bio-emotional parenthood over genetics; 2) The hesitation pattern,
stemming from the conflict between the child's right to know and the fear of adverse consequences of disclosure; and 3) The
inclined disclosure pattern, which primarily emerged under unavoidable circumstances such as public awareness among
relatives, and familiarity with the surrogate mothers. Across all groups, a decisive strategy of severing any contact with the
donor or surrogates was employed to consolidate the child's attachment and preserve the family.

Conclusion: The underlying logic of all three decision-making patterns is 'Family Preservation'. This core logic manifests in
various behavioral actions, ranging from secrecy and cautious hesitation to planned disclosure and severance of ties with
third parties. In essence, all these strategies represent diverse forms of a singular effort to care for the family unit.

Keywords: Disclosure, Decision-making, Assisted Reproductive Technology (ART), Family Preservation, Infertility.

Key Message: Iranian couples’ decisions to manage their child's biological identity are strategic social actions against
preserving the family amid cultural stigma. The rising share of couples conceiving through ART underscores an urgent need
for specialized professional counseling services. Such support is essential to help families navigate the complexities and long-
term consequences of their decisions, ensuring the child’s psychological well-being and the family’s continued resilience.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction

Childbearing is widely recognized as a fundamental function in the formation and
endurance of the family institution across diverse cultures (Inhorn, 2003). Within Iranian
society, given its specific cultural and religious context, the ability to reproduce and preserve
lineage carries profound significance. Nevertheless, infertility—as a global public health
concern—affects millions of couples worldwide (Gerrits et al., 2017; Kurabayashi et al., 2016).
While Assisted Reproductive Technologies (ART) have offered new horizons for infertile
couples, they have simultaneously introduced complex psychosocial challenges (Inhorn,
2003). One of the most critical challenges is the dilemma of whether to disclose the mode of
conception to the child and how to navigate the dynamics of contact with third parties, such as
gamete/embryo donors or surrogate mothers.

This issue is particularly sensitive in the Iranian context, where an emphasis on biological
lineage and traditional family values remains paramount. Existing literature suggests that the
fear of social stigma and external judgment constitutes a primary catalyst for secrecy among
couples (Alamin et al., 2020; Abbasi-Shavazi et al., 2008). Labeling and stigma theories
elucidate how the dread of social "disgrace" compels individuals toward concealment
(Goffman, 1990, 2021; Becker, 2018). In contrast, rights-based perspectives advocate for the
child’s right to genetic transparency, asserting that timely disclosure fosters healthier identity
development (Canzi et al., 2019; Ilioi et al., 2017). Despite the weight of this phenomenon, the
decision-making processes of Iranian couples remain under-researched (Latifnejad Roudsari
et al., 2013). Accordingly, this qualitative study explores the patterns and mechanisms
underlying how infertile couples in Yazd navigate disclosure and donor-related interactions.

Methods and Data

This study adopted a qualitative design grounded in inductive content analysis. The study
participants included individuals in Yazd who had achieved parenthood via Assisted
Reproductive Technologies (ART), specifically IVF, gamete donation, or gestational surrogacy.
To ensure a comprehensive perspective, participants were recruited through purposive
sampling with a focus on maximum variation across age, infertility duration, treatment
modalities, and educational backgrounds.

Data collection continued until theoretical saturation was achieved, yielding a final sample
of 30 participants (5 men and 25 women, aged 28-53). Primary data were gathered through
in-depth, semi-structured interviews, which were subsequently transcribed and subjected to
inductive thematic processing. This analytical journey involved rigorous stages of data
familiarization, open coding, and the systematic synthesis of subcategories into overarching
themes. To uphold the scientific rigor of the findings, trustworthiness was established
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through the four-fold criteria of credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability,
reinforced by peer debriefing and member-checking strategies.

Findings
The analysis of participants lived experiences identified three distinct decision-making
trajectories regarding disclosure and a singular, consistent strategy concerning donor contact.

1. Typologies of Disclosure Decision-Making: The research categorized disclosure
strategies into three primary patterns:

e The Non-Disclosure Pattern: Participants in this group chose to conceal the truth. Their
rationale was based on three primary motivations: protecting the child from social
stigma and psychological harm (e.g., identity crisis, feelings of worthlessness, or
labeling); prioritizing socio-emotional parenthood over genetic connection
(emphasizing nurturing and upbringing over biological ties); and preserving family
cohesion and peace (preventing tension or rifts in family relationships).

e The Pattern of Ambivalence and Indecision: This group was caught in a dilemma
between the child's right to know and the fear of the negative consequences of
disclosure. Unable to reach a final decision, they often avoided the issue by
postponing it or leaving it to the future. The conflict between ethics (the child’s right)
and expediency (fear of negative reactions) was the defining feature of this pattern.

e The Pattern of Reactive Disclosure: This pattern primarily emerged in situations where
concealment was untenable or highly difficult due to reasons such as public
awareness among acquaintances, advanced parental age, significant physical
dissimilarity, or the use of a surrogate mother. The main motivations included
honesty and trust-building (preferring controlled disclosure over accidental
exposure), responsible parenting (planning for gradual disclosure with professional
consultation), and responding to inevitable circumstances.

2. Management of Third-Party Boundaries: A salient finding was the universal
consensus on the absolute severance of contact with donors or surrogate mothers. This
radical boundary-setting was justified through two strategic lenses:

e Fortifying Familial Boundaries: Any contact was perceived as an existential threat to
the family’s internal cohesion, a potential disruption to daily life, and a risk of
exposing the method of conception.

e Ensuring Exclusive Belonging: Couples feared that contact with the donor could lead to
the child's identity confusion, a diminished sense of belonging to the nurturing family,
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or even the loss of the child. This concern intensified in cases where the surrogate
mother sought to maintain contact. Therefore, parents sought to protect the child
from "identity fragmentation” and ensure an undivided sense of belonging to the
primary family. To enforce this, some couples resorted to extreme measures,
including geographic relocation or changing contact information, specifically to
eliminate the "third-party shadow."

3. The Central Logic: Family Preservation Analysis of these patterns revealed that the
common core underlying all decisions and actions was a singular, overarching core logic:
"Safeguarding the Protecting the Family.” The family is perceived as a fragile entity
requiring protection against external threats (stigma and social exclusion) and internal
threats (tension and fragmentation). Thus, whether the decision was to conceal,
disclose, or sever contact, all strategies were employed to preserve and consolidate this
institution. Consequently, whether through secrecy, guarded disclosure, or the active
exclusion of donors, all parental strategies function as defensive mechanisms designed
to preserve the sanctity and stability of the family unit.

Conclusion and Discussion

The findings of this study demonstrate that for Iranian couples, decision-making regarding
disclosure and donor management is not merely a personal choice but a strategic project of
family protection. The Non-Disclosure Pattern finds its theoretical resonance in Goffman’s
(1990) stigma theory; in a cultural landscape where biological lineage is a primary source of
social capital, secrecy functions as a vital defense mechanism against being devalued. This
aligns with a significant body of domestic literature that conceptualizes confidentiality as a
survival strategy against the prevailing stigma of donor-assisted reproduction (Abbasi-
Shavazi et al., 2008; Latifnejad Roudsari et al., 2013).

In contrast, the Pattern of Willingness to Disclose should be understood as an adaptive
pragmatism rather than an ideological shift toward transparency. Disclosure, in this context, is
often a preemptive strike to maintain control over the family narrative in the face of inevitable
exposure, thereby minimizing the risk of social humiliation. Furthermore, the Pattern of
Hesitation reflects the tension between the global discourse on children’s rights (Canzi et al.
2019; Shaban, 2022) and the dominant "familism" norms in the Iranian context, consistent
with the findings of Hershberger (2021), Becker et al. (2005), and Abbasi-Shavazi et al.

(2006).

The universal decision to sever contact with donors underscores couples' heightened
sensitivity to the integrity and boundaries of the family unit. This action can be interpreted
through the lens of Social Exclusion Theory (Ritzer, 2007), suggesting that by actively
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excluding the "other" (the third party), couples seek to consolidate their identity as a
complete, independent family and eliminate potential threats to emotional stability.
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