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the factors that worsen the FOC is helpful in eliminating or modulating the fear. In this regard, we aim to
investigate the relationship between psychological factors and the increase of the FOC.

This scoping review study was conducted in 2023 by searching for related studies in
databases Scopus, Cochrane Library, ScienceDirect, Web of Science, IranDoc, Maglran, SID, and Google
Scholar using related keywords. After screening the titles, abstracts, and full texts, 10 eligible descriptive-
analytical studies were selected. Evaluation of their quality was done by the AXIS checklist.

[T The findings from 10 studies were divided into three groups based on the answer to the main re-
search question. Four studies showed the relationship between FOC and depression. Six studies showed
the relationship between FOC and anxiety, and three studies showed the relationship between FOC and
self-esteem. In all students, the relationships were statistically significant (P<0.05).

[@TEITETRY Psychological factors of depression, anxiety, and low self-esteem are related to the increased
FOC in women. In this regard, by designing intervention programs to eliminate related psychological fac-
tors, it is possible to prevent the increase of the FOC in women.

[ETEITE Anxiety, depression, Stress, Intensity, Fear of childbirth, Pregnant women

Extended Abstract reasons which can develop the fear of childbirth (FOC)

[3,4]. FOC is an unreasonable fear of labor in most preg-

Introduction nant women [5-7]. Most women, especially primiparous

women, experience a natural FOC due to being unfamil-

hildbirth is an exciting event for a mother iar with the labor process [8]. It is estimated that at least

[1-3], but sometimes it can be accompa- one out of five pregnant women has severe FOC, and

nied by worry and anxiety for various 6-13% of women experience severe and debilitating fear
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of FOC [9]. The results of a meta-analysis estimated its
global prevalence to be 14% [7-11]. In Iran, it is estimated
that 5-20% of women have FOC [9]. Abnormal FOC is
accompanied by daily anxieties, nightmares, and obvious
physical symptoms. The biggest consequence of FOC is
the mother’s request for elective cesarean section, which
can include all the consequences of cesarean section [12,
13].

Research has shown that 6-10% of FOC cases are as-
sociated with severe and debilitating consequences.
Sometimes, severe FOC leads to avoiding or denial of
pregnancy [12, 13]. Women with FOC may have a more
complicated labor process and are usually hospitalized in
the latent phase and can experience a longer labor [12,
13]. This causes more fatigue and anxiety for mothers,
and the probability of medical intervention in labor will
increase [12, 13]. Being exposed to emotional imbalance,
depression, intensification of fetal movements, premature
birth or miscarriage are among the complications of FOC
that affect the baby. At the same time, complications such
as anemia, hyperactivity, irritability, and malnutrition are
more common in children whose mothers suffered severe
FOC. Among the other causes of fear of childbirth, it has
been pointed out the inability or disturbance in marital re-
lations and the decrease in the sexual satisfaction of the
wife [12, 13]. The causes of FOC may include the inabil-
ity or disturbance in marital relations and the decrease in
the sexual satisfaction [12, 13]. A study on 85 Swedish
women with different socioeconomic characteristics to
investigate the causes of FOC showed that women’s pre-
vious experiences of childbirth, the existence of unstable
personality, anxiety disorders, and less social communi-
cation were the most important predictors of FOC and the
desire for cesarean section [14].

Therefore, predicting factors of FOC can be psycho-
logical factors [13-15]. These factors can affect women’s
personal lives and be related to their behaviors and per-
formance [16]. In some studies, psychological disorders
have been identified as predictors of 83% of abnormal
functions in women [12-15]. Since the control or man-
agement of the FOC is very important, and psychological
disorders can be related to many behaviors [11, 14, 15],
examining the psychological factors related to the inten-
sity of FOC can provide more comprehensive informa-
tion for interventions. A scoping review study can give us
access to several studies in this field. This type of review
studies, by identifying the evidence and clarifying key
concepts or definitions, aims to recognize and analysis
the in knowledge [17].
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To our knowledge, no scoping review or systematic re-
view has been conducted in this field. Therefore, the pres-
ent scoping review study aims to determine the psycho-
logical factors related to the severity of FOC.

Materials and Methods

This is a scoping review study, which was conducted
in five stages according to the JBI approach. These steps
are: 1) Identifying the research question, 2) Searching the
related studies, 3) Selecting relevant studies, 4) Charting
and summarizing the data, and 5) Reporting the results
[17]. In the first step, the question was determined as:
What are the psychological factors related to the inten-
sity of FOC? For searching the related studies, following
keywords were used in Persian and English: Relationship,
psychological factors, Fear of childbirth, predictive fac-
tors, women, severity. These keywords were used along
the Boolean operators (AND, OR). The search was per-
formed in Google Scholar, PubMed, Scopus, Cochrane Li-
brary, Science Direct, Web of Science, Scientific Information
Database (SID), IranDoc, and Maglran. All online articles
published from 2010 to May 3, 2023 were searched. The
reference list of identified articles was also manually
searched to find more related studies. The process of se-
lecting the final articles was done independently by two
researchers (first and last authors).

The inclusion criteria were determined based on the
PECO approach: Population (pregnant women), exposure
(intensity of FOC), comparison (women with no FOC),
and outcome (psychological factors). The observational
studies (case control, cohort, descriptive, cross-sectional,
and analytical), studies that investigated the relationship
between psychological factors and the intensity of FOC,
those met the PECO criteria, and those whose sample size
and their results were clear were included in the study.
The studies that did not meet the mentioned criteria, those
published in a language other than English and Farsi, and
those with unavailable full texts were excluded from the
study. The quality of articles was examined using the
AXIS checklist. It is mostly used to examine the quality
of studies in the field of medical sciences. The items of
this checklist have been developed based on a combina-
tion of evidence-based data, epidemiological data, experi-
ence of scholars, and experience of Delphi participants.
This tool examines five standard sections under the titles
of introduction, methods, results, discussion, and other in-
formation [19, 18] (Table 1).

Initial search yielded 1473 articles. Six articles were
also found by manual search. After removing duplicates,
unrelated articles were identified by reading titles and ab-
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stracts. After removing unrelated articles, 27 remained.
Nine studies were removed after reading their abstracts
and 8 were removed after reading their full texts. Finally,
9 articles were selected for the review (Table 2) and their
information including name of the authors, year of publi-
cation, study area, study purpose, sample size, tool, study
variables, and results were extracted (Figure 1)

Results
Participants

The participants in the studies were pregnant women or
women who had given birth (in the post-partum period).
They were in reproductive age and their age range was
from 15 to 48 years. The entry criteria for women were
reading and writing literacy, willingness to participate
in the study, pregnancy, or having FOC according to the
standard tool. In some studies, to control the effect of con-
founding factors such as age, level of education, history
of attending educational and counseling classes related to
the management of FOC, and having psychological dis-
orders in the last 6 months, were considered as exclusion
criteria. The total number of participants in the 10 studies
was 3909 [20-28].

Data classification

By reviewing the texts, the findings from 10 observa-
tional (descriptive-analytical) articles were placed in three
groups based on the answer to the main research ques-
tion. The first group included four articles that assessed
the relationship between FOC and depression (P<0.05 in
all studies) [5, 22, 24, 27]. The second group included six
articles that assessed the relationship between FOC and
anxiety (P<0.05 in all studies) [20, 2, 23, 25-27]. The third
group included three articles that assessed the relationship
between FOC and self-esteem (P<0.05 in all studies) [21,
22,28].

Prevalence of FOC

The overall prevalence of severe FOC in the general
population ranged from 5.3 to 11.13%, and the overall
prevalence of high FOC was 36.7%. The prevalence of
severe FOC was 7.4-12.4% in primiparous women and
4.3-9.7% in multiparous women [1-10].

Depression
Depression is related to the development and severity of

FOC 5,22, 24, 27] Although pregnancy often creates joy,
it is stressful for most women. One out of every 8 people
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suffers from depression and this number is almost twice
as high for women [29-31]. Adapting to or accepting the
motherhood role for a woman may be stressful and be a
prelude to the onset of depression. The presence of de-
pression can have many negative effects on the mother,
fetus/baby, or the family [31, 32]. The FOC, which occurs
in women before giving birth, may be related to depres-
sion. Four studies investigated the relationship between
depression and FOC [5, 22, 24, 27]. In these studies,
pregnant women or women who had given birth were
included, and the level of depression was evaluated with
the Beck depression inventory (BDI), the center for epi-
demiological studies-depression (CES-D) scale, and the
Edinburgh postnatal depression scale (EPDS). In all these
studies, depression and FOC had a direct and significant
relationship with each other. In one study, the odds ratio
was stated as OR=4.2 [27].

Anxiety

Anxiety disorders are common during pregnancy and
account for a large share of health problems [29]. FOC
can be the result of provoking factors such as anxiety [29,
30]. The results of the studies show that the prevalence of
anxiety disorders during pregnancy is higher than 30%,
which may have adverse effects on obstetric, fetal, and
neonatal outcomes. Hormones caused by having anxiety,
such as adrenal steroids, catecholamines, and corticotro-
pin-releasing hormone, have effects such as asphyxiation,
premature termination of pregnancy, halted fetal growth,
or immune system dysfunction. In six studies, the rela-
tionship between FOC and anxiety during pregnancy has
been mentioned [5, 20, 22, 24, 27]. Their results reported
a significant relationship between them. The range of P
was reported from 0.001 to 0.043. The instruments used
to measure anxiety in these studies were the Spielberger
state-trait anxiety inventory (STAI) and clinical interview.

Low self-esteem

Self-esteem is a part of a person’s self-concept, which
includes cognitive, behavioral, and emotional aspects. It
is the sense of personal value and self-worth [33]. Accord-
ing to Rosenberg, it is “the experience of being competent
to cope with the basic challenges of life and being worthy
of happiness”. Self-esteem derives from the difference
between the perceived self and the ideal self, such that a
high difference between the two leads to low self-esteem
[34]. Aklechi showed that low self-esteem causes behav-
iors such as reduced performance, feelings of inadequacy,
feelings of loneliness, and self-destructive behaviors [35].
In this study, 3 articles investigated the relationship be-
tween FOC and self-esteem [21, 22, 28]. The tools used
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Records screened
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|

Full-text articles
assessed for eligibility
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i

Articles included in the
review
(n=10)

Figure 1. Flowchart of the screening process of studies

in these studies were the Rosenberg self-esteem scale
(RSES), the Wijma delivery expectancy/experience ques-
tionnaire (W-DEQ), and the childbirth attitude question-
naire. In all these studies, the relationship between low
self-esteem and FOC was reported to be positive and sig-
nificant (P<0.05). In one study, in addition to indicating
a significant relationship, it was reported that the group
with no self-esteem was 1.7 times more likely to have
FOC than the group with self-esteem [28].

Records Removed

—_—> (Not relevant)
(n=198)

Records excluded after

e

reading abstracts

(n=9)
Full-text articles excluded

_ (n=8)

Qualitative Studies (n=5)

Mixed method Study (n=3)
Current Psychosomatic Research

Discussion

The present research has investigated the psychological
factors related to the severity of FOC. The FOC naturally
exists in all women and it is a natural thing, but if it is
worsened by the influence of any other factor, it can be-
come a problem and cause the consequences. In this re-
gard, it is necessary to examine the psychological factors
affecting the FOC in women to prevent the worsening of
FOC and the creation of uncontrollable fears [2-6]. In the
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Table 2. Specifications of the reviewed studies

Author’s
Name and Study Study . Study Vari-
YearofPubli- Country  Design Study Purpose Sample size able Measure Results
cation
Anxiety sensitivity is
Determination of 110 preenant considered as one
. the relationship preg . W-DEQ, STAI, and of the important
Spice et al. Cross- . women atthe  Anxiety and . . .
Canada - between anxiety the anxiety sensitiv-  risk factors of FOC,
2010 [20] sectional . 20th week of FOC o S
sensitivity and regnanc ity index and has a significant
FOC preg ¥ relationship with
FOC (P=0.001).
The intra-personal
factors such as self-
The questionnaires  -tcem, relation-
Determination q . ship satisfaction,
. assessed attitudes -
of intra-personal FOC, self- and body image
. 529 women toward pregnancy L
and inter- . esteem, . had a significant
Hamama-Raz Cross- (365 multipa- ) and birth, body . L
Israel . personal factors bodyimage, . relationship with
etal. 2017 [21] sectional rous and 173 . . image, self-esteem .
related to FOC . relationship . . . FOC, while factors
. primiparous) . . and life satisfaction
in pregnant satisfaction . . such as age, educa-
and relationship .
women satisfaction tion, and number
' of births had no
significant relation-
ship with FOC
There was a
Determiningthe 191 pregnant FOC. depres- CES-D scale, significant relation-
Demsar et al. Slovenia Cross- prevalenceand  women at the si(;n aﬁ:d STAl, W-DEQ, the ship between FOC
2018 [5] sectional risk factors of 32nd week of anx,iet satisfaction with life and depression
FOC pregnancy ¥ scale (SWLS) (P=0.021) and anxi-
ety (P=0.032).
- The state and
Determining . X
. . trait anxiety had a
the relationship S -
e —— significant direct
e self-’ FOC, marital A researcher-made relationship with
Akhlaghi, 2013 Cross- esteem, marital 100 primipa- sz, FO(.: Questllonna|r.e, LG [P0 eis
Iran . . . self-esteem,  Enrich marital satis- esteem, depres-
[22] sectional satisfaction,and  rous women . . ~ )
R —— s depression, faction scale, RSES, sion, and marital
. anxiety STAI, and BDI satisfaction had no
factors with FOC L .
o e el significant relation-
women ship with FOC
(P>0.05).
Determining
the relahgnshlp . Expgrlentlal Acceptance and ac-  Experiential avoid-
of experiential 300 primipa- avoidance, . . . .
o idance rous pregnant coanitive tion questionnaire- ance, difficulty
Mirzaei Dahka avol ’ preg en II, the difficultiesin  regulating emotion,
1. 2020 Cross- cognitive fusion, women aged fusion, . . o, )
etal. Iran . o . - emotion regulation  and cognitive fusion
sectional  and difficulty in 18-35, at the difficulty . ) > N
23] ; . . . scale, Gillanders’s  had a direct and sig-
emotion regula- gestational in emotion N . - . :
. ) . cognitive fusion nificant relationship
tion with FOC age 28-36 regulation ) . .
R questionnaire with FOC (P<0.05).
in primiparous and FOC
women
Determining the
relationship of
FQC |r1 Italian 188 women FOC, anxiety, W-DEQ, EPD§,. Social s.upport,
Molgora et al. primiparous . o . STAI, and multidi- depression, and
Cross- in the 34-36 depression . . .
2017 Italy . pregnant mensional scale of  anxiety can predict
sectional . week of and couple B . .
[24] women with R perceived social the FOC in women
pregnancy adjustment

anxiety, depres-
sion and couple
adjustment

support

(P<0.01).
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Author’s
Name and Study Study . Study Vari-
Yearof Publi- Country  Design Study Purpose Sample size able Measure Results
cation
?t;:’zdrg:;:?g Lt)l;? 100 pregnant There was a weak
Kananikandeh P P g . Anxiety sensitivity  positive correlation
Cross- tween FOCand  womeninthe FOC and anxi- .
ctal. 2022 Turkey sectional  anxiety sensitiv-  28-40™"weeks ety sensitivity index, between FOC and
[25] ey STAI, W-DEQ anxiety sensitivity
ity in pregnant  of pregnancy
(P=0.043).
women
W_DEQ.’ Chllfjblrth There was a direct
. 624 Pregnant Self-Efficacy inven- L
Determining psy- . . and significant re-
. . women in FOC, self-ef- tory, multidimen- . .
Catak Bilgin chosocial factors - - . lationship between
Cross- o . thelastthree ficacy, social sional scale of .
2020 Turkey . predicting FOC in . : anxiety and FOC. All
sectional . months of support, and perceived social .
[26] Turkish pregnant . psychological fac-
pregnancy anxiety support, STAI, pre- .
women . tors were significant
natal self-evaluation .
. . predictors.
questionnaire
More than half
(56.2%) of the
women with FOC
did not have anxiety
Determining the 1642 preg- oervcleerptrszsu:;:nivev-
Storksen et al Cross- FOC level and nantwoman  FOC, depres- W-DEQ, Hopkins ofa'mxie':) (odds
2012 us . its relationship at32-38* sion, and symptom checklist, . ¥ o
[27] sectional with anxiety and weeks of anxiety EPDS ratio=2.4, 95% Cl,
depression regnanc >-2%-1.1%) and
P preg ¥ depression (odds
ratio=8.4, 95%
Cl, 4.8%-14.7%)
increased the
prevalence of FOC.
There was a posi-
tive and significant
relationship be-
Assessing the 125 primipa- tween self-esteem
Raudasoja et al. Cross- effect of self- rous?/vompen Self-esteem and FOC (P<0.05).
2021 Finland . esteem on FOC RSES and W-DEQ The group with no
sectional . - 4 weeks after and FOC
[28] and birth experi- R self-esteem was 1.7
delivery . .
ence times more likely to
have FOC compared
to the group with
self-esteem

current research, 10 related studies were reviewed. De-
pression, anxiety, and low self-esteem were the examined
psychological factors related to FOC, which have been
introduced in a wide range of studies [20-28]. FOC can
occur before, during, or after childbirth. Currently, it has
increased in the world [37, 38]. Spic et al. in 2010 [20]
investigated the level of anxiety and FOC using reliable
questionnaires. They found that the severity of FOC was
higher in women who suffer from anxiety. This relation-
ship was reported as positive and statistically significant.
Demsar [5] and Akhlaghi [22] conducted descriptive-
analytical studies in Slovenia and Iran, respectively, to
determine the level of anxiety in pregnant women with
moderate to high FOC, and reported a direct and signifi-
cant relationship between anxiety and FOC. Citak Bilgin
in 2020 [26] and Kananikandeh in 2022 [25] by examin-
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ing the level of anxiety and the FOC in pregnant women
in Turkey, also reached a consistent result. They reported
that higher anxiety in pregnant women causes their great-
er FOC.

Depression is an important psychological factor that is
related to many human affairs [38] such as FOC in preg-
nant women. Four descriptive-analytical studies inves-
tigated this relationship. In 2012, Storksen investigated
1642 women at 32-38 weeks of pregnancy using W-DEQ
and EPDS tools, and found that the level of depression in
women with FOC was much higher than in women with
no FOC [28]. Akhlaghi [22] also found the same result in
Iran. Molgora in 2017 [24] and Demsar in 2018 [5] also
confirmed the relationship of depression with FOC.

Zeinab Hamzehgardeshi, et al. Psychological Factors Related to the Severity of Fear of Childbirth. CPR. 2023; 1(4):410-431.
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Many decisions of people in life are affected by their
self-esteem [39]. According to Rosenberg, low self-es-
teem can worsen psychological disorders. He suggested
that strengthening and increasing self-esteem is one of the
ways to save people from psychological disorders [39,
40]. The FOC, which is developed by mental disorders
in pregnant women, can be related to the self-esteem of
women. In 2021, Raudasoja studied 125 primiparous
women in Finland using the RSES and W-DEQ. He
found that self-esteem in pregnant women can predict the
level of FOC [28]. The results of Hamama-Raz in 2017
[21] and Akhlaghi in 2012 [22] are also in line with these
findings.

In the reviewed studies, despite the difference in the
value of correlation with FOC, there was no information
contradiction. In future studies, this point should be taken
into account by examining the degree of correlation be-
tween related factors and FOC to understand the intensity
and strength of each factor.

Conclusion

Some psychological factors have a direct and significant
relationship with the intensity of FOC in pregnant women
including depression, anxiety, and low self-esteem, which
can be the predictors of FOC. By improving self-esteem
and reducing depression and anxiety of pregnant women
through intervention programs by experts, the FOC and
its complications can be reduced. Although the articles
meeting the inclusion criteria were identified and re-
viewed in this study, some published studies may have
been missed due to the lack of access to all databases (e.g.
Psycholnfo). In addition, due to heterogeneity between
studies in terms of the used instruments, conducting a
meta-analysis was not possible. Despite these limitations,
this review study has some practical implications for the
healthcare system. The results can help health profession-
als, psychologists and psychiatrists, midwifery experts,
consultants, and gynecologists in developing the neces-
sary educational programs and designing clinical trials for
pregnant women.
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