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Original Article

Background and Aim: Young people's health lifestyles emerge from the interplay of socio-cultural structures,
cultural norms, and individual agency, continuously shaped by social and cultural changes during the transition
to adulthood. Disparities in resource access and consumption patterns between urban and rural environments
further differentiate these health behaviors. Grounded in Cockerham's Health Lifestyle Theory, this study
examined the role of cultural beliefs and norms in shaping the health lifestyles of youth in Fars Province.

Data and Method: A descriptive-analytical approach and survey design was employed. Using multistage cluster
sampling, 3,115 young individuals aged 18-35 (48.8% female, 50.8% male) in Fars Province were selected. Data
were gathered via a researcher-made health beliefs scale and a Cockerham-based questionnaire assessing ten
health dimensions, including nutrition, physical activity, substance use, and stress management.

Findings: The results revealed that the mean overall healthy lifestyle score across the sample was at a low-to-
moderate level, being significantly higher among females and urban residents compared to males and rural
residents (p < 0.05). Cultural beliefs and norms demonstrated significant relationships with all dimensions of
healthy lifestyle except physical activity. Furthermore, experiencing illness did not necessarily alter unhealthy
beliefs and, in certain cases, even reinforced them.

Conclusion: The findings underscore the critical need for culturally tailored educational interventions, targeted
health programs for young men, the active engagement of women as community health facilitators, and
interactive strategies designed to challenge and modify unhealthy beliefs.
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Key Message: Healthy lifestyles among youth in Fars Province are shaped by cultural beliefs, norms, and social
environments, with urban youth and women exhibiting healthier patterns than rural youth and men. The
persistence of certain unhealthy beliefs, even after illness, indicates that changing health behaviours requires
culturally sensitive, interactive interventions tailored to urban and rural contexts, rather than simple
information dissemination.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Ensuring public health has always been a fundamental challenge for human societies, and in the
contemporary era, the responsibility for maintaining health through the adoption of a healthy lifestyle
largely rests upon individuals themselves (Spratt et al., 2006; Havrylyshyn & Nsouli, 2001). A healthy

lifestyle is primarily the product of socialization (Estaji et al., 2006; Akbarnejad et al.,, 2017); however,

individual health choices are profoundly shaped by structural and social determinants such as
education, gender, and social capital (Zare et al., 2015; Mirzaei & Kordzanganeh, 2010; Masoudnia
2015; Karampour & Gorji, 2013). Cultural values and beliefs play a pivotal role in dictating lifestyle

practices (Lucas et al., 2013; Chaney, 2002). At times, prevailing social norms or environmental

impediments obstruct preventive health behaviors (Grace et al, 2008; Greenhalgh et al, 1998).
Consequently, health intervention programs must be culturally tailored across two distinct
dimensions: surface structures (to enhance message receptivity and acceptance) and deep structures
(to modify underlying behavioral priorities). Fars Province currently faces significant challenges in
this context. Accordingly, the present study aims to assess differences in health lifestyles between
urban and rural youth communities in Fars Province and to analyze the relationship between cultural
beliefs/norms and health behaviors to inform the formulation of targeted policy interventions.

Methods and Data

This study adopted a quantitative survey design to investigate health lifestyles among youth aged
18-35 in Fars Province, Iran. The statistical population comprised all urban and rural residents within
this age cohort, excluding nomadic populations. A multistage cluster sampling technique was
employed: the metropolis of Shiraz was analyzed independently, while seven additional counties were
selected randomly from predefined socio-cultural and geographical clusters. Based on Cochran’s
formula, an initial sample size of 3,200 participants was calculated; following data screening and
auditing, 3,115 completed questionnaires were retained for final empirical analysis.

Data collection was executed using a researcher-developed instrument framed around Cockerham’s
Health Lifestyle Theory and World Health Organization (WHO) benchmarks. This questionnaire
evaluated diverse dimensions of health behavior—including nutrition, physical activity, personal
hygiene, driving safety, COVID-19 protocol adherence, and stress management—alongside health-
related cultural beliefs and gender norms. A key methodological feature was the deployment of an
electronic survey platform featuring real-time geographic (GPS) and temporal monitoring via smart
mobile devices, thereby ensuring high data accuracy and operational integrity. Instrument validity was
established through expert panel consensus (face validity), and internal consistency was confirmed
using Cronbach’s alpha coefficient. Due to the non-normal distribution of the data, statistical analyses
were conducted using SPSS (Version 22), utilizing non-parametric techniques including the Mann-
Whitney U test, Kruskal-Wallis test, and Spearman’s rank correlation coefficient.
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Findings

Among the 3,115 respondents (57.7% urban, 42.3% rural), 45.7% exhibited a healthy lifestyle,
43.0% demonstrated a moderate lifestyle, and 9.3% were categorized as having an unhealthy lifestyle.
Personal hygiene recorded the highest mean compliance score, whereas alcohol consumption was the
lowest. Dietary analysis revealed high consumption of sugar and salt alongside insufficient fish intake.
Prevalence rates for tobacco use, self-medication, and illicit drug use were reported at 3.6%, 2.65%,
and 2.51%, respectively. Furthermore, 30.3% of respondents held strong health-oriented beliefs,
54.6% held moderate beliefs, and 14.0% displayed weak health beliefs. Overall, women and urban
dwellers maintained significantly healthier lifestyles compared to men and rural dwellers, with risk
behaviors exhibiting higher prevalence in rural settings. Education emerged as a key determinant of
health practices in urban areas, whereas in rural contexts, higher income showed a positive
correlation with engagement in health-risk behaviors.

The Mann-Whitney U test indicated statistically significant gender differences across multiple
lifestyle dimensions (p < 0.05). Men reported higher levels of physical activity but also higher rates of
alcohol consumption, tobacco use, and self-medication. Conversely, women demonstrated superior
performance in nutrition, driving safety, personal hygiene, adherence to COVID-19 protocols, and
stress management, reflecting an overall healthier lifestyle profile. Similarly, urban residents
maintained healthier lifestyles than rural residents, with rural areas exhibiting a markedly higher
prevalence of tobacco and substance use.

Spearman correlation analysis demonstrated that age, educational attainment, and income play
crucial roles in shaping health lifestyles. Increasing age was associated with healthier dietary habits
and improved driving safety, but correlated negatively with physical activity and personal hygiene.
Higher education—particularly in urban settings—was strongly correlated with better nutrition,
regular exercise, hygiene compliance, and avoidance of risk behaviors (tobacco and drug use). The
correlation between education and healthy lifestyle was twice as strong in urban areas compared to
rural communities. In rural contexts, these correlations were generally weaker and, in certain
instances, inverse (e.g. the relationship between age and compliance with COVID-19 protocols or
tobacco use).

Income exhibited divergent patterns between urban and rural environments: in cities, the
correlation between income and positive health dimensions was weak; in rural areas, however, higher
income was positively correlated with health-risk behaviors (alcohol and tobacco intake), suggesting
that economic growth in rural settings does not automatically translate into improved health habits
and may instead facilitate access to risk-bearing activities. The Mann-Whitney U test revealed no
significant gender differences in health beliefs; however, health beliefs were significantly less
favorable in rural areas. Personal experience with physical illness was associated with unhealthier
beliefs, whereas mental health conditions or a family history of illness exerted no significant effect.
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Finally, health norms were significantly related to all lifestyle dimensions except physical activity, with
the strongest correlations observed for driving safety and illicit drug avoidance. While individuals with
healthier beliefs consistently practiced healthier behaviors across both urban and rural strata, the
intensity of this relationship was noticeably stronger among urban residents.

Conclusion and Discussion

The research findings from Fars Province demonstrate that cultural beliefs and social norms serve
as foundational determinants of youth health lifestyles. Key behavioral domains—including driving
safety, substance avoidance, personal hygiene, and stress management—are heavily anchored in
cultural norms. These outcomes strongly validate Cockerham’s Health Lifestyle Theory, which posits
that health behaviors emerge from the dynamic interplay among socio-cultural structures, life chances,
and individual agency. Health lifestyles cannot be reduced to isolated personal choices; rather, they
are embedded within socio-cultural and class contexts.

The study further highlights the dual operation of traditional and modern belief systems, which can
simultaneously foster or hinder health-promoting practices. In rural communities, deeply rooted
beliefs often persist even when individuals experience chronic illness or disability, manifesting as a
form of passive agency wherein critical re-evaluation of health practices is absent. Gender disparities
are equally pronounced: women demonstrate higher health-promoting engagement due to
internalized caregiving roles structured by traditional gender norms. Urban-rural divides further
underscore structural inequities; urban environments afford better health resources and literacy,
whereas resource scarcity, lower educational attainment, and traditional norms in rural areas tend to
reproduce unhealthy behaviors. Nonetheless, religious and traditional structures can occasionally
offer protective and supportive mechanisms for health practices.

Ultimately, health policy in Iran must transcend individual-focused cognitive education. Effective
interventions must penetrate both surface and deep structures of culture while addressing structural
disparities between urban and rural populations. Policy recommendations include implementing
localized, culturally adapted educational programs, designing targeted health campaigns for men and
women, and utilizing interactive, narrative-driven approaches to reshape entrenched unhealthy
beliefs. Although individual agency is expanding among Iranian youth, it remains bounded by socio-
cultural structures. Therefore, health governance must strategically align cultural continuity with
progressive structural transformation.

Ethical Considerations
Compliance with Ethical Guidelines

This study utilized a subset of data from a broader research project funded by the General
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