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In recent decades, fertility behavior and the perceived value of children
among young Iranians have undergone significant changes, with fertility
rates declining below the replacement level. This has raised serious
concerns regarding the country's demographic structure and socio-
economic planning. Fertility decisions are influenced by a variety of
factors, such as individual, familial, economic, and social characteristics.
The objective of this investigation was to investigate the actual fertility of
married women of reproductive age in Ahvaz, Iran, and to identify the
socio-demographic factors that are associated with it. Women residing in
urban regions of Ahvaz, aged 15 to 49, were the subjects of this
quantitative, survey-based investigation. A multistage cluster sampling
method was employed to select participants. A structured questionnaire
was employed to gather data, which encompassed actual fertility
information, perceived social support, and socio-demographic and
economic characteristics. Descriptive statistics, correlation tests, mean
difference tests, and linear regression analysis were implemented to
analyze the data. Bivariate analysis demonstrated that actual fertility was
significantly and positively correlated with age, spouse's age, and
duration of marriage, while education level and income were negatively
correlated. In addition, the actual fertility of women was positively and
significantly correlated with perceived social support, suggesting that
women with stronger social networks and higher perceived support
tended to have more children. These results emphasize the significance of
fortifying social support networks within families and communities to
encourage fertility behavior. They can also assist policymakers in the
development of effective demographic support programs.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Fertility behaviors and attitudes toward childbearing among young people in Iran have
undergone substantial changes in recent decades, with fertility rates falling below
replacement levels, notably in major cities. This trend has prompted significant
apprehensions regarding socio-economic planning and demographic structure. The factors
that influence fertility behavior and the identification of strategies to increase fertility
rates have been the focus of researchers and policymakers as a result of these shifts.
Couples' decisions regarding childbearing are significantly influenced by individual,
family, economic, social, and cultural factors. Perceived social support is a critical factor
in this context, as it can have a direct and indirect impact on the fertility intentions and
behaviors of women and families. An individual's perception of being valued, connected,
and supported within social networks is referred to as perceived social support. This can
influence fertility behaviors by reducing stress, increasing psychological security, and
enhancing satisfaction. The supportive role of social networks and interpersonal
relationships in the lives of women and their families is underscored by a variety of
theories and models of social support, such as protective, direct, perceptual, hierarchical-
compensatory, and resource-allocation approaches. These models imply that fertility
behavior and related decisions can be influenced by the quality and quantity of social
relationships and an individual's perception of received support. The objective of this
investigation was to investigate the role of perceived social support among married
women of reproductive age in Ahvaz, as well as actual fertility and its socio-demographic
determinants.

Methodology

A quantitative, survey-based design was implemented in the investigation. Women aged
15-49 who resided in urban areas of Ahvaz comprised the target population. Municipal
districts were divided into three clusters based on socio-economic characteristics, and
districts and blocks within each cluster were randomly selected using a multistage cluster
sampling method. Ultimately, 400 women who were eligible for participation were
recruited. The data were collected using a structured questionnaire that consisted of three
sections: actual fertility information, perceived social support, and socio-demographic
characteristics. Cronbach's alpha and content validity methodologies were employed to
verify the instrument's reliability and validity. The perceived social support construct
exhibited a high level of internal consistency (a > 0.7).

Findings

The results showed that the majority of women were between the ages of 27 and 36, and
the majority were involved in homemaking. The majority of respondents belonged to the
lower-middle class, and the maximum educational attainment was secondary education,
followed by university-level education. This was revealed by their socio-economic status.
Arabs were the most numerous ethnic community, followed by Lurs and Persians. The
majority of women were Shia, and they lived in rental or mortgaged units that ranged
from 60 to 207 square meters. Their households consisted of an average of four members.
In terms of actual fecundity, the most prevalent option was to have two children, while
perceived social support was evenly distributed among low, medium, and high levels,
with the low category slightly elevated. The statistical analyses revealed that the actual
fertility was significantly and positively correlated with the age of women, the age of their
husbands, and the duration of their marriage. Conversely, it was negatively correlated
with income and education. The findings of this study suggest that a higher number of
children is associated with older age and a longer marital duration, whereas a decline in
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fertility is associated with higher education and income. Furthermore, the actual fecundity
of women was significantly positively correlated with their perceived social support;
women who possessed stronger social networks and higher perceived support were more
likely to have children. These results are consistent with previous research conducted in
Iran and other countries, suggesting that fertility intentions and behaviors can be
influenced by social support from family, spouse, acquaintances, and expanded networks.

Conclusion and Discussion

The significance of fortifying social support networks within families and communities to
encourage fertility behavior is emphasized in the study. These results can be used by
policymakers and demographic planners to develop effective programs that promote
childbearing by increasing the quality of familial and social relationships and enhancing
social support. It is particularly crucial to consider factors such as the enhancement of
couples' social capital and perceived social support in light of the anticipated increase in
the elderly population and the declining fertility in Khuzestan Province. The current study
illustrates that social support not only enhances psychological satisfaction and reduces
stress in women, but also significantly influences fertility intentions and behaviors,
thereby promoting sustainable socio-economic development and population policies.
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