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Abstract

Marriage in Iranian society—particularly among young people—is no
longer perceived as a self-evident and pre-defined milestone in the life
course and is increasingly marked by patterns of delay and
suspension. This study aims to understand the social and cultural
processes underlying this transformation and to explain the logic of
action among individuals who postpone or avoid marriage. The
research was conducted using a qualitative approach and grounded
theory methodology. Data were collected through in-depth semi-
structured interviews with single adults aged 32 and above in Tehran
and analyzed using open, axial, and selective coding. The analysis led
to the identification of the core phenomenon of “Choosing Singlehood
in the Narrow Passage of Safety: The Redefinition of Marriage as a
Conditional and Risk-Laden Choice.” This process reflects a shift in
which marriage is redefined from a biological and normative
imperative to a conditional, calculative, and risk-laden decision. The
causal conditions shaping this phenomenon include the
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individualization of values, transformations in the emotional economy
of marriage, a crisis of meaning surrounding the institution of
marriage, negative experiences of close others, and structural
insecurities. In response to these conditions, actors adopt strategies
such as the rational suspension of marriage, excessive evaluative
scrutiny in partner selection, prioritization of self-realization, and the
conscious acceptance of singlehood. The consequences of this process
include structural delays in marriage, an increased likelihood of
permanent singleness, strengthened individuality and self-reliance,
reduced inclination toward childbearing, and a dual experience of
satisfaction and loneliness. The findings indicate that the decision to
remain single is not merely a passive reaction to economic constraints,
but rather the outcome of an institutional transformation in the
meaning of marriage and the growing legitimacy of the single
lifestyle.

Keywords: Marriage, Singlehood, Marriage Delay, Individualization,
Deinstitutionalization of Marriage
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Extended Abstract

Introduction and Objective

In recent decades, Iranian society has undergone profound
transformations in patterns of marriage, family formation, and the
transition to adulthood. Rising age at first marriage, the growth of
permanent singlehood, declining fertility rates, and changing attitudes
among younger generations toward marriage indicate that marriage
has lost its status as a self-evident and predetermined life-course
institution. Although most empirical studies emphasize the combined
influence of economic and cultural factors, they have largely focused
on identifying the variables associated with delayed marriage.
Consequently, it remains unclear how these factors are interconnected
within actors’ lived experiences and how they culminate in the
sustained postponement or avoidance of marriage. In other words, the
neglected issue is not the identification of factors contributing to
prolonged singlehood, but rather the way these factors are articulated
and interact within the lived experiences of unmarried individuals.
This study therefore shifts the focus from identifying isolated
economic or cultural determinants to reconstructing, from the actors'
perspective, the process through which the inclination toward
singlehood takes shape. It seeks to explain how structural constraints,
cultural transformations, and lived experiences become intertwined in
individuals' interpretations and actions, ultimately producing
distinctive orientations toward marriage.

Method

This study employed a qualitative research design based on the
systematic grounded theory approach developed by Strauss and
Corbin. The participants consisted of 30 unmarried women and men
aged 32 years and older residing in Tehran, who were selected through
purposive and theoretical sampling. Data were collected through in-
depth semi-structured interviews, with sampling continuing until
theoretical saturation was achieved. During analysis, hundreds of open
codes were identified and progressively organized into subcategories
and axial categories. Finally, drawing on Strauss and Corbin's
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paradigmatic model, a grounded theory was developed to explain the
process of choosing singlehood.

Findings

The analysis identified the core phenomenon as "Choosing
Singlehood in the Narrow Passage of Safety: The Redefinition of
Marriage as a Conditional and Risk-Laden Choice.” Within this
redefinition, marriage is no longer regarded as the natural transition
into adulthood or a universal necessity. Rather, it becomes a decision
considered acceptable only when a range of economic, emotional,
personal, and relational prerequisites are fulfilled.

This redefinition emerges through the interaction of several causal
conditions, including the individualization of values and the
prioritization of self-actualization, autonomy, and personal well-being;
changes in the emotional economy of marriage, whereby rational
calculation increasingly replaces trust in romantic love; a crisis in the
meaning and legitimacy of marriage as traditional justificatory
narratives lose their persuasive power; negative experiences arising
from observing divorce, infidelity, and unsuccessful marriages among
relatives and friends; and structural insecurities stemming from
economic instability, livelihood difficulties, and uncertainty about the
future.

These processes unfold within a broader context of cultural and
social transformation, including the decline of traditional normative
pressure to marry, changing standards of partner selection and
compatibility, shifts in women's social position, the prolongation of
the transition to adulthood, and the growing viability of single living
together with the availability of alternatives to marriage. Intervening
conditions—such as family support or pressure, previous romantic
disappointments, religious commitment, and emotional maturity—
further shape the intensity and trajectory of this process.

In response to these conditions, participants adopt a range of
action/interaction strategies to manage perceived risks. These include
rationally postponing marriage until desirable conditions are achieved,
adopting highly selective and demanding criteria in partner choice,
investing in alternative pathways of identity formation and self-
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actualization, redefining the good life around autonomy and personal
fulfillment, consciously embracing singlehood, and managing familial
and social pressures. These strategies ultimately lead to outcomes such
as structural delays in marriage, an increased likelihood of permanent
singlehood, reduced willingness to have children, stronger identities
independent of family roles, and the simultaneous experience of
freedom and autonomy on the one hand and loneliness and emotional
deprivation on the other.

Conclusion

This study demonstrates how economic and cultural factors interact
and are articulated within the lived experiences of social actors.
Structural insecurities, changing values, transformations in the
emotional economy of marriage, and the crisis in the meaning of
marriage do not operate as isolated factors; rather, through their
interaction they generate a process of rethinking marriage, in which
marriage is redefined from a normative and biological obligation into
a conditional, risky, and individually calculated choice. In this
process, structural conditions shape individuals’ interpretations of
marriage, while, at the same time, the very perception and significance
of these conditions are themselves constituted through broader shifts
in values and meanings. Therefore, the impact of economic factors
cannot be understood independently of cultural and symbolic
transformations. The findings demonstrate that the declining
inclination toward marriage is the outcome of a complex interplay
among the individualization of values, the weakening of the normative
legitimacy of marriage, the rethinking of marriage and intimate
relationships, and structural insecurities—an interplay through which
actors develop a new logic for evaluating marriage and organizing
their life trajectories. Accordingly, policies aimed at promoting
marriage are likely to have limited effectiveness in addressing the
growing tendency to postpone or avoid marriage unless they also
rebuild trust in the institution of marriage and take into account the
transformations in the meanings and values attached to marriage.
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