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Barriers and associated factors of adequate antenatal care among Afghan
women in Iran; A mixed methods study
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An estimated 96% of registered refugees in Iran are Afghan and almost half of them
are young women at the reproductive age. The adequate antenatal care (ANC) is crucial for
a healthy pregnancy. There is limited knowledge regarding the access and adequacy of
maternity care among Afghan women in Iran. The reports from ministry of health (MOH)
of Iran implicates higher prevalence of perinatal complications in Afghan population. This
mainly attributed to the inadequate prenatal care during pregnancy.

To identify the potential obstacles toward adequate ANC among Afghan women, a
mixed methods study was conducted involving a preliminary qualitative study followed by
a quantitative study designed based on results from the qualitative study, to address the
barriers and their relationship with adequate ANC in Afghan women living in Iran.

The qualitative study used in-depth semi-structured interviews, a purposive sampling
strategy and content analysis scheme to identify the barriers toward adequate ANC among
Afghan women in Iran. In total, 30 pregnant Afghan women were recruited at three
community health centers with the highest number of Afghan visitors in Tehran, the capital
city of Iran. Overall, the financial constraints and the lack of affordable health insurance
with adequate coverage of prenatal care services, particularly the diagnostic and screening
tests, were the most frequent reported obstacles by Afghan women. In addition, personnel
behavior, transportation issues, stigma and discrimination, cultural concerns, legal and
immigration issues were also mentioned as the sources of disappointment and inadequate
utilization of such services.

Based on these results, a cross-sectional quantitative study was designed to ascertain
the association of identified barriers with adequate ANC among Afghan women in Iran.
Through a time location sampling (TLS) approach, 424 Afghan women aged 18-45 years
old were recruited at three health centers in south region of Tehran. The data on
sociodemographic characteristics and the prevalence of reported barriers for inadequate
ANC were collected using a researcher-developed questionnaire. Almost a third of Afghan
women had adequate ANC (> 8 visits). The women in older age group, those with higher
education and family income, women with longer length of stay, those of legal status were
more likely to have adequate ANC. In multivariate analysis, the poor knowledge and
attitude toward ANC (AOR = 0.06; 95% CI [0.03-0.15]), the poor quality of services (AOR
=0.17 95% CI [0.07-0.41]); and to some extent, the difficulties in access (AOR = 0.33; 95%
CI [0.11-1.00]) were the main obstacles toward adequate ANC among the study population.

The present study emphasized the important role of personal knowledge and attitude
toward ANC with adequate antenatal care among Afghan women in Iran. This could be
addressed by well-oriented health education programs for Afghan women. The findings also
emphasized the necessity of available and most importantly, affordable prenatal care for
Afghan women in Iran. Providing an affordable health insurance with adequate coverage of

prenatal and delivery services, could reduce the financial burden, facilitate the access, and
ensure the maternal and child health in this vulnerable population. The collaboration
between central government with international agencies should be directed toward
enhancing the social support, promoting the awareness and knowledge, and expanding the
safety net services to improve the access and quality care among Afghan women in Iran.
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