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Objective: Infertility is not merely a biomedical challenge, but a profound social issue
capable of transforming family and kinship systems that redefines normative structures of
individuals' lifeworlds. This study explored how infertile individuals confront, construct
meaning, and exercise agency during treatment process using assisted reproductive
technologies (ART) within the socio-cultural context of Yazd, Iran.

Method: Using a qualitative approach, 30 infertile individuals (25 women, 5 men; aged
28-53) who achieved parenthood through ART were selected via purposeful snowball
sampling. Data were gathered through in-depth semi-structured interviews and analyzed
thematically.

Results: The thematic analysis revealed that couples' initial confrontation with infertility
encompassed identifying the problem, shock, distrust in medical staff, neutralization
strategies, identity crisis, and eventually returning to active agency. Following social
pressure, treatment cessation, and despair, couples regained psychological and financial
strength to readopt an active stance. Although fraught with emotional and social
challenges, this trajectory revealed participants' dynamic agency. Initially facing a
lifeworld crisis that disrupted traditional identities, infertile individuals evolved into active
agents who consciously rebuilt their lives, transitioning from involuntary childlessness to
intentional parenthood.

Conclusions: Within the studied cultural context, infertility is not merely a biological
occurrence, but a complex bio-social phenomenon that redefines individual identity and
social relationships. The confrontation process among couples reflects a dynamic cycle
from identity crisis to conscious agency. Multidimensional interventions and structured
psychosocial empowerment programs are essential to support infertile couples throughout
their treatment trajectory.
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Introduction
Infertility is not merely a biological or medical issue, but a profound socio-cultural event

that significantly impacts family structures, marital dynamics, and individual identities. While
medical interventions and assisted reproductive technologies (ART) have advanced
considerably in Iran, health policy and clinical practice frequently reduce infertility to a
purely biological failure, thereby overlooking its complex socio-cultural dimensions and
personal meanings. In traditional and culturally cohesive familial societies such as Yazd,
parenthood serves as a central pillar of adult identity, social maturity, and marital stability.
Consequently, involuntarily childless couples face severe normative pressures, social
stigmata, and existential crises.

This study was designed to investigate how infertile individuals experience, interpret, and
navigate infertility and its treatment trajectory within the socio-cultural fabric of Yazd.
Specifically, the research sought to elucidate the process of initial diagnosis, defensive socio-
psychological strategies, the experience of identity crisis and grief, the influence of gender
stereotypes, and the eventual transition from passive emotional distress to conscious agency
in seeking ART interventions.

Method
This study utilized a qualitative approach grounded in constructivist grounded theory to

capture the deep lived experiences and subjective meanings constructed by infertile
individuals. The target population comprised individuals who had experienced primary or
secondary infertility, utilized assisted reproductive technologies (including in vitro
fertilization [IVF], donor gametes/embryos, or surrogacy), and successfully transitioned to
parenthood. A combination of purposive and snowball sampling strategies was employed.
Participants were recruited through infertility treatment centers, physician referrals, and
community intermediaries in Yazd. Data saturation was achieved after conducting in-depth
semi-structured interviews with 30 individuals (25 women and 5 men) aged between 28 and
53 years. The participants represented diverse educational backgrounds (ranging from primary
education to doctoral degrees) and socioeconomic statuses.

Interviews ranged from 30 to 60 minutes (averaging 45 minutes) and were transcribed
verbatim immediately following each session. Inductive thematic analysis was conducted
using open, axial, and selective coding to identify primary concepts, sub-themes, and main
themes. Trustworthiness and rigor were ensured through peer debriefing, member checking,
maximum variation sampling, and prolonged engagement in the field. Ethical standards were
strictly maintained by securing institutional ethics approval, obtaining informed consent, and
guaranteeing total participant anonymity.
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Results
The qualitative analysis revealed six main themes characterizing the dynamic journey of

navigating infertility:

1.

The Event of Diagnosis;, Disruption of the Lifeworld: Initial realization of
childlessness represented a boundary event that divided participants' lives into "pre-
diagnosis" and "post-diagnosis" phases. Most participants initially viewed pregnancy
delays as temporary irregularities rather than medical failures. Confronting an official
diagnosis disrupted their normative lifeworld, creating shock, disbelief, and an
immediate threat to their self-identity.

Medicalized Treatment; The Experience of Powerful Others: Upon entering the
medical system, participants encountered a highly clinical and alienated environment.
Experiences were marked by cognitive distance from physicians, feelings of being
objectified, financial strain, and initial mistrust towards medical practitioners. Blunt
communication regarding low success rates or mandatory donor usage often induced
emotional trauma and heightened vulnerabilities.

Social Stigma and Defensive Strategies: In response to societal scrutiny, intrusive
inquiries, and covert or overt marginalization, participants deployed neutralization
mechanisms. This included denial of the diagnosis, concealing the truth from extended
family by claiming a voluntary desire for childlessness or medical contraindications to
pregnancy, and social isolation. While these strategies temporarily mitigated external
pressure, they inadvertently narrowed support networks.

Experience of Loss and Identity Crisis (Disenfranchised Grief): Infertility was
experienced as a multi-layered loss—not only the absence of a biological child, but
also the forfeiture of pregnancy, lactation, parental roles, and personal control. Both
men and women experienced profound existential grief, self-evaluative inadequacy,
and identity disruption. Women predominantly expressed this loss as physical body
failure, whereas men framed it in terms of social inadequacy and unfulfilled
responsibility.

Gender Stereotypes and Losses in Marital Intimacy: Deep-seated cultural stereotypes
initially led to attributing infertility predominantly to female factors, even when
clinical evidence indicated male-factor subfertility. Over time, prolonged cycles of
unsuccessful treatments eroded marital communication and emotional intimacy,
transforming marital life into an instrumental, treatment-focused routine characterized
by coldness, anxiety, and mutual detachment.

Transition from Passivity to Agency (Conscious Return to Treatment): Despite facing
emotional burnout, financial distress, and periods of treatment cessation, participants
eventually experienced a crucial psychological turnaround. Increased health literacy,
exposure to successful ART cases, spiritual coping, and financial re-mobilization
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empowered them to break through social stigma. During treatment pauses, participants
rebuilt their psychological resilience and re-entered the medical process with strategic
decision-making, transitioning from involuntary childlessness to intentional, chosen
parenthood.

Discussion
The findings illustrate that the experience of infertility in traditional contexts like Yazd

extends far beyond clinical pathology, operating as a socio-cultural crisis that redefines
individual identity and relational structures. The trajectory from initial diagnosis to successful
treatment reflects a fundamental shift from passive suffering to active, conscious agency.

Initially, the medicalization of infertility subjects’ patients to institutional alienation and
objectification, where blunt communication from health practitioners exacerbates feelings of
helplessness. Furthermore, deep-seated cultural norms assign disproportionate blame to
women, reinforcing gender inequalities and causing severe disenfranchised grief—where
emotional suffering is socially unacknowledged or minimized. To survive social stigma and
intrusive inquiries, couples adopt defensive strategies such as secrecy and social withdrawal;
however, these mechanisms often lead to isolation and marital detachment.

The turning point occurs when individuals transition from viewing themselves as victims
of biological failure to becoming active decision-makers in their reproductive journey.
Through periods of treatment pause, enhanced health literacy, spiritual reflection, and peer
support, participants reconstruct their self-efficacy. Assisted reproductive technologies thus
transition from being perceived as external clinical impositions to empowering tools for
fulfilling personal agency and achieving intended parenthood.

Conclusions
Infertility in the cultural landscape of Yazd is a complex bio-social process involving

systemic identity disruption, severe socio-cultural pressure, and strategic agency
reconstruction. The study highlights that clinical interventions alone are insufficient to
address the holistic needs of infertile individuals. To bridge the gap between biomedical
treatment and psycho-social well-being, healthcare systems must integrate culturally sensitive
psychological counseling, establish peer-support frameworks, and implement public
awareness campaigns to destigmatize childlessness. Empowering patients through transparent
communication, emotional counseling, and financial support is critical to transforming the
painful trajectory of infertility into a journey of conscious, resilient parenthood.
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