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Abstract

Background: Pregnancy anxiety, as one of the most prevalent psychological challenges during gestation, can
adversely affect maternal health, fetal development, and long-term developmental outcomes. Given the
complexity and multidimensional nature of this phenomenon, exploring the lived experiences of pregnant
women is essential for a deeper understanding ofits various dimensions and contributing factors.

Aim: This study aimed to elucidate the phenomenological experiences of pregnancy anxiety among pregnant
women in Tabriz, Iran.

Methods: A qualitative descriptive phenomenological approach was adopted. Twenty pregnant women residing
in Tabriz were selected through purposive sampling until theoretical saturation was achieved. Data were
collected via semi-structured in-depth interviews (averaging 45-60 minutes) and analyzed using Colaizzi's
thematic analysis method in MAXQDA software. The analytical process included open, axial, and selective
coding, culminating in the extraction of main and sub-themes. To ensure trustworthiness, Guba and Lincoln's
criteria, including member checking and participant diversity, were adhered to.

Results: Data analysis revealed four main themes and 12 sub-themes: 1) Physiological dimension (physical
symptoms, history of specific diseases, harmful habits); 2) Psychological dimension (personality traits,
emotions, thoughts, recent stressful experiences); 3) Cultural dimension (lack of educational-support groups,
stereotypical beliefs/misconceptions, need for spirituality enhancement guided by specialists); 4) Socioeco nomic
dimension (social connections/support, financial constraints and economic hardship). These themes interacted
dynamically to shape the unique experience of pregnancy anxiety.

Conclusion: The findings confirm the necessity of managing pregnancy anxiety through a multidimensional and
holistic approach encompassing physiological, psychological, cultural, and socioeconomic dimensions.
Designing comprehensive educational-supportive interventions and revising health and social policies based on
these dimensions represent a critical step toward reducing pregnancy anxiety, promoting maternal mental health,
and improving pregnancy outcomes.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Pregnancy is a period accompanied by extensive physiological and psychological changes.
Pregnancy related anxiety, as one of the most common psychological challenges during this
time, has negative short term and long term consequences for both maternal and fetal health.
Studies indicate that more than 50 percent of pregnant women experience some degree of
anxiety, which is associated with an increased risk of preterm birth, behavioral problems in
children, and maternal mental health difficulties.

While previous studies have mainly examined pregnancy anxiety using quantitative
methods, the present study adopts an interpretative phenomenological approach to explore the
subjective meanings and lived experiences of women regarding pregnancy-related anxiety.
The main distinction of this study lies in its methodology and the use of a qualitative design
(in contrast to the predominantly quantitative studies) to allow for an in-depth exploration of
the hidden dimensions of the phenomenon; its theoretical framework and focus on
interpreting experiences within Iran’s specific socio-cultural context; and its geographical
scope, examining this phenomenon within a community with unique cultural characteristics
(the city of Tabriz).

A systematic review of the literature indicates that although the factors influencing
pregnancy anxiety (such as hormonal changes, personality traits, and social support) have
been well identified, the qualitative understanding of these experiences in non-Western
societies has received less attention. By addressing this research gap, the present study
contributes to the development of the existing literature on maternal mental health.

Method

This qualitative study was conducted using a descriptive phenomenological approach. The
study population consisted of 20 pregnant women attending women’s health and obstetric
centers in the city of Tabriz, who were selected through purposive sampling until data
saturation was achieved. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews and
analyzed using Colaizzi’s seven-step method.

The main interview questions focused on defining the experience of anxiety, its
influencing factors, and coping strategies. Each interview lasted between 45 and 60 minutes
and was conducted in two sessions. To ensure the trustworthiness of the study, Lincoln and
Guba’s four criteria (credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability) were
applied. This included participant validation of the extracted themes, sample diversity in
terms of age and social background, and minimizing bias during the interview process. After
transcription, the data were coded and categorized, and main themes and subthemes were
identified.

Results

In this study, 20 female participants aged 21-40 years took part. Among them, seven had a
high school diploma, eleven were housewives, and five were in the third month of pregnancy.
The findings consisted of four main themes and twelve subthemes:

1.Physiological dimensions: physical symptoms (heart palpitations, shortness of breath,
muscle pain), history of specific illnesses (anxiety disorders, diabetes), and unhealthy habits
(smoking);  2.Psychological dimensions: personality traits (perfectionism,  pessimism),
negative emotions (fear, hopelessness), disturbed thoughts (worry about fetal abnormalities),
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and life stressors (history of miscarriage, marital problems); 3.Cultural dimensions: lack of
educational support, superstitious beliefs (seeking help from faith healers), and the need to
strengthen spirituality; 4.Socioeconomic dimensions: lack of social support (spousal neglect)
and financial difficulties (unemployment, medical expenses).

Discussion

The findings indicated that pregnancy anxiety is a multidimensional phenomenon shaped by
the interaction of physiological, psychological, cultural, and economic factors. Consistent
with previous studies, hormonal changes and underlying medical conditions were found to
intensify anxiety symptoms. Personality traits such as perfectionism, as well as inaccurate
cultural beliefs, were also identified as risk factors.

In addition, inadequate social support and economic pressures played a significant role in
exacerbating pregnancy-related anxiety. These findings are in line with studies such as
(McCarthy, 2021; Dunkel Schetter, 2022), which emphasize the importance of psychosocial
support during pregnancy. By focusing on Iran’s specific cultural context, the present study
identified a unique multidimensional pattern of factors influencing pregnancy anxiety, which
may serve as a foundation for designing culturally tailored interventions.

Conclusion

Pregnancy anxiety is influenced by physiological, psychological, cultural, and economic
factors. Addressing these dimensions is essential in designing comprehensive interventions to
reduce anxiety and improve maternal and fetal health.

Limitations

Focusing on a specific cultural context (Tabriz) allowed for a deeper analysis; however,
generalizing the results to other communities requires additional studies.

Future Studies

It is recommended that future studies adopt two main approaches: (1) designing multifaceted
interventions aligned with the four identified dimensions (biological, psychological, social,
and economic), and (2) conducting cross-cultural comparative studies within Iran. In
addition, a systematic evaluation of existing prenatal care programs in terms of their
effectiveness in reducing anxiety is essential.
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