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Considering the significance of family formation in Iran, the shifts in
marriage patterns, and the need for the development of effective
policies, this article analyzes the marriage trends over the past three
decades (1365-1395), reviews policy responses, and delineates
essential policy requirements. The research methodology involves a
secondary analysis of national datasets (National Population and
Housing Censuses, Household Income and Expenditure Survey, World
Values Survey, Civil Registry Organization), and its theoretical
framework encompasses demographic transition, globalization, and the
Frankfurt School. The findings suggest the concurrent existence of
both traditional and contemporary behaviors. For example, the
universality of marriage, consanguineous unions, early marriages, and
the significant influence of families as reference groups in spouse
selection continue to persist. On the other hand, transformations in
some indicators are observed, including women's role in spouse
selection, an increase in the average age at marriage, permanent
celibacy, and marriage after the age of 30. In response to some of these
changes, policies have been implemented that seem to have not been
very successful. This lack of success can be ascribed to factors such as
insufficient consideration of gender, generational, provincial, regional,
ethnic, and religious differences in policymaking; inadequate analysis
of the underlying causes of phenomena and failure to base policies on
these causes; repetitive and overlapping policies; the absence of a
dedicated body responsible for policy implementation; the enactment
of impractical policies; and the lack of effective policy monitoring. To
enhance policy effectiveness, it is advisable to adopt comprehensive
policy packages, consider the requirements of diverse social groups,
base policymaking on underlying causes, and engage in ongoing
policy monitoring.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

In modern societies, swift social transformations have profoundly altered family
structures that were previously stable and predictable prior to the Industrial Revolution.
Iran has also experienced influence from these developments, particularly within the
institution of marriage. Examining marriage trends is crucial, as it reveals challenges and
assists policymaking related to family. This article examines marriage trends over the past
thirty years, assesses current policies, and proposes policy recommendations.

Methodology

This descriptive-analytical study utilizes secondary data analysis by reexamining data
previously gathered from multiple sources. Secondary analysis is suitable in this context.
Data sources encompass national population and housing censuses (1996, 2006, 2011, and
2016), household income and expenditure surveys (1984-2019), and the World Values
Survey (2000, 2005, and 2017), spanning the past three decades. The unit of analysis is
the individual, with samples from the World Values Survey ranging between 1,499 and
2,667 respondents. Census data reliability has been confirmed in prior studies.

Findings

Marriage indicators in Iran demonstrate that the number of marriages rose from 1986 to
2011, but subsequently declined, particularly in rural regions. The proportion of married
individuals aged 20 to 40 has decreased, whereas the incidence of lifelong celibacy has
risen, especially among women. The average age at marriage has risen for both men and
women, with women marrying earlier and urban residents marrying later. Age homogamy
(spouses of comparable age) has risen, resulting in a reduced spousal age disparity, while
educational homogamy has diminished. Early marriages are more frequent among women
and have increased in some years. Public attitudes remain positive towards marriage.
More than 91% oppose children being born outside of lawful marriage, and 71% regard
premarital sexual activity as abhorrent.

Legal frameworks have undergone significant evolution: the minimal legal age for
marriage was established at 15 for females and 18 for males in 1934, reduced following
the 1979 Islamic Revolution, and subsequently revised in 2002 to 13 for females and 15
for males, with parental and judicial consent required for marriages involving minors.
Since 1992, various policies and laws— including the Student Welfare Fund Law, the
Fourth Development Plan, the Youth Marriage Facilitation Law, and the Youth
Population and Family Support Law—have sought to promote youth marriage through
measures such as loans, housing assistance, financial support, cultural initiatives,
premarital education, and family strengthening programs.

Conclusion and Discussion

Most individuals aspire to marriage and family establishment; however, decreasing
marriage rates are partly attributable to demographic shifts, such as a reduced number of
individuals within the marriageable age brackets. Therefore, more precise indicators
(e.g.age-specific marriage rates), are required. Globally, declining marriage rates and
increasing marriage age are common trends affecting Iran as well. Although Iran’s crude
marriage rate exceeds that of certain Islamic and Western nations, it has recently
experienced a decline.

Despite the implementation of numerous family-oriented policies, many programs have
not been executed effectively. The government has not assumed comprehensive
responsibility for individuals’ economic rights within families, instead shifting economic
burdens onto families, which contradicts the realities of nuclear family structures.
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Inconsistencies and lack of coordination among policy institutions have rendered some
policies ineffective.

Gender roles and relations continue to be a contested domain, characterized by divergent
viewpoints among researchers and policymakers. Most policies primarily address
economic issues associated with marriage; however, comprehensive economic evaluations
are notably absent. Youth unemployment—especially among educated women—is a
significant factor impacting marriage, yet macroeconomic policies to address it are
insufficient.

Policies frequently prioritize cultural considerations, while economic and employment-
related issues tend to be more paramount. Successful international examples indicate that
comprehensive policies addressing economic, social, cultural, and political factors are the
most effective.

Media is usually viewed negatively regarding family impact; however, new technologies
and media education could be harnessed to strengthen families. Technological tools for
matchmaking and marriage assistance are insufficiently utilized in Iran and warrant
increased focus.

Marriage counseling is important but currently limited by cost, accessibility, and quality
issues. It is recommended to expand counseling services, enhance gender-specific
programs, and integrate counseling expenses into insurance coverage.

Early marriage avoidance and lowering average marriage age should be balanced
carefully, considering consequences like premarital sexual relations, economic pressures
on parents, and prolonged youth dependence on families. Training in communication
abilities for youth is of fundamental importance.

Gender analysis indicates that women exhibit higher rates of singleness, particularly after
the age of 35, and their average age at marriage is increasing more rapidly, underscoring
the importance of tailoring policies to address women's needs.

Indirect communication approaches, including think tanks and message assessment, can
promote effective cultural transformation. Religious commitment remains strong and
preserving young people’s religious values is essential for family stability.

Education regarding marital compatibility and family power dynamics should be given
priority in light of evolving perspectives on marriage.

Finally, redundant and ineffective research efforts along with disjointed policies should be
avoided. Clear delineation of responsibility, coordination among institutions, and
systematic monitoring and evaluation are essential. Producing national longitudinal data
every 3-5 years and aligning survey questions on marriage are necessary for better
research and policymaking.

Meta-analyses examining the causes of marriage challenges and the effectiveness of
policies, along with comparative evaluations of successful international policies, should
be conducted to strengthen Iran’s family policy framework.
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