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Abstract Original Article

Background and Aim: The meaning of motherhood undergoes continuous transformation and redefinition
throughout a woman's life cycle. Modern maternal experiences have increasingly departed from traditional
frameworks, becoming individualized phenomena shaped by contemporary socio-cultural conditions. This study aims
to explore the changing meaning of motherhood across the life cycle of one-child mothers.

Data and Method: Adopting a qualitative thematic analysis approach, data were collected in the fall of 2024 through
in-depth interviews with 24 one-child mothers aged 20-35 in Lahijan, selected via purposive sampling. Data were
analyzed using Smith’s six-stage thematic analysis technique.

Findings: Three main themes emerged across the maternal life cycle: 1) Pre-pregnancy: “Sweet Dreamlike Motherhood:
An Idealized Image Before Experiencing Pregnancy,” derived from the core categories of “positive feelings” and the
“desire to become a mother”. 2) During pregnancy: “Pregnancy as a Re-creation of Motherhood: From Mental Ideal to
Lived Experience,” emerging from bittersweet feelings and the need for social support”. 3) Post-pregnancy: “The
Boundlessness of Motherhood: An Irreversible and Endless Journey Between Sweetness and Hardship,” comprising
categories such as mother-centeredness and spouse withdrawal, feelings of satisfaction and failure, perpetual
responsibility, self-sacrifice, acting as a barrier and catalyst for growth, and ongoing support needs.

Conclusion: Women’s understanding of motherhood shifts dynamically throughout the life cycle. In Lahijan,
motherhood emerges not merely as a biological state, but as a reflective, socio-cultural project through which meaning
is constructed, identity is reshaped, and negotiations with gendered norms take place.

Keywords: Thematic analysis, Meaning of motherhood, Life cycle, Social change, Lahijan.

Key Message: Public media and policy frameworks should shift from framing motherhood solely as a sacrificial role to
a reciprocal experience requiring structural support. Aligning social policies with contemporary women'’s realities and
institutionalizing paternal involvement in child-rearing are vital to reducing maternal strain and restructuring
traditional parenting roles.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction
Motherhood is a complex socio-cultural role that has continually undergone dynamic

redefinition over time. Today, the transformations and changes associated with modernity
have contributed significantly to declining fertility rates and the increasing prevalence of one-
child families. Unlike in the past, this pattern is no longer necessarily a consequence of
reproductive constraints; rather, it reflects individual choice and modern lifestyles (Miller,
2009).

Global fertility has declined substantially in recent decades, falling from 5.6 children per
woman in 1986 to 1.8 in 2016 and 1.6 in 2020 (Meamar & Taeibi, 2023, p. 1082). Iran has
followed a similar trajectory, with declining fertility and slowing population growth emerging
as major demographic concerns. According to the Statistical Center of Iran (2021), the
country’s population growth rate fell below 1% during 2021-2026, dropping considerably
lower than the replacement fertility level of 2.1 children per woman. Continued fertility
decline is expected to accelerate population aging, shrink the labor force, and generate
profound socioeconomic challenges (Askari-Nodoushan & Razaghi-Nasrabad, 2023, p. 99).
These developments are associated not only with economic and structural constraints but
also with broader cultural transformations and changing gender roles.

Across various societies, particularly in Iran, public discourses within media, family
networks, and social institutions often project an idealized, highly romanticized image of
motherhood (Bowlby, 1969). Despite this persistent idealization, empirical demographic and
social trends demonstrate that a growing proportion of women prefer to experience
motherhood only once, rendering the tendency toward having an only child an emerging
social norm (Arendell, 2000).

In this regard, several empirical studies have highlighted that the lived reality of
motherhood frequently diverges substantially from its idealized cultural representation.
Throughout pregnancy and the postpartum period, mothers navigate psychological, social,
and identity-related tensions that profoundly reconfigure their perceptions and subjective
meaning-making of motherhood (Liss et al, 2013, p. 10). Consequently, the maternal

experience is not static; rather, it is dynamically negotiated across three distinct
developmental phases: pre-pregnancy, pregnancy, and post-pregnancy.

Lahijan, as one of the major urban centers of Gilan Province, is considered a relatively
socioeconomically advantaged region. Nevertheless, despite this structural advantage, data
from the Civil Registration Organization (Sadeghi & Sajedi, 2025) indicate that the total
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fertility rate among women in Lahijan County declined to 0.8 in 2024—considerably below
the replacement level of 2.1 children per woman. This demographic paradox, wherein
relatively high levels of well-being and resource accessibility coexist with low fertility
intentions, raises a fundamental question: What factors lead women in this region to refrain
from having additional children despite their access to adequate resources and favorable
socioeconomic conditions?

Qualitative and field-based observations suggest that mothers’ perceptions and subjective
constructions of motherhood undergo fundamental transformations as they transition from
the early stages of pregnancy to active child-rearing. Within Lahijan’s contemporary socio-
cultural and economic setting, the lived experience of motherhood continues to evolve.
Examining these qualitative changes, particularly the transformation in the meaning of
motherhood throughout the maternal life cycle, can provide valuable insights into the
contextual factors underlying declining fertility and the growing prevalence of one-child
families in the region

The central research question guiding this inquiry is: How does the subjective meaning of
motherhood change across the life cycle (pre-pregnancy, pregnancy, and post-pregnancy)
among one-child mothers residing in Lahijan?

Methods and Data

Given the study’s aim of exploring qualitative changes in the meaning of motherhood across
mothers’ life cycles, a qualitative thematic analysis approach was adopted. Participants were
selected through purposive and snowball sampling. Eligibility criteria included: (1) being
aged 20-35 years; (2) having exactly one young child; (3) living with their spouse in their first
marriage; and (4) having personally decided not to have a second child at the time of the
interview. Theoretical saturation was reached after 21 in-depth interviews, with three
additional interviews conducted to ensure comprehensive analytical coverage, resulting in 24
participants. Data collection and analysis were conducted iteratively and concurrently.

Findings

From the perspective of one-child mothers, the meaning of motherhood is dynamically
shaped by an interplay of internal and external factors. What is ultimately conceptualized as
"meaning” emerges from the complex intersection of symbolic, emotional, socio-cultural, and
experiential elements. Based on the analytical findings, three main themes characterizing the
meaning of motherhood across the maternal life cycle were identified:
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1. Pre-pregnancy: “Sweet Dreamlike Motherhood: An Idealized Image Before

Experiencing Pregnancy.”: At this initial stage, the mother’s perception is
predominantly constructed through familial and societal narratives, generating an
idealized and highly symbolic understanding of motherhood—frequently equated with
unconditional love, self-sacrifice, and an inherently fulfilling female role. Consequently,
this early meaning is largely rooted in shared socio-cultural representations rather
than personal lived experience.

Pregnancy: “Pregnancy as a Re-creation of Motherhood: From Mental Ideal to
Lived Experience.”: During this stage, the mother enters an embodied realm of
experience. Somatic transformations, shifting roles, and intensified social expectations
collectively construct a redefined understanding of motherhood. Mothers come to
realize that mothering extends far beyond emotional readiness, requiring continuous
self-care, heightened vigilance, and ongoing psycho-physical adaptation. The emergent
stressors and physical challenges encountered throughout pregnancy often reshape or
destabilize the pre-existing idealized image.

Post-pregnancy: “The Boundlessness of Motherhood: An Irreversible and Endless
Journey Between Sweetness and Hardship.”: In this final phase, mothers encounter
the complex realities of active parenting—round-the-clock responsibilities, physical
exhaustion, profound psychological shifts, and occasional feelings of self-alienation.
Dynamic interactions with the child, spouse, and broader social environment foster the
formation of a multilayered, highly nuanced meaning of motherhood. Motherhood thus
becomes an intricate synthesis of affection, fatigue, ambiguity, and personal growth,
transcending simplistic traditional cultural stereotypes.

Conclusion and Discussion

A comprehensive analysis reveals that motherhood among one-child mothers constitutes a

gradual yet fluid trajectory, evolving from an idealized cultural image into a “continuously

constructed and reconstructed identity.”

In the pre-pregnancy stage, motherhood is primarily understood as a normative cultural

ideal shaped by intergenerational transmission, gendered expectations, and institutionalized

notions of the “good mother.” During pregnancy, this ideal confronts embodied, psychological,

and social realities, creating a gap between the ideal and the lived experience. Mothers

consequently renegotiate and reconstruct the meaning of motherhood through their bodily

and social experiences, reflecting Giddens’ concept of motherhood as a reflexive identity

project.
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Following childbirth, motherhood shifts from a discrete social role to an ongoing and deeply
affective lived experience, intertwining emotional bonds with physical responsibilities,
psychological pressures, and the need for formal and informal social support. The normative
expectations of motherhood become embedded in everyday practices, while mothers’
relationships with their children evolve from primarily affective attachment toward
responsibility, growth, and support. This transition reflects Beck'’s concept of
individualization, as contemporary mothers negotiate personal identity, intensive childcare
demands, and broader structural realities.
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