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Abortion is a sensitive issue, and estimating its prevalence often faces methodological
challenges. This study aimed to estimate the prevalence of induced abortions in Tehran in
2023 using the Network Scale-Up Method (NSUM), purposive sampling and face-to-face
interviews. The participants consisted of 2640 women aged 18-49 living in 22 districts of
Tehran. Based on the logic of the Network Scale-Up Method and by applying the Maximum
Likelihood Method, the size of the active network size of respondents was 107. Using the
Probabilistic Method and applying a correction factor related to induced abortion, the annual
number of induced abortions was estimated at 13300 abortions. The annual rate of induced

abortions in Tehran in 2023 was 5.2 abortions per 1000 women. Estimating the prevalence

Method. . . . . L. . . . .
of induced abortions, particularly in restrictive environments, is crucial for population

planning and policy-making. The study recommends using alternative indirect estimation

methods in Tehran and conducting similar studies in other cities across the country.

Introduction

Abortion in countries with restrictive laws differs significantly from that in other contexts. In these countries, there
are often no scientific statistics on abortion, and research on this subject faces major limitations. In Iran, abortion is
illegal, and the only official statistics available are statements by officials on websites and news agencies, which report
an annual abortion rate of 250,000 to 650,000. Few scientific studies have been conducted on the annual number of
abortions in Iran. For example, a study by Erfani and Shojaei (2018) estimated the annual abortion rate in Iran at
101,000. These statistical inconsistencies are one of the necessities of research on abortion in Iran, because any
statement about demographic events, as well as effective planning and policy-making, requires knowledge of the
incidence of abortion. Statistics from the country's authorities show that abortions in Iran are not decreasing. In
countries like Iran, where the population is aging and the birth rate is declining, the prevalence of induced abortions

is a critical issue.
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Research also shows that unsafe abortions are more prevalent in countries with restrictive abortion laws, and this has
a significant impact on the health and well-being of women and girls. Scientific estimation of induced abortion
prevalence in developing countries is both necessary and important. This study aimed to estimate the annual number

of induced abortions in Tehran.
Methods and Data

This study employed the Network Scale-Up method. The research data are the result of a cross-sectional study
conducted in the spring and summer of 2024 in Tehran with 2640 women aged 18-49 who had lived in Tehran for at
least five years and were selected through multi-stage sampling. In the first stage, three to four main and high-traffic
squares were identified in each of Tehran’s 22 districts. Then, an average of 30-40 women (about 120 women in each
district) were selected in each square using purposive and convinence sampling. The data were collected through
structured face-to-face interviews. The questionnaire consisted of two sections: 1- Demographic characteristics of the
respondent (age, education, income status, and marital status), and 2- research questions.

The research questions were designed in two sections. In the first section, the standard definition of “knowing” was
first explained to participants. To estimate the social network size, respondents answered 20 reference-group questions
based on selected female names. In this section, we asked respondents, according to the definition of knowing in their
surroundings, how many women aged 18-49 living in Tehran with the names selected as reference groups do they
know?

In the second section of the questionnaire, we asked respondents, among the people they know, whether they knew
any women aged 18-49 in Tehran who had attempted an abortion at least once in the past year.

Findings

Participants ranged in age from 18 and 49 years. The mean age of the respondents was 32.7 (% 7.8) years, and about
66% of them were over 30 years old. 90% of the respondents had a university education, one-third were married, and
two-thirds reported having an income. Five of the 20 reference groups were excluded from analysis. Using 15
demographic subgroups, the mean C value among respondents was 107 (SD=19.89). C values ranged from 52 to 186.
114 respondents (4.3%) reported knowing at least one woman who had attempted an abortion in 2023. Using the
estimated C value and the social network calculation formula (Shokouhi et al., 2014), the abortion rate in Tehran was
calculated. To reduce the information transfer bias error, the induced abortion correction factor (Zamanian et al.,
2016) was applied within the network scale-up method (NSUM). Using the probabilistic method in NSUM, the annual
number of induced abortions in Tehran was estimated at 13,302, corresponding to a rate of 5.15 per 1,000 women in
2023.

Discussion and Conclusion

The interview process showed that people have difficulty reporting abortion, even within their social networks. Many
expressed concern about disclosing abortion to others, particularly single women. The findings show that single
women were more likely than married women to disclose abortion within their social networks. The highest level of
awareness of abortion was found in people aged 30-39. Awareness of abortion was positively associated with
education. Women with higher incomes were more likely to know someone who had undergone an abortion.

This study confirms the findings of Erfani and Shojaei (2018). The difference in the estimated amount in the two
studies does not necessarily mean an increase in abortions in Tehran, the earlier study estimated abortions among
married women in Tehran, whereas this study estimated intentional abortions among all women aged 18-49,
regardless of their marital status. The findings of this study have estimated a lower number compared to the study by
Zamanian et al. (2019a) in Kerman and Mottaghi et al. (2013). This difference may reflect underreporting by
respondents — stemming from limited knowledge of high-risk behaviors in their networks or reluctance to disclose
them - or th widespread use of effective contraceptives among Tehrani women. It should be noted that underreporting
of induced abortions in surveys is common in both restrictive and permissive legal contexts (Jones & Kost, 2007).
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