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Abstract

Over the past half-century, Iran has undergone significant shifts in fertility
behaviors, transitioning from large to smaller families due to cultural and social
transformations. With the enactment of the Law on Population Rejuvenation and
Family Support, the national media has played a crucial role in shaping public
attitudes toward childbearing. This study employs Fairclough's three-stage
discourse analysis framework to investigate how childbearing is represented in
Iranian media, with a focus on television programs from 2020 to mid-2024. The
findings reveal that a mono-discursive environment regarding childbearing
dominates national media. This means that the national media predominantly and
unilaterally emphasizes the importance and necessity of increasing fertility,
presenting this discourse as the sole legitimate and desirable narrative to its
audience. While this one-sided approach may influence the attitudes of certain
segments of society in the short term, it could lead to audience resistance or
indifference in the long term. Therefore, it is recommended that national media,
taking into account the diversity of perspectives and needs within society, adopt a
more varied and balanced range of discourses on this issue, grounded in specialized
and more comprehensive viewpoints, to achieve a more sustainable impact on
audiences and society as a whole.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction

Over the past fifty years, Iran has undergone profound demographic and social
shifts, particularly in the realm of fertility behaviors. Once characterized by large
families as a cultural norm, Iranian society has increasingly embraced smaller family
sizes, reflecting broader transformations in economic conditions, education levels,
gender roles, and access to healthcare. These changes have not occurred in isolation;
they coincide with evolving national policies and cultural narratives that shape public
perceptions of family and reproduction. In recent years, Iran’s government has
introduced the Law on Population Rejuvenation and Family Support, a legislative
effort aimed at reversing declining birth rates and promoting population growth to
address concerns about an aging populace and economic sustainability. Within this
context, national media—particularly television—emerges as a powerful instrument
for disseminating state-endorsed messages and influencing societal attitudes toward

childbearing.

The media’s role in shaping public opinion is well-documented globally, and in
Iran, national television serves as a primary conduit for reaching diverse audiences
across urban and rural divides. Given its reach and influence, understanding how
childbearing is framed within this medium is critical to assessing its impact on fertility
attitudes and behaviors. This study seeks to explore the representations of
childbearing in Iranian national television media, focusing on the period from 2020 to
June 2024—a timeframe marked by heightened policy emphasis on population
growth.

Methods and Data

To examine the portrayal of childbearing in Iranian national television media, this
study adopts a discourse analysis framework rooted in Norman Fairclough’s three-
stage model: description, interpretation, and explanation. This approach allows for a
systematic analysis of media content by exploring the textual elements (description),
the processes of production and consumption (interpretation), and the broader socio-
political context (explanation). Fairclough’s model is particularly suited to this study
because it bridges linguistic analysis with social theory, enabling an understanding of
how media discourse reflects and reinforces power structures, cultural values, and

policy agendas.
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There is no strict sequence for operationalizing the three-stage framework, and in
this article, it begins by examining the relationship between the text and the
conditions that led to its production. This stage is considered the second stage in
Fairclough’s three-stage framework. The analysis at this stage will also include an
interdiscursive analysis. The analysis begins by examining the relationship between
the text and the conditions that led to its production, that is, with a situational
analysis (stage two). The analysis at this stage will also encompass an interdiscursive
analysis. In other words, it addresses how the text is derived from other types of
discourses and what implications this has for the meaning of the text and the broader
discursive practice. Then comes the explanation stage, which is the final stage; this

stage deals with the consequences of the text on social performance and structures.

To this end, and given that, according to the Law on Population Rejuvenation, the
IRIB (Islamic Republic of Iran Broadcasting) is required to dedicate at least 10 percent
of its programs to producing content focused on increasing and rejuvenating the
population, mixed-format and dialogue-based programs of the national media were
examined. This was done through the Telebion archive by searching for keywords

"o

such as "fertility," "childbearing," and "population decline."

The unit of analysis consists of all spoken texts broadcast on Channels One, Two,
Three, Four, as well as the Health and Documentary Channels (the spoken content is
first transcribed into text, and the analysis is conducted on the transcribed text).
Efforts have been made to include all dialogue-based mixed-format programs on
Iranian television related to the topic, spanning from 2020 to June 2024, which in
some way address the issue of childbearing.

Findings

The analysis reveals a striking pattern: Iranian national television media
overwhelmingly presents a mono-discursive environment regarding childbearing.
This dominant discourse frames increasing fertility as both a moral imperative and a
national priority, aligning closely with the objectives of the Law on Population
Rejuvenation and Family Support. Across the sampled programs, narratives
consistently emphasize the virtues of larger families, portraying them as essential to
preserving Iran’s cultural identity, economic vitality, and geopolitical strength. Talk
shows feature experts— religious figures, or government officials—extolling the

benefits of population growth. Legal, medical and health-related, economic, and
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developmental discourses, which had previously been reproduced through the media
during the years when policies opposing childbearing were implemented, no longer

play a role in the dominant media discourse.

In this regard, the media, through the production of media content, seeks to
reproduce a discourse that is supportive of childbearing. Consequently, concepts and
terms are utilized in a way that increasingly aligns with this discourse. From the outset
of the movement to shift population policies and the reversal of these policies, the
most tangible keyword was "danger." In media discourse, this term has been
frequently employed in relation to the current population situation. Phrases such as
"the danger of an aging population” and "the danger of a future labor shortage," which
are commonly used in policymakers' discourse, are reflected in the media through its

own media-specific language.

Given that the change in childbearing behavior has been influenced by dimensions
of modernization and has, over a considerable period, permeated all aspects of
individuals’ lives, and fertility control has become a habit fully aligned with the
structures of modern life, altering the dominant discourse and its impact on people’s
social practices—which are the result of developmental, health-related, legal, and
especially economic discourses—proves to be highly challenging. These discourses,
which became predominant in the country following the experience of
overpopulation and the implementation of birth control policies, have deep roots. As
Mahmoudi et al. (2015) argue, it can be claimed that childbearing practices in Iran
today are not primarily determined by the government's religious and ideological
factors. Discourses, however, can shift due to other economic, ecological, and socio-
cultural factors. Therefore, a discursive shift toward population growth appears to be

complicated.

Conclusion and Discussion

In conclusion, this discourse analysis underscores the predominant role of Iranian
national television media in promoting a singular narrative of childbearing as a
national and moral imperative. By employing Fairclough’s framework, the study
reveals how this mono-discursive environment aligns with state policies but may fall
short of engaging a heterogeneous society. The findings highlight both the power of
media to shape fertility attitudes and the risks of an overly uniform approach in a
context of rapid social change. To enhance its impact, it is recommended that national
media diversify its portrayals of childbearing, incorporating voices from across
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economic, cultural, and generational spectrums. A more balanced discourse—
grounded in expert insights and responsive to audience realities—could foster greater

trust and engagement, supporting sustainable demographic outcomes.
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