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One of the phenomena that has a multitude of negative individual and social repercussions is
the early marriage of females. The objective of this study was to examine the causal,
contextual, and intervening conditions of early marriage among married females aged 13-15
in Abhar County using qualitative research methods and grounded theory. The research
included 29 girls who were intentionally chosen from the aforementioned age group. Semi-
structured interviews were implemented to accumulate data. In the causal conditions, the
categories of experiencing a lack of emotional support, rejection of the home environment,
and changing the nature of needs from material to seeking emotional bonds were extracted,
and in the contextual conditions, the categories of social inheritance, kinship life world, and
normative peer pressure were extracted. Interview analysis revealed that early marriage is
influenced by intervening factors, including the role of the social network, conditional
supports, adaptive pressures, and structural inequality of power. The central core extracted
from the interviews is “in search of emotional shelter.” The findings indicate that this
phenomenon is significantly influenced by emotional factors. Another significant discovery
indicates that social networks have significantly contributed to the early marriage of females
by serving as a platform that facilitates the establishment of relationships with individuals of
the opposite gender. It is recommended that the role of schools and counselors be
strengthened as interventionist and preventive institutions, the emotional and media literacy
of adolescent girls be increased, and parents be empowered to meet the emotional
requirements of adolescents. This will help reduce the early marriage of girls.
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Introduction

Although the age of marriage has increased in the majority of regions, early marriage, which is
defined as marriages occurring before the age of 18, continues to exist, as per the United
Nations Population Fund (2007). When early marriage occurs in adolescence, it may be
associated with various challenges. These challenges may encompass an elevated risk of
diseases such as AIDS among adolescent females, abortion, early or unwanted pregnancies,
high infant mortality rates, increased mortality rates due to childbirth, spousal violence, and
school dropout. Girls who marry at a young age frequently have spouses who are significantly
older than they are. These spouses often possess a greater degree of power in the relationship,
which may foster an environment that is conducive to the perpetration of physical,
psychological, sexual, and economic violence against women.

In recent decades, early marriages have persisted in Iran, despite the country's increasing
age of marriage. In 2017, 35,333 cases were registered, which is equivalent to 8.5 percent of all
marriages among women aged 10-14. Zanjan province is one of the provinces in Iran with the
highest reported number of early marriages of females, reflecting regional differences. This
study aims to investigate the causes, contexts, and intervention conditions of early marriage
among married female pupils under the age of 15 in Abhar County, Zanjan Province.

Methodology

The qualitative approach and grounded theory method were employed in the present study,
which was conducted within the interpretive paradigm. This approach enables the examination
of the phenomenon of early marriage by employing a paradigmatic model that encompasses
causal, contextual, intervening conditions, strategies, and consequences. The grounded theory
approach emphasizes the development of theory from field data. Due to the length of the article,
this study only explores causal, contextual, and intervening conditions, and another study will
address the strategies and consequences of early marriage for girls. In this investigation, the
research population comprises 13-15-year-old female pupils in Abhar County, Zanjan
Province, who have undergone early marriage. The participants were chosen based on criteria
related to the research problem, including age between 13 and 15 years and experience of early
marriage. Sampling continued until theoretical saturation was achieved. Semi-structured in-
depth interviews were the primary data collection tool. Data analysis followed three stages:
open, axial, and selective coding.

Findings
Three primary pathways have been identified as causal conditions based on the data from
coding: The loss of an emotional caregiver, an aversion to the home environment, and the
change in the nature of requirements from financial to emotional. The experience of loss
encompasses not only the physical loss (such as the demise of a parent), but also the functional
loss of the family support. The second causal condition is an aversion to the domestic
environment, which is “driving.”. The paternal household is frequently depicted as a place of
tension, control, or indifference, rather than a tranquil oasis in numerous narratives. A finding
that distinguishes this research from most other studies is the limited role of purely economic
motivations for early marriage among these girls, which has been identified as the third causal
condition. Some girls, who are influenced by media models and the psychological needs of
puberty, perceive marriage as a space for the realization of their romantic dreams. This fantasy
is characterized by the husband’s role as the provider of “attention” and “reputation,” rather
than the breadwinner.

The analysis yielded three contextual categories: normative peer pressure, kinship lifeworld,
and social inheritance. Genealogical analysis of the families of the participants revealed a
“repeated historical pattern”. Most of the mothers of these girls also had the experience of
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marriage at a young age (13 to 15 years old), which shows the social inheritance in early
marriage. The kinship lifeworld was a safety mechanism that justified child marriage under the
pretext of “strengthening blood ties.” As a result, some females married sons from their families
and relatives. The category of normative peer pressure suggests that marriage was not a sexual
or financial necessity, but rather a response to peer pressure in order to demonstrate maturation
and be accepted by married students at school.

Four categories were identified in the interventional setting: the facilitating role of
cyberspace, religious adaptive pressures, conditional supports, and structural power inequality.
Conditional supports indicate that some girls stated that continuing their education was a
condition for their marriage, and this was the only area in which girls expressed agency. The
second category suggests that the initial indication of the “dissolution of individual identity” in
the “collective identity of the in-laws' family” is the necessity of altering one's lifestyle and
attire upon entering the in-laws' family. The term “structural power inequality” denotes the
severe disparity in “sources of influence” between a spouse and wife, which is a result of the
significant age gap between the two. This disparity consistently tilts the balance in favor of the
individual in significant life decisions. One of the main intervenors in early marriage of girls in
this study is the facilitating role of cyberspace. Some women had encountered their spouses
through communication platforms like Instagram. In fact, cyberspace had facilitated these girls'
contact with the opposite sex and marriage.

A central core extracted from the data, which encompasses all other categories, is
“attempting to seek emotional refuge.” This fundamental concept implies that adolescent
females, when confronted with emotional voids and the repulsive environment of their father's
home, opt for marriage not as a legal contract, but as a “haven for psychological security.”

Conclusion

This study shows that in contexts such as Abhar County, with the relative increase in economic
prosperity, the motivations for early marriage of girls have changed from meeting economic
needs to filling emotional and psychological gaps. This shift in priorities can be interpreted in
the context of exchange theory and structural functionalism. As a social institution, marriage
plays a role in the stabilization of social order, according to structural functionalism. In this
context, early marriage may be interpreted as a social mechanism that addresses the
psychological requirements of individuals, particularly in societies that are in the process of
economic and cultural transition. This study also demonstrates that, in contrast to the prevalent
belief in the development and modernization literature, cyberspace and new communication
tools have not inherently undermined traditional marriage patterns or its delay in time in the
studied society. Instead, in the social context of Abhar County they appear to have played a
facilitating role in reproducing and accelerating traditional patterns of early marriage. It is
advisable to strengthen the media and emotional literacy of females, empower parents in the
field of emotional communication with adolescents, and activate the role of schools and
counselors as interventionist and preventive institutions. Additionally, it is advised that future
research be conducted to evaluate the grounded theory of “early marriage as a search for
emotional refuge” in other cultural contexts.
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