Journal of Population Association of Iran, Vol.19, No.38, Autumn & Winter 2024

¢ Original Research Article
Ethnic Differences in Childbearing Ideals and Behaviors in Iran

Rasoul Sadeghi'’, Zahra Abedini?, Mahdi Malmir?, Marzieh Ebrahimi*

Abstract
The study of ethnic differences in childbearing preferences and behaviors has attracted
demographers and policy makers, due to its impact on future social and demographic
compositions and trends. The aim of this article is to explore ethnic differences in
childbearing ideals and behaviors in Iran using data from the National Family Survey
(2018). The sample size includes 1302 married women aged 15 to 44, living in urban areas
of the country. The results showed that childbearing ideals and behaviors vary significantly
among different ethnic groups. Baloch women have the highest number of children ever
born, ideal family size, and desire to have (another) child, while Gilak/Mazandarani
women have the lowest. Multivariate analysis showed a significant effect of ethnicity on
childbearing ideals and behaviors. However, socioeconomic and demographic variables
slightly reduced the role of ethnicity, supporting the ethnic/cultural hypothesis. When
controlling for other variables, Gilak/Mazandarani women exhibit fewer childbearing
preferences and behaviors compared to Persian women. Conversely, Kurdish, Arab, and
particularly Baluch women have more childbearing preferences and behaviors. Therefore,
ethnicity plays a crucial role in fertility preferences and behaviors. Consequently, it is
essential to consider ethnic diversity in population policies and programs when addressing
fertility.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Iranian society is characterized by its ethnic diversity, with Persian being the
majority. In addition to Persian, there are eight major ethnic groups in Iran, including
Turk, Kurd, Lur, Arab, Baloch, Gilak, Mazandarani, and Turkmen. Fertility transition
has taken place across all regions and social, ethnic, and cultural subgroups in Iran.
However, the pace and extent of fertility transition vary among different ethnic
groups, possibly due to cultural and ethnic factors. Each ethnic group has unique
traditions and lifestyle characteristics that contribute to the preservation of their
heritage and adaptation to their environment. Given the diverse ethnic and cultural
landscape of Iranian society, this article aims to examine the impact of ethnic

differences on fertility ideals and behaviors, as well as the factors influencing them.

Methods and Data

The data for this study were collected from the National Family Survey (NFS) in
2018. The research design is quantitative and employs a cross-sectional approach. The
sample was selected using multi-stage cluster sampling. It consisted of 1302 married
women aged 15 to 44 residing in urban areas of the country. Approximately 55% of
the sample was from provincial capital cities, while the remaining 45% was from
random cities across 31 provinces. City blocks were randomly selected in each city,
followed by households within each block. Finally, a subsample of household

members was chosen for the interview.

The dependent variable in the study includes behaviors, ideals, and tendencies
related to childbearing. Fertility behavior was measured using the indicator of the
number of children ever born. Fertility preferences were also measured using two
indicators: the number of ideal children and the desire to have a child (or another
child).

Findings

The findings revealed that, on average, women have 1.7 children at the time of the
survey and express an average ideal family size of 2.8 children. This finding indicates
that women's actual fertility is approximately one child lower than their desired
fertility. This trend aligns with the overall pattern of below-replacement fertility seen

in many countries. The significant gap between fertility intentions and actions
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underscores the importance of family policies aimed at addressing barriers that
impede individuals from realizing their childbearing goals. Moreover, the study found
variations in fertility behaviors and ideals among women from different ethnic
groups. Baloch women have the highest average number of living children, while
Gilak/Mazandarani women have the lowest. These differences extend to ideal family
size and desire for another children. Despite a general decline in fertility rates across
all ethnic groups, the factors influencing childbearing decisions, ideal family size, and
desire for another child vary among various ethnic groups. Even after accounting for
other variables, Gilak/Mazandarani women exhibit lower preferences and behaviors
related to childbearing, while Kurdish, Arab, and particularly Baloch women show
higher preferences and behaviors. Although ethnicity was found to have a significant
independent impact on fertility ideals and behaviors in the multivariate analysis,
economic and demographic factors mitigate the influence of ethnicity on norms and
behaviors. This supports the ethnic/cultural perspective, which suggests that ethnic
and cultural norms play a role in shaping fertility behaviors. While socioeconomic
disparities may explain some differences in fertility outcomes among ethnic groups,
ethnic and cultural factors, reflecting ethnic norms, also exert an independent

influence.

Conclusion and Discussion

Therefore, while economic and social inequalities play a role in reducing the
differences in fertility rates among ethnic groups, they do not completely eliminate
them. Ethnic differences in fertility preferences and behaviors cannot be solely
attributed to economic and social factors, as the influence of ethnic values and norms
is significant. Therefore, it is crucial to consider cultural and ethnic factors in

population policies.

Although ethnic differences in fertility have been extensively studied, the
underlying reasons for these differences remain unclear. Explanations for these
variations are still lacking, indicating a need for further research in this area.
Understanding the complex foundations of fertility intentions and norms across
different ethnic groups is essential. It is important to examine the role of social
structure in sahping these patterns. Therefore, future studies should focus on
qualitative approaches to provide a comprehensive understanding of the reasons

behind ethnic differences in fertility.
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