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ABSTRACT

BACKGROUND

In recent years, there has been a significant decrease in childbearing rates
in many parts of the world. Young people who delay their marriage plans
for various reasons also indirectly delay their childbearing to advanced
ages. Postponed childbearing may lead to increased health risks for both
mother and child. This study aimed to determine attitude towards fertility
and childbearing in female university students.

METHODS

This cross-sectional study involved 259 female university students.
The data were collected with Attitudes Toward Fertility and
childbearing Scale (AFCS). Data were analyzed using t test and one-
way ANOVA.

RESULTS

In the study 92.7% of the students wanted to become a future mother.
The importance of fertility for the future mean score of the students
with low income level (21.56+8.14) was found to be lower than the
students with medium (25.80+6.51) and high income level
(25.29+4.37) (p<0.05). The importance of fertility for the future mean
score of only-child students (22.57+7.09) was lower than that of the
other students (25.82+6.45). The importance of fertility for the future
mean score of the students who did not have a date was also found to
be lower than the students who had a date (p<0.05).

CONCLUSION

In the study, students with a low income level, who are an only child and
who do not have a date during the study care less about fertility for the
future. Also, students with a single-parent family, with siblings, and no
previous sexual intercourse identify childbearing more with female identity.
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INTRODUCTION

In recent years, there has been a significant
decrease in childbearing rates in many parts of
the world. From 1990 to 2019, the global
childbearing rate per woman declined from 3.2
to 2.5. This rate is estimated to fall down to 2.2 in
2050 and 1.9 in 2100.% As in the rest of the world,
childbearing rates also tend to decrease in Turkey,
from 2.7 children to 2.3 in the past 25 years.®
The decline in childbearing rates all over the world
is thought to be influenced by factors such as the
increased education level of women, the
widespread use of birth control, and delayed ages
of marriage and childbearing.® In Turkey,
childbearing rates differ depending on the region,
education level, and income level.®

The decision to bear children is a
multifaceted process that is influenced not only
by individual, social, and economic factors but
also by social policies.® Technological
advancements and economic changes have
affected people’s lifestyles all over the world. The
fact that women are more active in working life
and the spread of individualization with
globalization has disrupted the traditional family
structure.® Increased education, employment,
and career opportunities for women have
impacted motherhood and reproductive behaviors.
As women took on more active roles in business
life and began to move away from home life to
achieve their business goals, the number of
nuclear families of two has begun to increase.
Consequently, many European countries have
experienced a decrease in the number of births
and a rise in delayed childbearing age.©®
Postponing parenting for individual, social,
economic, and social reasons is not always a
conscious process, but it can also cause an
increase in the incidence of infertility.®

In Turkey, the acceptance of childbearing
and having an active sexual life is associated with
marriage. The median age of first marriage for
Turkish women in the 25-49 age group is 21.4
years. The age of first marriage stands higher in
western countries, urban women, and women

196

Attitudes toward fertility and childbearing

with higher education levels.® Young and
educated women delay their plans regarding
childbearing to advanced ages to continue their
education, achieve their career and business goals,
and achieve economic independence, thanks to
the developed contraceptive methods.” Young
people who delay their marriage plans for various
reasons also indirectly delay their childbearing to
advanced ages.® Most young people are
considering having children in the future, but cite
some reasons for delaying childbearing, such as
career goals.!?

Considering the social status of women in
this way, it can be said that the most appropriate
age for giving birth is between 25-35 years, when
they have completed their education and gained
some skills in business life.!) However, the
decreasing number and quality of ovarian follicles
with advanced maternal age cause loss of
reproductive potential, widespread use of assisted
reproductive techniques, and increased obstetric
morbidity and perinatal complications.*'? On the
other hand, studies on the subject show that young
women who consider postponing motherhood to
later dates do not have enough information about
the time of childbearing.'¥

In this context, from a cultural and social
point of view, it is very important to determine
the perspectives of young women on childbearing
and having children in conservative societies such
as Turkey, where the status of women is accepted
as equivalent to fertility, in terms of determining
fertility and reproductive policies in the future.*!9
When the national literature on the subject is
examined, it is seen that there are a limited
number of quantitative studies to determine the
fertility and childbearing behaviors and attitudes
of young women, mostly qualitative studies.!>!®
Regarding the Attitudes Toward Fertility And
Childbearing Scale (AFCS) scale developed by
Soderberg et al.,® Persian and Japanese versions
have been published, and Turkish validity and
reliability studies have been conducted. The
information about the attitudes among university
students for timing of their parenthood is scanty.
A previous study among female students (n=300)
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visiting a Student Health Centre in Sweden,
showed that female university students are not
very concerned about having children before they
get ‘too old’ and had an acceptable understanding
about fertility."” Another study in female
university students in Cameroon, showed that
most of the female students intend to have
children in the future, but their fertility awareness
knowledge was suboptimal.!'®

Considering the fact that a deeper
understanding of the attitudes towards fertility and
motherhood may help clarify the decision to have
children among young individuals in Turkish-young
females, there is a great need for further study in
this area. Therefore the current study aimed to
determine the attitude towards fertility and
childbearing in female university students

METHODS

Research design

This cross-sectional study was carried out
with female university students studying at the
undergraduate department of a state university
between May and June 2019.

Research subjects

The study population consisted of 450 female
students continuing their education in the relevant
department of the university as 0of 2019. Since it
was impossible to reach the whole population in
terms of time, costs, and application, the sample
size was calculated using the simple random
sampling formula.

In the validity and reliability study of the
AFCS scale, it was calculated as 26.52+5.98 for
the future importance subscale, 28.06+8.25 for
the present obstacle subscale and 15.68+5.41 for
the femininity identity subscale.!®
The sample size required for the future importance
subscale was:

2 2
teo"*5% 1962 x 5.982

" d? (2652 * 0.05)2
The sample size for the present obstacle sub-
dimension was:
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2 2
te,"*S" 19628257
d2  (28.06%0.05)2

The sample size for the femininity identity sub-
dimension:

133

n =

2 2
te " *S% 1962« 5.412

42~ (1568+005)2 81

n =

The Attitudes Toward Fertility And
Childbearing Scale (AFCS) used consists of 3
sub-dimensions, and there is only one study in
Turkey in which the validity and reliability of this
scale was tested.!” Since the evaluation of the
AFCS scale was calculated for each sub-
dimension, the calculation of the sample size in
this study was made separately for each sub-
dimension. The effect sizes in the calculations
are 5% of the arithmetic mean. As a result of the
calculations, the sample sizes of the AFCS scale
were determined to be 79 for the future
importance sub-dimension, 133 for the current
barriers sub-dimension, and 181 for the identity
of women sub-dimension. It was understood that
the sample size to be selected in this study should
be at least 181. All students who met the inclusion
criteria and gave their written consent to
participate were included. The study was
completed with 259 students.

The inclusion criteria were: 1). volunteering
to participate; ii).being a female university student
in the undergraduate program; and iii) single
student aged >18 years. The exclusion criteria
were: 1) having experienced a previous pregnancy
or childbirth, and ii) having physical, mental, visual
or auditory disabilities that may prevent reading,
understanding, and answering the items in the
questionnaire to be filled by the participants.

Data collection

Female university students who did not meet
the inclusion criteria or did not agree to participate
after being rationally informed about the study
were excluded. Although the minimum sample
size was 181, the researchers distributed 300
questionnaires, considering possible losses. At the
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Table 1. Distribution of student’s characteristics

(n=259)

Characteristics n %
Age ( years)

<19 70 27.0

20-22 160 618

>23 29 11.2
Place of birth

City 68 26.3

District 108  41.7

Village 83 32.0
Place of residence

City 81 31.3

District 127  49.0

Village 51 19.7
Income level

Low 25 9.7

Middle 213 828

High 21 8.1
Student residence

Dormitory 156  60.2

With friends at student house 63 24.3

At home with my family 40 15.4
Being only child

Yes 37 14.3

No 222 85.7
Family type

Nuclear 200 77.2

Extended 59 22.8
Single-parent family

Yes 44 17.0

No 215 83.0
Education level of the mother

Literate or primary school graduate 196  75.7

Middle school-high school graduate 24 93
15.1

College-University 39
Education level of the father

Literate-Primary School Graduate 84 324

Middle school-high school graduate 118  45.6

end of the data collection 285 questionnaires were
received. After excluding incomplete and
incorrectly filled questionnaires, a total of 259
forms were left to be evaluated. A total of 26
questionnaires were not included in the analysis
due to insufficient or blank responses. The students
were reached during their breaks. Each of the
students completed their questionnaire in 15
minutes on average. Explanations about the study
were made by the researchers and written
informed consent was obtained from the students.

198

Attitudes toward fertility and childbearing

Data collection tools

During data collection, a personal
information form was used, consisting of 12
questions about the sociodemographic
characteristics of the students, namely age, place
of birth, place of residence, monthly income,
perceived family income, student residence, being
an only child, family type (single-parent family),
education level of the mother and father, working
status of the mother, dating at the time of the
study, previous sexual intercourse, and desire to
have children in the future.

The attitudes towards
childbearing scale (AFCS)

To determine the attitudes of female
university students towards fertility and
childbearing, the Attitudes towards Fertility and
Childbearing Scale (AFCS) was used, which was
developed by Soderberg et al.?® and tested for
Turkish reliability and validity by Damar."® The
AFCS was developed for nulliparous women
between the ages of 20-30 to determine attitudes
towards fertility and childbearing, and the second
version of the scale was revised in 2015.9 Tt is
a 27-item five-point likert-type scale (1-strongly
disagree; 2- disagree; 3-neither agree nor
disagree; 4-agree; 5-strongly agree). Lower
scores indicate negative attitudes towards fertility
and childbearing. The scale consists of 3
subscales on the importance of fertility for the
future (8 items), seeing childbearing as a
hindrance at present (13 items), and the female
identity (6 items). Scores range between 8-40
points for the importance of fertility for the future
subscale, 13-65 points for the childbearing as a
hindrance at present subscale, and 6-30 points
for the female identity subscale. The Cronbach
alpha coefficients of the original scale and the
subscales range between 0.862 and 0.945. In the
Turkish reliability and validity study by Damar,'®
the total Cronbach alpha coefficient of the scale
was found to be 0.82, and the coefficients for
the subscales were 0.89 for childbearing as a
hindrance at present, 0.92 for importance of
fertility for the future, and 0.90 for female identity.

fertility and



Univ Med

In our study, Cronbach alpha coefficients were
0.83 for the whole scale, 0.91 for the “future
importance” subscale, 0.84 for the childbearing
as a hindrance at present subscale and 0.81 for
the female identity subscale.

Data analysis

Statistical analysis was performed using the
SPSS for Windows 22.0 software. In statistical
evaluation, percentage and mean values were
calculated. After evaluating the data for
conformity to a normal distribution, t test and
ANOVA were used. Mean scores were given
together with standard deviation (SD) (Mean+
SD) and p<0.05 was accepted as the statistical
significance level.

Ethics

Permission was obtained from the
researcher who carried out the Turkish validity
study of the scale. Before data collection
informed consent was obtained from the students.
In order to conduct the study, approval was
obtained from the Hitit University Ethics
Committee (No. 2019-106).

RESULTS

In the study, 61.8% of the students were
aged between 20-22 years. We found that 26.3%
of the students were born in the city, 49% lived in
a district, and 82.8% had a moderate income level.
We also found that 60.2% of the students lived in
dormitories, 77.2% had extended families, 14.13%
were an only child, and 17% had a single-parent
family. In addition, 75.7% of the students had
mothers who were literate or primary school
graduates, 45.6% had fathers who were middle
or high school graduates, and 36.3% had working
mothers. Finally, 40.9% of the students stated that
they were dating at the time of the study, 10.8%
stated that they never had sexual intercourse, and
92.7% wanted to become a future mother (Table
1).

In the study, the students’ AFCS total mean
score was 73.37+11.49. When the distribution of
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AFCS sub-dimension mean score is examined,
the importance of fertility for the future sub-
dimension score is 25.35+6.63, childbearing as a
hindrance at present sub-dimension score is
30.73+6.66, and female identity sub-dimension
score is 17.29+4.31.

In this study, when the distribution of
students’ AFCS total mean score and AFCS sub-
dimension mean score according to some
characteristics are examined, the importance of
fertility for the future sub-dimension mean score
(21.5648.14) of the students with low income level
was found to be lower than for the students with
medium (25.80 £6.51) and high income level
(25.29+4.37). This difference was found to be
statistically significant (p<<0.05). In addition, the
importance of fertility for the future sub-dimension
mean score of the only-child students
(22.57£7.09) is lower than that of the other
students (25.82+6.45). During the study, the
importance of fertility for the future sub-dimension
mean score of the students who did not have a
date was also found to be lower than for the
students who had a date. This difference was
also found to be statistically significant (p<0.05).
In other words, according to these findings, it can
be said that students with a low income level,
who are an only child, and who do not have a
date during the study, care less about fertility for
the future. The differences between the mean
scores of age, place of birth, place of residence,
student residence, family type, the state of having
single-parent family, education level of the mother,
education level of the father, working status of
the mother, and having prior sexual intercourse,
respectively, in the importance of fertility for the
future sub-dimension was found to be statistically
not significant ( p>0.05) (Table 2).

In the study, the childbearing as a hindrance
at present sub-dimension mean score of the
students whose mothers are working (32.11+5.66)
is higher than that of the students whose mothers
are not working (29.95+7.06) (p<0.05). In other
words, it can be said that students whose mothers
are working now see childbearing as an obstacle
in planning their lives. The differences between
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the mean scores of age, place of birth, place of
residence, income level, student residence, being
an only child, family type, the state of having
single-parent family, education level of the mother,
education level of the father, dating at the time of
the study, and having prior sexual intercourse,
respectivley, in the importance of fertility for the
future sub-dimension were found to be statistically
not significant ( p>0.05) (Table 2).

In the study, the female identity sub-
dimension mean score (19.09+3.65) of the
students with a single-parent family was found
to be higher than that of the other students
(16.9244.35). The female identity sub-dimension
mean scores of the students with only one child
(15.92+4.99) were lower than the students who
did not have one child (17.52+4.15). In addition,
mean female identity sub-dimension scores of
students who have not had prior sexual
intercourse are higher (17.52+4.23) than students
who have had prior sexual intercourse
(15.39+4.53). This difference was found to be
statistically significant (p<0.05). In other words,
according to these findings, it can be said that
students who have a single-parent family, have
siblings, and have no previous sexual intercourse,
identify childbearing more with female identity
and consider being a mother important in terms
of female identity. The differences between mean
scores of age, place of birth, place of residence,
monthly income, perceived families’ income,
student residence, family type, education level of
the mother, education level of the father, working
status of the mother, dating at the time of the
study, respectively, in the desire to have children
in the future and female identity sub-dimension
mean score was found to be statistically not
significant (p>0.05) (Table 2).

DISCUSSION

In our study AFCS total mean score
(73.37£11.49) and AFCS sub-dimension total
mean scores (the importance of fertility for the
future (25.35+6.63), seeing childbearing as a
hindrance at present (30.73+6.66), the female
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identity (17.294+4.31) of female students were
found to be higher. In the validity and reliability
study of the scale, it was calculated as being
26.52+5.98 for the future importance subscale,
28.06+8.25 for the present hindrance subscale
and 15.68+5.41 for the femininity identity
subscale. Accordingly, it can be said that female
students participating in the study generally have
a positive attitude towards childbearing and having
children in the future. In addition, these findings
show that the participants associate childbearing
with female identity and consider motherhood as
arequirement of being a woman. In addition, the
high mean score of seeing childbearing as a
hindrance at present indicates that the female
students participating in the study currently
consider having a child as an obstacle in terms of
self-realization and career planning.

In our study almost all of the female students
in the study reported that they wanted to be
mothers in the future (92.7%). In similar studies
students thought that childbearing was important
and they wanted to have children in the
future.(121-2% In studies conducted in Turkey, the
majority of students stated that they would like to
have children in the future.?** These finding
indicate that young women have a positive attitude
and desire towards having children in the future.
In our study, the differences in mean scores of
age, place of birth, place of residence, student
residence, family type, having a single-parent
family, education level of the mother, education
level of the father, working status of the mother,
and having prior sexual intercourse, respectively,
were not significant in the importance of fertility
for the future sub-domain. It was also determined
that students with low income, who are single
children and who do not have a date at the
moment, care less about having a child in the
future than other students. In many studies,
parallel to this study, the importance women
attribute to childbearing and having children in
the future is influenced by many socio-cultural
characteristics.%?*2?% In some studies, similar to
the results of our study, it has been determined
that the thoughts of young nulliparous women
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Table 2. Distribution of Fertility and childbearing Scale (AFCS) Subdimension mean scores

by student characteristics

Attitudes to Fertility and childbearing Scale (AFCS) Sub-dimensions

Importance of Childbearing as a Female identity
Characteristics fertility for the future hindrance at present Sub-dimension
Sub-dimension Sub-dimension
p value p value p value
Age (years)
<19 24.534+6.51 0.255 30.67+6.09 0.974 16.83+3.61 0.515
20-22 25.43+6.79 30.80+7.05 17.53+4.54
>23 26.93+5.89 30.52+5.93 17.10+4.59
Place of birth
City 24.81+6.32 0.680  31.09+6.42  0.762 16.72+4.38 0.288
District 25.71+£6.77 30.83+6.68 17.75+4.35
Village 25.33+6.74 30.31+6.87 17.16+4.18
Place of residence
City 24.88+6.28 0.550 31.01+6.54  0.850 16.67+4.39 0.291
District 25.814+6.81 30.72+6.77 17.60+4.37
Village 24.96+6.78 30.33+6.66 17.51+4.00
Monthly income
0-1000 TRY 25.04+6.81 0.323  30.75+6.48  0.985 17.21+4.46 0.751
1001 TRY - 2600 TRY 26.71+6.54 30.77+6.78 17.84+3.93
>2601 TRY 26.36+4.68 30.50+8.34 17.27+3.33
Perceived family income
Low 21.56+8.14 0.010 28.92+6.84 0.351 15.76+5.72 0.175
Middle 25.80+6.51 30.90+6.61 17.454+4.18
High 25.294+4.37 31.24+6.96 17.52+3.47
Student residence
Dormitory 25.08+6.65 0.265 30.28+6.64 0.312 17.33+4.32 0.924
With friends at student house 25.03+7.10 31.06+7.07 17.11+4.75
At home with my family 26.93+5.69 32.00+6.01 17.43+3.57
Being only child
Yes 22.57+7.09 0.006  32.32+6.40 0.117 15.92+4.99 0.036
No 25.8246.45 30.47+6.68 17.52+4.15
Family type
Nuclear 25.234+6.86 0.573  30.71+6.87  0.899 17.12+4.43 0.244
Extended 25.78+5.84 30.83+5.84 17.86+3.87
Single-parent family
Yes 25.07+6.51 0.757  30.73+6.25  0.995 19.09+3.65 0
No 25.41+6.67 30.73+6.75 16.92+4.35
Education level of the mother
Literate or primary school 25.34+6.62 0.893  30.84+6.68  0.885 17.40+4.32 0.713
Middle school-high school 24.88+7.29 30.17+5.10 16.67+3.41
College-University 25.69+6.43 30.73+6.66 17.13+4.81
Education level of the father
Literate-primary school 25.08+6.85 0.054  30.32+5.97  0.482 17.32+4.31 0.297
Middle school-high school 26.31+6.05 31.28+7.15 17.63+4.33
College-University 23.77+£7.22 30.21+6.59 16.54+4.25
Working status of the mother
Working 24.54+6.61 0.139 32.11£5.66  0.012 16.61+4.00 0.054
Not working 25.81+6.62 29.95+7.06 17.68+4.44
Dating at the time of the study
Dating 26.72+5.89 0.006  30.87+7.12  0.788 17.87+4.52 0.072
Not dating 24.41+6.96 30.64+6.34 16.89+4.13
Prior sexual intercourse
Yes 23.82+6.13 0.197 29.68+6.06  0.376 15.39+4.53 0.013
No 25.54+6.68 30.86+6.73 17.52+4.23
Desiring to have children in the future
Yes 25.48+6.73 0.287  30.63+6.73  0.390 17.27+4.37 0.762
No 23.79+5.17 32.00+5.70 17.58+3.49

Note: Data presented as mean = SD; Independent-samples T-test or on-way ANOVA; TRY: Turkish Lira
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about childbearing and having children are not
affected by some characteristics such as family
type, the place where most of their life is spent,
parent education and past sexual experience.?+>>
In other studies, it is stated that similar socio-
demographic characteristics are determinative in
the formation of young nulliparous women’s
thoughts on childbearing and having children.?%2"
This is thought to be due to the socio-demographic
and cultural characteristics of the groups of
subjects in the studies.

In our study, the mean score of the sub-
dimension of seeing having children as an obstacle
was higher in students whose mothers were
employed than in students whose mothers were
not employed. Hickman et al.'” reported that the
desire to have a good financial status affected
women’s childbearing decisions. In another study,
having a stable financial situation and good living
conditions were also found to be effective in
childbearing decisions.®® Considering the care
costs of newborn babies, the economic burden
ofraising children in Turkey, where social policies
are inadequate in this regard, may cause
individuals with low income levels to postpone
their future plans for childbearing and parenthood.
Inadequate social policies and financial resources
to cover the cost of childcare, such as childcare
services and low wages, make it difficult for
women to balance work and family duties. This
is another reason for the decline in
childbearing.®” It is highlighted that having a good
financial status, easy access to childcare, and
having a job that can be done while raising children
are all important in childbearing
decisions.(1%20:303D The university students in our
sample have not yet completed their education
and therefore do not have a regular income, which
is indeed very important in childbearing and
parenting decisions.

In our study, students with siblings scored
higher in the future importance of childbearing
and the female identity subscales and those grown
up in single-parent families scored higher in the
female identity subscale. In similar studies it was
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determined that having siblings affects attitudes
towards having children and childbearing in the
future %3 while in some studies no relationship
was found.(%?” Considering the finding that
77.2% of our students had extended families,
those who are not a single child may have more
positive attitudes towards fertility and childbearing
regarding the spiritual influence and social support
of having siblings. Besides, since having children
means gaining status, respect, and social maturity
for women in Turkey, it is understood that students
with siblings attach more importance to fertility
and childbearing with regards to their female
identity. Students who grow up in single-parent
families might see it as an advantage to have an
extended family and have more children for their
female identity.

In our study, the mean scores of female
identity subscale scores of students who had not
had prior sexual intercourse were higher than
those of students who were not sexually active.
In addition female students who were dating at
the time of the study had higher scores from the
future importance of the childbearing subscale.
Chan et al.® reported that having a stable partner
to share responsibilities with is crucial in
childbearing decisions. Soderberg et al."® found
that women with a partner had more positive
attitudes in the future importance of childbearing
and female identity subscales. In many studies, it
was also reported that engaged and married
female students had more positive attitudes
towards parenthood and childbearing,'” and that
not finding the right partner,® having a partner
with common characteristics,®® having a stable
relationship, and sharing responsibilities with the
partner, were important in the decision to become
a parent.” This finding was seen as a natural
consequence of the dating female university
students tending to marriage and dreaming of
having children in the future. It was also found
that students who had prior sexual intercourse
had higher scores in the female identity subscale.
This suggests that female university students are
aware of the responsibilities of childbearing and
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that they perceive motherhood and childbearing
as important. In our study, 89.2% of the students
stated that they had not had prior sexual
intercourse. In the study, the term sexual
intercourse refers to penile-vaginal penetration.
In Turkish society, it is not welcomed for women
to have sexual intercourse prior to marriage and
it is important to protect virginity. For this reason,
although the personal information of the students
included in the study was not questioned, their
concerns about labeling, exclusion and
confidentiality of data may have caused the girls
who had previously had sexual intercourse to not
answer this question correctly. In fact, it is thought
that the number of female students who have had
prior sexual intercourse is higher in the sample.
There are limitations in this study. The first is that
the data is based on self-report. Secondly, since
our study is cross-sectional, from our results a
causal relationship cannot be inferred. It is
suggested that the scale use nulliparous women,
older individuals, and different populations.

CONCLUSION

This study demonstrated that female students
have a positive attitude towards childbearing and
having children. However, the female students
participating in the study currently consider having
a child as an obstacle in terms of self-realization
and career planning. In the future, it can be
recommended to conduct a cohort study with
female university students and including male
students from different regions.
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