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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Students represent a critical demographic navigating
significant academic, social, and emotional transitions
concurrent with the developmental stage of emerging
adulthood. During this phase, individuals intensely
experience romantic relationships, which serve as a vital
foundation for learning about intimacy and partner
compatibility. Defined as "voluntary, ongoing, mutually
affirmed interactions,” these relationships are
characterized by profound emotional intensity and erotic
attachment. According to Havighurst’s developmental
task theory, romantic involvement emerges during
adolescence and evolves into a prominent milestone in
adulthood. While successful romantic relationships
foster emotional attachment, positive self-concept, and
overall well-being, they can also entail adverse
consequences, such as internalizing symptoms, violence,
and diminished psychosocial functioning (Meier &
Allen, 2008).
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Marriage constitutes a pivotal social institution
wherein partners commit to a socially sanctioned union,
profoundly impacting personal growth and fulfillment
(Meera, 2020; Ersanli & Kalkan, 2008). Within Islamic
jurisprudence, marriage is a foundational contract for
family formation, described in the Quran as a "firm
covenant™ designed to instill tranquility, love, and mercy
between spouses. Jurisprudential discourse frequently
debates whether the transactional (worldly) or devotional
(worship-oriented) dimension of marriage takes
precedence; some scholars view it primarily as a
legitimate avenue for fulfilling worldly desires, while
others elevate it to an act of worship that facilitates
familial responsibility (Erkoc Baydar, 2023). Irrespective
of this debate, the religious and cultural emphasis on
marriage remains profound.

Despite its recognized significance, the progression
from romantic involvement to marriage is declining
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among contemporary youth (Liu et al, 2023). While
successful marital unions enhance psychological and
physical health—including elevated self-esteem,
security, life satisfaction, and the attainment of personal
goals (Calderon et al, 2022)—intimate relationships can
simultaneously generate negative outcomes (Hoffman et
al, 2023). Various relational and personal risk factors,
such as low socioeconomic status, lack of authenticity, or
the presence of violence, severely undermine these
benefits (Dodell-Feder ae al, 2016). Furthermore, the
decision to marry is complicated by shifting social
norms, economic conditions, stressful life events,
modern communication styles, and personality traits
(Johnston et al, 2020; Yuan et al, 2022). Gender-specific
dynamics also play a crucial role; for instance, economic
instability and unemployment remain primary barriers to
marriage for men. Additionally, individuals' attitudinal
frameworks—encompassing their emotional biases,
predispositions, and fears—fundamentally shape their
marital decisions, either constructively or destructively.

Currently, the influence of established traditions and
values is waning under the pressure of global socio-
cultural transformations, profoundly affecting youth's
moral development and their perceptions of marriage and
family (Ljubinkovi¢, 2014). This paradigm shift
necessitates a rigorous examination of university
students' attitudes toward marriage. Disregarding these
evolving value systems may engender substantial societal
challenges. Given that romantic development does not
occur in a social vacuum, and those supportive social
contexts providing emotional understanding are vital
(Ljubinkovi¢, 2014), identifying the specific barriers and
determinants perceived by students is crucial. Therefore,
the present study explores the factors and obstacles
related to marriage from the students' perspective.
Theoretically, these findings will contribute to the
refinement of socio-psychological frameworks within
this domain; practically, they will provide evidence-
based guidance for counselors, policymakers, and social
planners.

Method

This study employed a qualitative descriptive
phenomenological design to explore barriers to marriage
among students at the University of Tabriz in 2024.
Through purposive sampling, semi-structured interviews
(40-53 minutes) were conducted with 22 unmarried
students (14 females, 8 males; aged 22-29). Theoretical
saturation was reached after the 19th interview, with the
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final three interviews serving for confirmation,
concluding at participant 22. Inclusion criteria were
enrollment at the University of Tabriz and voluntary
participation; the exclusion criterion was being married.
Participants were assured of confidentiality, absence of
psychological harm, and the right to withdraw. Data were
collected via the central question, "What are the barriers
to marriage from your perspective?" and analyzed using
Colaizzi’s method, which involves extracting significant
statements, formulating meanings, and clustering
themes. Trustworthiness was ensured through researcher
triangulation and by applying Guba and Lincoln’s
evaluation criteria; credibility, transferability,
dependability, and confirmability.

Results

Analysis of the interviews using Colaizzi’s method
revealed that barriers to marriage, recognized as a
significant developmental phenomenon, comprise five
main themes and twenty-four sub-themes. In response to
the semi-structured question regarding marriage barriers,
students' perspectives were categorized as follows:

1. Economic Barriers: Including inflation and economic
volatility (Participants 6, 8), the need for financial
independence (5, 7), securing a reputable job (10, 2),
desiring an affluent lifestyle (19), and requiring a middle-
to-upper income (1).

2. Socio-Cultural Factors: Encompassing exposure to
familial divorces (4, 15, 14), independent lifestyle
preferences (12, 20), family issues (10), shifts in
marriage patterns from traditional to modern (4, 16),
avoidance of early marriage (11), peer influence (5),
shared beliefs (8), and holding religious convictions (2).

3. Psychological Factors: Comprising gamophobia (fear
of marriage) stemming from family trauma (17),
unsuccessful past emotional experiences (22),
personality traits such as perfectionism, ambition, and
low self-esteem (18, 5), the need for personality
compatibility (19), psychological burnout from
relationship-building efforts (7), and a lack of individual
and shared life skills (16).

4. Physical Characteristics: Involving age gap constraints
(9), physical appearance preferences (21), and
requirements for physical health (2).

5. Educational Factors: Comprising the demanding
nature of student life (20) and the pursuit of continued
academic progress, often reinforced by family priorities

(5).
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Ultimately, the findings demonstrate that university
students face multidimensional barriers to marriage.
Participant narratives indicate that economic volatility,
shifting socio-cultural paradigms, psychological burnout,
specific physical expectations, and academic priorities
collectively impede marital formation.

Discussion

This study aimed to investigate the barriers to marriage
among students. The analysis reveals that economic,
socio-cultural, psychological, physical, and educational
factors sequentially impede marriage, aligning with
previous literature (Swati, 2023; Begi, 1402; Torabi &
Qahfarokhi, 1400; Hosseini et al., 1398; Torabi et al.,
2012; Fahdilah et al., 2019; Su Kang, 2021; Agboa &
Chajor, 2023).

Economically, financial resources correlate with
relationship quality and predict marital conflict (Halliday
Hardie & Lucas, 2010). Youth prioritize economic
capability, delaying marriage until achieving stable
employment (Swati, 2023; Begi, 1402; Torabi &
Qahfarokhi, 1400). Economic restructuring has increased
female workforce participation, granting women
financial independence and reducing marriage as a
survival necessity; concurrently, youth lacking stable
jobs delay marriage (Oderinde, 2013). In Iran, high
unemployment and the traditional male breadwinner
model exacerbate this delay (Becker, 1992; Begi, 1402).
Additionally, financial inequality in relationships causes
tension and power imbalances (Kogyigit Ozyigit, 2017;
Peetz et al., 2023).

Socio-culturally, changing value systems have shifted
families from patriarchal structures to contemporary
models emphasizing gender equality and relationship
quality over traditional forms, without necessarily
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destroying the institution of marriage (Pallathadka et al.,
2022; Lubinkovic, 2014). Psychologically, marriage
requires maturity and readiness for responsibility
(Rabenda-Nowak & Wylegly, 2022; Pallathadka et al.,
2022;  Kogyigit ~ Ozyigit,  2017).  However,
"gamophobia"—the fear of marriage and commitment—
often stems from observing parental divorce and insecure
attachment styles (Kandiken & Kondraki, 2024; Reis et
al., 2000; Reis & Rusbult, 2004; Usai & Chajor, 2023;
Bowlby, 1979; Senior, 2010). This fear can override the
developmental need for intimacy (Erikson, 1982;
Montgomery, 2005; Kefalas et al., 2011; Tumulti et al.,
2012; Ogunleye, 2014).

Physical attractiveness significantly influences mate
selection through the "halo effect,” where attractive
individuals are presumed to possess other positive traits
(Palmer & Peterson, 2021; Spielmann et al., 2020;
Walster et al., 1966). Evolutionarily, men favor physical
markers of youth and fertility in partners (Meltzer et al.,
2014). Educationally, academic demands and time
constraints create competing priorities that delay
marriage (Mullings, 2016; Stuber, 2011; Ren & Caudle,
2020). Reflexive modernization and development
paradigms also alter marriage patterns; for instance, rapid
development in the UAE has increased women's
education and employment, challenging traditional roles
and increasing the unmarried demographic (Beck et al.,
1994, cited in Begi, 1401; Wang & Kassam, 2016).

Ultimately, fulfilling mutual expectations is vital for
successful marriage (Celik, 2012; Kamenarac, 2006;
Celik etal., 2012; Caarls & de Valk, 2018). Policymakers
and universities must recognize these multidimensional
barriers, implementing programs that foster emotional
intelligence and relationship skills to support students in
navigating marital decisions.
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