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Abstract

Marriage is one of the most fundamental stages of human life and a corner-
stone of social reproduction. However, the postponement of marriage and the
rising prevalence of singleness—particularly among adults—have become
significant social concerns. This study aims to explore the lived experiences
of single adult men and women and to analyze the relationship between indi-
vidual choice and structural constraints. Adopting a qualitative approach and
employing grounded theory methodology, the study was conducted among 28
single men and women aged over 35 residing in Tehran. Data were collected
through semi-structured interviews. The findings indicate that singleness is
shaped through the interaction of economic and cultural pressures, changing
individual values and attitudes, experiences of unsuccessful romantic relation-
ships, and socio-cultural norms. The core category of the study is identified
as “singleness as a reflective choice within structural constraints.” The results
suggest that individuals, through rational assessment of structural limitations
and the exercise of personal agency, choose singleness as a logical and low-
risk life strategy. This study demonstrates that a meaningful understanding of
singleness requires situating it within the dynamic interaction between indi-
vidual choice and socio-cultural conditions.
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Extended Abstract

1. Introduction

Marriage has traditionally occupied a central position in individual life, family for-
mation, and social reproduction in Iranian society. In recent decades, however, sub-
stantial transformations have occurred in intimate relationships, family formation,
and individual life courses. Singlehood has consequently become a significant so-
cial phenomenon with demographic, cultural, familial, and policy implications. Yet
non-marriage encompasses heterogeneous situations: some individuals remain un-
married because of economic insecurity, unstable employment, or limited opportuni-
ties, whereas others increasingly regard singlehood as a meaningful and consciously
chosen way of organizing their lives.

This distinction raises a central sociological question concerning the relationship
between individual agency and structural constraint. Agency-oriented approaches
emphasize educational attainment, women’s financial independence, individualism,
changing lifestyles, and the redefinition of marriage as factors expanding the possibil-
ity of choosing singlehood. Structural approaches, by contrast, emphasize economic
pressures, employment insecurity, gender inequalities, cultural expectations, and the
increasing costs of marriage. From this perspective, what appears to be individual
choice may partly represent a response to circumstances that make marriage uncer-
tain, costly, or risky. Although previous studies have examined individual, economic,
cultural, and structural determinants of delayed marriage and singlehood, less atten-
tion has been paid to how adults themselves interpret and negotiate the relationship
between choice and constraint. The present study therefore examines how single
adult women and men interpret their situation and how individual agency interacts
with economic, cultural, familial, and institutional constraints. Drawing on reflex-
ivity, agency—structure relations, life course, and changing cultural and normative
patterns of marriage, the study asks how singlehood is constructed as a lived and
meaningful social experience in contemporary Iran.

2. Methodology

The study employed grounded theory to conceptualize the social processes underly-
ing singlehood. Grounded theory was selected because the purpose was to develop an
explanatory conceptual model grounded in participants’ lived experiences rather than
test a predetermined theoretical proposition.

Data were collected through semi-structured, in-depth interviews with 28 single
women and men over the age of 35 residing in Tehran. Participants were selected
through purposive, theoretical, and snowball sampling. Purposive sampling identified
participants meeting the criteria; theoretical sampling enriched categories; and snow-
ball sampling facilitated access. Data collection continued until theoretical saturation.
Four additional interviews were conducted after the twenty-fifth interview to ensure
that no substantially new concepts emerged.

Interview data were analyzed through open, axial, and selective coding. Open cod-
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ing generated initial concepts through line-by-line examination of transcripts. Axial
coding grouped related concepts into abstract categories and examined their relation-
ships. Selective coding integrated the central categories into a grounded theoretical
model and identified the core category. Ethical principles included informed consent,
confidentiality, and protection of identities. Credibility, transferability, dependability,
and confirmability were supported through prolonged engagement, continuous re-
view of coding, participant discussions, documentation of methodological decisions,
and grounding interpretations in interview data.

3. Findings

The overall findings indicate that adult singlehood cannot be explained either as a
purely individual preference or as a direct consequence of structural deprivation.
Rather, it emerges through a dynamic process in which structural conditions shape
available choices, while individuals interpret, evaluate, and respond to those condi-
tions. The grounded theory identifies “reflective choice of singleness within structural
constraints” as the core category. It integrates the causal, contextual, intervening, stra-
tegic, and consequential dimensions of participants’ experiences and explains how
singlehood becomes a life strategy.

Three causal conditions were identified. The first was economic insecurity, including
unstable employment, insufficient income, declining perceptions of economic ade-
quacy, and increasing marriage costs. Economic uncertainty raises perceived marital
risks and encourages postponement until a minimum level of financial and occupa-
tional security is achieved. The second was reflective agency in the pursuit of self-re-
alization. Participants continuously evaluated marriage in relation to personal goals,
values, autonomy, and life trajectories. When marriage appeared incompatible with
these priorities, postponement or avoidance became a consciously considered option.
The third was experiences of unsuccessful intimate relationships, which could reduce
trust, increase fear of commitment, and make continued singlehood appear protective
and lower-risk. Contextual conditions included weak state support for marriage, re-
defined gender norms, positive media representations of singlehood, and increasing
social acceptance of single lifestyles. Limited institutional support for employment,
housing, financial assistance, and welfare increases the material and psychological
costs of marriage. Changing gender expectations can also make traditional marital
roles inconsistent with some individuals’ aspirations. Increasing social acceptance
reduces stigma and normative pressure associated with remaining unmarried.

Two intervening conditions were identified: conflicting family expectations and so-
cial capital within networks of single peers and friends. Families can simultaneously
provide pressure and support. Persistent pressure to marry may intensify psychologi-
cal tension, whereas acceptance of individual choices can provide emotional security
and strengthen the experience of singlehood as a meaningful decision. Networks of
single peers provide emotional support, alternative models of adulthood, and oppor-
tunities to normalize non-marital life, thereby reducing pressure and strengthening
reflective agency.

173



Social Problems of Iran, 17(2), Summer 2026

Kharazmi University
—

Participants employed four strategies: redefining singlehood, normative autonomy,
postponement of marriage, and non-normative relationships. Redefining singlehood
involves challenging marriage-centered definitions of adulthood and viewing single-
hood as a legitimate life trajectory. Normative autonomy involves selectively distanc-
ing oneself from dominant expectations and organizing life around personally de-
fined values. Postponement prioritizes occupational stability, financial independence,
personal development, or other goals before marriage. Non-normative relationships
represent attempts to manage emotional and intimate needs without fully conforming
to expectations of formal marriage. The consequences were ambivalent. Singlehood
could generate identity ambiguity, tension between personal aspirations and domi-
nant norms, and psychological pressure resulting from incomplete social acceptance.
At the same time, it could facilitate reconsideration of values, lifestyle reorganization,
individual growth, self-awareness, and autonomy. Reflective singlehood is therefore
neither entirely cost-free nor permanently settled; individuals may experience auton-
omy alongside continuing tension with marriage-centered expectations.

4. Conclusion

The findings suggest that adult singlehood in contemporary Iran is a dynamic, tem-
poral, and reflexive social process rather than either a simple individual preference
or a straightforward consequence of structural exclusion. The core category demon-
strates that agency and structure are analytically inseparable. Economic insecurity,
employment instability, changing gender norms, weak institutional support, previ-
ous relationship experiences, and evolving cultural representations constrain avail-
able options, while individuals interpret these conditions and develop strategies for
managing uncertainty. The study’s theoretical contribution lies in moving beyond the
dichotomy between “chosen” and “imposed” singlehood. Singlehood may become
a reflective response to structural uncertainty in which individuals assess the costs,
risks, opportunities, and meanings of marriage against personal goals and available
alternatives. Remaining single can therefore function as a rational, context-dependent
strategy for maintaining autonomy and managing economic, occupational, emotion-
al, and normative uncertainty. However, continuing identity ambiguity and individu-
al-social tensions demonstrate that agency operates within social structures.
Accordingly, policies should not be limited to encouraging marriage or treating sin-
glehood as a social deficit. A more adequate approach requires attention to economic
insecurity, employment instability, housing costs, inadequate institutional support,
and gendered expectations that shape people’s capacity to form and sustain intimate
relationships. It should also recognize diverse life courses and individuals’ capacity
to make reflective decisions concerning marriage and family formation. Understand-
ing singlehood in Iran therefore requires shifting attention from whether individuals
“choose” or “fail to marry” toward how they construct, negotiate, and continually
reconsider life choices within changing structural conditions.

Keywords: Singleness; Reflective Choice; Structural Constraints; Lived Experience;
Grounded Theory.
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