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Abstract

The decline in marriage and fertility rates in many countries has become a major demographic challenge, and mental
health is considered one of the key factors influencing youth attitudes and decision-making. Neglecting mental health
may reduce the effectiveness of population policies.

In this systematic review, the target population included young people aged 18-35 whose mental health status (levels
of depression, anxiety, life satisfaction, and self-efficacy) was compared across groups with higher and lower
psychological well-being. Databases searched included PubMed, Scopus, Google Scholar, SID, and IranDoc.
Keywords were: Mental Health, Youth, Marriage, Childbearing, Fertility, Psychological Well-being, and their Persian
equivalents. The review process was conducted and reported based on PRISMA 2020 guidelines. The search covered
the period from 2010 to 2025. Out of 1,127 identified studies, after removing duplicates and screening titles and
abstracts, 39 studies were included.

Positive mental health was associated with increased willingness to marry and have children. Psychological problems
such as anxiety, depression, and stress reduced the desire to form a family. Social and economic support played a
moderating role, and cultural context showed a mediating effect.

Mental health is a fundamental factor in decisions related to marriage and childbearing, and population policies that
overlook this component may be ineffective. Psychological interventions, life-skills training, and strengthened social
support are recommended.
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Introduction

In recent decades, the decline in marriage and
fertility rates in many countries, including Iran,
has intensified significantly (1,2). This trend has
confronted younger populations with various
social and economic challenges and has turned
population rejuvenation into a major concern for
policymakers (3). Reduced youth willingness to
marry and have children may lead to
consequences such as decreased population
growth, population aging, and increased
socioeconomic burdens on families and social
support systems (2,4).

Economic, cultural, and social factors play
substantial roles in youth decisions regarding
marriage and childbearing (5). However, mental
health—one of the core components of quality of
life—has received comparatively less attention
(6). Mental health includes feelings of
satisfaction, hope, resilience, calmness, the
ability to cope with stress, and social adjustment
(7,8). Studies show that higher mental health
levels are associated with improved interpersonal
relationships, increased self-confidence, and a
positive outlook on the future, which can enhance
youth motivation for marriage and parenthood
(9,10).

Mental health is also linked to the ability to
manage economic, occupational, and social
pressures. In contexts where young people face
job-related stress, financial worries, and social
pressures, mental health may play a moderating
role and facilitate important life decisions
(11,12). Additionally, social support, life-skills
training, and cultural background strengthen
mental health and the motivation to marry and
have children (13,14).

International studies have shown that
depression, anxiety, and stress contribute to
delayed marriage or reduced willingness to have
children (7,12). Conversely, individuals with
positive mental health, confidence in the future,
and a sense of competence are more inclined to
form families and have children (8,10).
Therefore, understanding the relationship

between mental health and major life decisions
among young adults is critical and can guide
effective population policies.

The necessity of this systematic review stems
from the growing decline in youth willingness to
marry and have children in recent years.
Although multiple studies have explored the
relationship between mental health and youth
attitudes towards marriage and fertility, their
findings are often inconsistent or fragmented.
The absence of an integrated evidence-based
perspective limits policymakers’ ability to design
effective psychological or social interventions. A
systematic review provides a structured method
for synthesizing previous findings, identifying
research gaps, and informing supportive policies
that promote mental health and population
vitality.

Methods

The target population included young
individuals aged 18-35. Studies assessing mental
health indicators (depression, anxiety, life
satisfaction, self-efficacy) and comparing groups
with different mental health levels were included.
Databases searched were PubMed, Scopus,
Google Scholar, SID, and IranDoc. Keywords
included: “Mental Health, Youth, Marriage,
Childbearing, Fertility, Psychological Well-
being”, and their Persian equivalents. The review
adhered to PRISMA 2020 guidelines. The search
period was 2010-2025.

Study selection process

Out of 1,127 identified articles, duplicates
were removed, and titles/abstracts were screened.
A total of 39 studies met the inclusion criteria.

Inclusion criteria: Research articles related to
mental health and youth willingness to marry or
have children; Persian or English language;
published between 2010 and 2025; study designs
include: Cross-sectional, Cohort, Experimental.

Exclusion criteria: Non-relevant articles,
previous reviews, and inaccessible full texts.
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and extracted data using a standardized form, key findings.
including study characteristics, mental health
Table 1. Keywords Used in the Search
Concept Category English Keywords Year
Mental Health (Mental Health OR Psychological Well-being OR 2010-2025
Psychological Distress) AND (Depression OR Anxiety OR
Stress)
Target Population Youth OR Young Adults OR Adolescents 2010-2025
(Youth)
Marriage Marriage OR Marital Intentions OR Marriage Attitudes 2010-2025
Fertility / Childbearing Fertility OR Childbearing OR Reproductive Intentions OR 2010-2025
Fertility Intentions
Table 2. Search Results (PRISMA-Style)
Database Records Duplicates Titles/Abstracts Full Texts Final
Identified Removed Screened Assessed Included Studies
PubMed 412 48 364 28 13
Scopus 301 35 266 19 11
Google 238 22 216 14 8
Scholar
SID 112 15 97 9 5
IranDoc 64 10 54 4 2
Total 1127 130 997 74 39
B Records identified through ‘
- database searching
£ (n=1127)
c J
3
Records after duplicates
removed
(n=2997)
Records screened Records
(n=997) excluded
4 (n =958)
Full-text articles assessed Full-text articles
for eligibility excluded, with
(n=39) reasons
(n=0
> Y
Studies included in
qualitative synthesis
(n=39)
3
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Results

1. Mental Health and Willingness to Marry

The findings indicate that positive mental
health is linked to a higher willingness to marry.
Individuals experiencing anxiety, depression, or
chronic stress are less inclined to form families
and may delay marriage. In contrast, high mental
well-being enhances confidence and cultivates
positive attitudes toward marriage (7,12).

2. Mental Health and Childbearing

Better mental health is associated with a
greater willingness to have children. Individuals
with higher psychological well-being not only
show stronger motivation for parenthood but also
demonstrate greater capacity to manage family
responsibilities and parenting-related stress
(8,10).

3. Role of Social Support

Support from family and the community plays
a moderating role, reducing anxiety surrounding
marriage and childbearing. Youth with stronger
social support make more informed and confident
decisions (9,10,12).

4. Cultural and Social Differences

Cultural context mediates these relationships.
In societies that highly value marriage, even
individuals with psychological problems may
still marry, whereas in individualistic cultures
mental health has a more direct and pronounced
influence on marriage and fertility decisions
(5,13,14).

Discussion

The results demonstrate that mental health is a
critical determinant in youth decisions regarding
marriage and childbearing (1,4,7). Positive
mental health fosters confidence and motivation
toward family formation (8,10), whereas anxiety,
depression, and stress reduce willingness to
marry and have children (7,12). Therefore,
economic incentives alone are insufficient
without addressing mental health (3,5).

Social support plays a key moderating role,
and cultural context shapes marriage-related
norms (9,10,12). Enhancing mental health
through supportive environments, life-skills
training, and premarital counseling can
strengthen youth optimism and motivation
(8,10,11).

Limitations

These include language limitations
(Persian/English only), cultural variation across
studies, cross-sectional designs limiting causal
inference, and inconsistency in definitions of
mental health and fertility intentions.

Conclusion

This systematic review highlights mental
health as a fundamental factor in youth decisions
regarding marriage and childbearing. Positive
mental health increases willingness to marry and
have children and enhances overall life
satisfaction, family functioning, resilience, and
stress management (1,4,7,8). Youth with better
mental health exhibit stronger confidence, future
orientation, and social competence, all of which
support successful family formation (8,10,11).

Conversely, anxiety, depression, and stress
delay marriage and reduce fertility intentions
(7,12). Social and economic support mitigates
these negative effects, while cultural context
shapes the influence of mental health on decision-
making (13,14).

Practical Implications and Recommended
Strategies

1. Population policies that focus solely on
economic and incentive-based factors have
limited effectiveness if mental health is ignored.
Practical strategies include establishing free or
low-cost psychological counseling centers in
universities and urban areas, and integrating
mental-health services into marriage and fertility
support programs.

2. Psychological interventions, premarital
counseling, and life-skills training can strengthen
young people’s motivation to form a family.
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Practical strategies include organizing mandatory
premarital counseling sessions and incorporating
communication and decision-making skills into
school and university curricula.

3. Creating supportive environments in
universities, workplaces, and communities is
essential for reducing anxiety and strengthening
social resilience. Practical strategies include
offering  continuous  training  workshops,
establishing mental-health support units in
organizations, and providing supportive leave
policies to reduce stress among young adults.

4. Population policies must consider cultural
and social differences and propose tailored
strategies. Practical strategies include designing
media campaigns adapted to the culture of each
region, and engaging local leaders, religious
figures, counselors, and academics to promote
positive attitudes toward marriage.

Overall, mental health is not only a crucial
factor in individual decision-making but also a
key instrument for achieving sustainable and
effective  population  policies.  Therefore,
integrating mental-health promotion programs
into social and demographic policies, expanding
counseling services, and enhancing social and
economic support for young people can
significantly improve marriage and fertility rates.
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