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DISCUSSION

This study provides new estimates of abortion incidence
at the population and subgroup levels in Tehran, where
about 15% of Iran’s population resides. This is the first
study to analyze retrospective data collected from a survey
of married women aged 15–49.
The estimated abortion rates indicate that more than

11,500 abortions are performed annually in Tehran, and
9% of known pregnancies end in abortion. In contrast
with women in most countries, where the incidence of
abortion is highest among women in their 20s,9 the cur-
rent estimates reveal that women in Tehran are most like-
ly to obtain an abortion in their 30s. Moreover, the inci-
dence of abortion among married 15–19-year-olds appears
to be zero, which may be largely due to a strong desire for
childbearing early in marriage. However, respondents may
have underreported abortions that were performed before
marriage or during the engagement period. Taken togeth-
er, the high mean age at abortion among married women
in Tehran can be attributed to a rise in the age at marriage
and a strong preference to stop or space childbearing in
the mid-30s. 
Unlike the case in many countries in Western Europe

and North and South America, where U-shaped relation-
ships between the proportion of pregnancies ending in
abortion and age at abortion show high proportions
among adolescents,9 in Tehran the proportion was lowest
among married adolescents. A similar pattern has been ob-
served among married women in some Asian countries, es-
pecially those in Central Asia that have a Muslim majority
population.9 Possible reasons for this difference may be
higher levels of nonmarital sexual activity and unwanted
pregnancy among women in non-Asian countries, and a
greater motivation for postponing childbearing until they
complete their education or secure a job. 
This study found that 9% of abortions were obtained by

nulliparous women, including those who got pregnant be-
fore or during their engagement, or after getting married.
It is likely that many other women who got pregnant dur-
ing the engagement period and did not report their abor-
tions either proceeded to get married quickly or terminat-
ed their unplanned pregnancy by seeking a clandestine
abortion. Such abortions are usually underreported in de-
mographic surveys, because nonmarital pregnancies are
not socially or religiously acceptable. In addition, women
who were childless or had two children had the highest
proportions of pregnancies ending in abortion, suggesting
that in Tehran, women have abortions largely to limit or to
space births, or to delay the onset of childbearing.
The relationship between abortion and education level

varies across countries in the region: A positive correlation
between abortion and education has been observed in
Turkey, Armenia, Azerbaijan and Turkmenistan, whereas
in other Central Asian and Eastern European countries,
less-educated women appear more likely to seek abor-
tions.13,14 Although the present study found a positive re-
lationship between abortion rates and couples’ increasing

Reasons for Having an Abortion
•Fertility-related.Consistent with findings from 27 coun-
tries,12 the most common reasons given by women who re-
ported having had an abortion in the five years preceding
the Tehran survey were fertility-related (47%—Table 3).
The most frequently cited reason was to limit births
(36%); women cited spacing births and postponing child-
bearing 5% and 7% of the time, respectively. The preg-
nancies terminated for the latter reason mainly occurred
before or during engagement.
Among the 666 women who reported on why a neigh-

bor, friend or relative had had an abortion in the past year,
61% cited a fertility-related reason (Table 4): Forty-three
percent said that neither the husband nor the wife had
wanted to have more children, 4% said the husband had
wanted no more, and 10% and 5%, respectively, said the
main reason was to space births or postpone the initiation
of childbearing..
•Health-related. For 32% of abortions performed in the
past five years, a health-related reason was considered the
most important: Risk to fetal or maternal health was cited
20% and 7% of the time, respectively, and vaginal bleed-
ing during pregnancy in 5% of cases. Among respondents
who knew a woman who had had an abortion in the last
year, only 19% cited the reasons related to fetal or mater-
nal health (12% and 8%, respectively). 
•Socioeconomic. Twenty-one percent of abortions per-
formed in the five years preceding the survey were under-
taken for a socioeconomic reason: 19% for economic dif-
ficulty and 3% for a spousal relationship problem (divorce,
separation or a partner’s drug addiction). Fifteen percent
of respondents who knew another woman who had had
an abortion in the previous year said the main reason for
them undergoing the procedure was a socioeconomic
issue.

Contraceptive Failure and Abortion
Overall, 84% of abortions in the five years preceding the
survey resulted from contraceptive failures; women who
obtained the other 16% of abortions were not using a
method when they became pregnant (Table 5). Among all
abortions, withdrawal had been used in 45% of cases, the
pill in 16% and a condom in 11%. 

TABLE 5. Percentage distribution of abortions in the five
years preceding the survey, by contraceptive method used
at time of conception

Method %

None 15.8

Any traditional 52.6
Withdrawal 44.7
Rhythm 7.9

Any modern 31.6
Pill 15.8
Condom 10.5
IUD 5.3

Total 100.0


