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Abstract

Aim and Background: A clinical and psychological analysis of the lived experience, identity formation process,
and pathologization challenges of asexual individuals in Iran.

Methods and Materials: The study employed a mixed-methods approach (sequential explanatory design). The
statistical population comprised asexual individuals aged 18 to 50 residing in Iran. In the quantitative phase, 215
participants were selected through purposive and snowball sampling and completed questionnaires on
demographics, depression-anxiety-stress (DASS), Ryff’s Psychological Well-Being, minority stress, perceived
pathologization, identity formation, and coping strategies. Data were analyzed using Pearson correlation
coefficient, independent t-test, one-way ANOVA, and stepwise regression. In the qualitative phase, 18 in-depth
semi-structured interviews were examined using Braun and Clarke’s reflexive thematic analysis.

Findings: 58.1% experienced moderate to severe depression, 52.6% moderate to severe anxiety, and 61.4%
moderate to severe stress. All hypotheses were supported. Minority stress was the strongest predictor of
depression ( = 0.38), and identity formation was the strongest predictor of psychological well-being (B = 0.38).
The qualitative analysis revealed five main themes: the process of self-awareness and identity discovery, the
experience of pathologization, familial and social challenges, psychological consequences, and coping strategies
and resilience.

Conclusions: The psychological distress of asexual individuals in Iran is not due to their orientation but stems
from minority stress, marriage pressure, social and professional pathologization, and a lack of structural support.
Online communities and self-acceptance are the most important protective factors.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Asexuality is defined as a lack of sexual attraction toward any gender. In recent years, it has been recognized as
a distinct sexual orientation rather than a medical or psychological disorder. Despite this progress, research
shows that asexual individuals experience higher rates of depression, anxiety, and stress compared to
heterosexual populations. These mental health problems are not caused by the orientation itself but by stigma,
social rejection, and minority stress. The present study addresses a major gap in the literature. While asexuality
has been studied extensively in Western countries, no comprehensive research has examined the lived
experience, identity formation, and psychological outcomes of asexual individuals in Iran. This gap is critical
because Iran has a unique cultural and social context. Marriage is not just a personal choice but a powerful social
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norm and a familial-religious duty. Family structures are highly collectivist, and heteronormative expectations
dominate social life. In this environment, asexual individuals face intense pressure from family and relatives to
marry and have children. These pressures increase with age and can lead to forced or semi-forced marriages,
deep marital dissatisfaction, loneliness, and alienation. Another major challenge is pathologization labeling
asexual individuals as sick, frigid, traumatized, or psychologically damaged. This happens both in everyday life
and within healthcare systems. Due to lack of professional training, many mental health providers misunderstand
asexuality, misdiagnose it as a sexual disorder, and attempt to “treat” it. Such pathologization damages self-
perception, disrupts identity formation, and increases the risk of depression, anxiety, and suicidal thoughts. The
theoretical framework of this study is minority stress theory. This theory explains mental health disparities
among sexual and gender minorities through the accumulation of stigma-related stressors. These include distal
stressors such as discrimination and violence, and proximal processes such as expectation of rejection, identity
concealment, and internalized stigma. Recent developments in the theory also emphasize resilience factors,
including coping strategies, self-acceptance, social support, and community belonging. These protective factors
can buffer the negative effects of minority stress on mental health. Given the complex nature of this
phenomenon, the present study uses a sequential explanatory mixed-methods design. The quantitative phase
identifies general patterns and statistical relationships, while the qualitative phase provides deep, contextualized
understanding of subjective meanings. The main objectives are to analyze the lived experience of asexual
individuals in Iran, to examine the role of cultural norms, pathologization, and minority stress in identity
formation, and to identify both risk and protective factors for psychological well-being.

Method

The study employed a sequential explanatory mixed-methods design within the pragmatist paradigm.
Quantitative Phase: The statistical population consisted of asexual individuals aged 18 to 50 residing
in Iran. Due to the hidden nature of this population, non-probability sampling (purposive and snowball
sampling) was used. The sample size was 215 participants, estimated using Cochran’s formula for
infinite populations. Participants completed online questionnaires assessing demographics, depression-
anxiety-stress (DASS-21), Ryff’s Psychological Well-Being (18-item), minority stress (24 items),
perceived pathologization (12 items), sexual identity formation (16 items), and coping strategies (28-
item). Data were analyzed using SPSS version 26 with Pearson correlation, independent t-test, one-
way ANOVA, and stepwise regression. Qualitative Phase: Eighteen participants were selected through
purposive sampling with maximum diversity based on quantitative results. Semi-structured in-depth
interviews (60-90 minutes) were conducted online or in person. The interview guide covered five
domains: self-awareness and identity discovery, pathologization experiences, family and social
challenges (especially marriage pressure), psychological consequences, and coping strategies.
Interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim. Data were analyzed using Braun and
Clarke’s reflexive thematic analysis, which yielded 202 open codes, 45 axial codes, 15 sub-themes,
and 5 main themes. Participants: In the quantitative sample (N=215), mean age was 26.8 years
(SD=5.4). Women comprised 64.2%, men 32.1%, and non-binary individuals 3.7%. Most were single
(85.6%), and 75.8% had university education. In the qualitative sample (N=18; 10 women, 8 men),
mean age was 27.8 years. Mean age of first self-awareness of difference was 18.2 years, mean age of
first encountering the term “asexual” was 21.7 years, with an average gap of 6.8 years between feeling
different and finding the concept.

Findings

Quantitative Findings: The prevalence of moderate to severe depression was 58.1%, anxiety 52.6%,
and stress 61.4%. Mean psychological well-being (64.32 out of 108) was below average. All
hypotheses were supported. Minority stress showed significant positive correlations with depression,
anxiety, and stress, and a negative correlation with well-being. Pathologization correlated positively
with depression, anxiety, and stress, and negatively with well-being. Identity formation correlated
negatively with depression, anxiety, and stress, and positively with well-being. Stepwise regression
showed that minority stress was the strongest predictor of depression (=0.38), and identity formation
was the strongest predictor of psychological well-being (p=0.38). Problem-focused coping was
associated with better mental health. Individuals who disclosed their identity to family (19.5%)
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reported lower depression and higher well-being. Positive experiences with mental health
professionals (20.2% of those who sought help) were associated with lower depression and lower
pathologization. Active online community members had lower depression, higher identity formation,
and greater well-being. Women reported higher depression, anxiety, minority stress, and marriage
pressure than men.

Qualitative Findings: Five main themes emerged from the thematic analysis.

First, self-awareness and identity discovery involved three stages: initial doubt (mean age ~18),
prolonged information seeking (average gap of 6.8 years), and eventual self-acceptance. Participants
described first encountering the term “asexual” as a “moment of enlightenment.”

Second, experience of pathologization was reported by 83.3% of participants, who received labels
such as “frigid,” “sick,” or “traumatized.” Of 12 participants who consulted professionals, only 3 had
positive experiences; 58.3% faced misdiagnosis (e.g., hypoactive sexual desire disorder) and 40.4%
received unnecessary medication.

Third, family and social challenges included intense marriage pressure (especially for women), social
rejection, and identity concealment (94.4%). Participants described family surveillance, moral dictates,
and emotional punishment.

Fourth, psychological consequences included depressive symptoms (83.3%), anxiety (77.8%), and
identity crisis (50%). Participants described a chain: pressure — concealment — exhaustion —
depression.

Fifth, coping strategies and resilience identified online communities (100% of participants), self-
acceptance (88.9%), and spirituality (44.4%) as the most important protective resources. Online
communities functioned as “chosen families,” providing information, validation, and support.
Mixed-Methods Integration: Strong convergence was found across all major patterns. Qualitative data
deepened understanding of mechanisms, such as the detailed pressure-concealment-exhaustion-
depression chain and the multi-stage identity formation process spanning 9-10 years.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings strongly support minority stress theory in the context of asexuality in Iran. The high
prevalence of moderate to severe depression, anxiety, and stress higher than in many Western samples
indicates that minority stress is intensified in Iran’s collectivist, family-centered, and heteronormative
culture. Minority stress being the strongest predictor of depression confirms that psychological distress
is caused by social reactions, not by the orientation itself. Pathologization findings are alarming. Most
participants who sought professional help received misdiagnoses and unnecessary treatments,
revealing a lack of cultural competence in Iran’s mental health system. However, the minority who
had positive therapeutic experiences demonstrated that identity-affirming, culturally sensitive therapy
can be powerfully protective. This highlights an urgent need for professional training. Marriage
pressure emerged as a specific, severe stressor unique to contexts like Iran, especially for women.
Many participants described being pushed into relationships or marriages that caused profound
suffering. This underscores the need for family-level interventions. The most hopeful findings concern
resilience. Online asexual communities function as a lifeline, providing support, information, and
validation in the absence of any formal support structures. Self-acceptance was the strongest predictor
of well-being, suggesting that clinical interventions should focus on empowering self-acceptance
rather than attempting to change orientation. Limitations: The hidden population required non-
probability sampling, introducing selection bias. Participants were predominantly urban, educated, and
internet-accessible, limiting generalizability. The cross-sectional design precludes causal inference.
Self-report measures carry social desirability bias. Some measures need further validation in Iran.
Implications: Mental health professionals need mandatory cultural competence training. Persian-
language educational resources should be developed for the public, families, and asexual individuals.
Online communities should be recognized as social health resources. Acceptance-based therapeutic
interventions should be tested and implemented. Public awareness campaigns can help reduce stigma.
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Conclusion: The psychological distress of asexual individuals in Iran is not due to their orientation but
to minority stress, marriage pressure, pathologization, and lack of structural support. Online
communities and self-acceptance are the most important protective factors. The mental health
system’s responsibility is not to “treat” lack of sexual attraction but to reduce social pressures and

support healthy identity formation.
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