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Abstract

This study aimed to explore the lived experiences of women married before the age of 18 and to understand how they
perceived, interpreted, and assigned meaning to early marriage and their subsequent lives. This qualitative study employed
an interpretative phenomenological analysis approach. The participants were eight women aged 2245 years living in Tehran
who had married before the age of 18 and had been married for at least five years. They were purposively recruited from
healthcare centers, women’s support centers, and nongovernmental organizations working in the field of women’s welfare.
Sample adequacy was determined through interpretative saturation. Data were collected through in-depth, semi-structured
interviews lasting 50-120 minutes. The interviews were analyzed according to the six-stage interpretative phenomenological
analysis procedure proposed by Smith, Flowers, and Larkin, including repeated reading, descriptive, linguistic, and
conceptual noting, development of emergent themes, thematic clustering, case-by-case analysis, and cross-case analysis.
Yardley’s quality criteria, researcher reflexivity, and continuous examination of interpretative assumptions were applied to
enhance the credibility of the findings. Four overarching themes emerged: “Unfinished Childhood: A Forced Leap into
Adulthood and the Loss of Adolescence”; “A Body Belonging to Another: Unwanted Intimacy, Early Motherhood, and Loss
of Bodily Agency”; “Confined by Silence and Subjugation: Domestic Violence, Dependency, and the Disintegration of the
Self”; and “Reclaiming the Narrative: Resistance, Identity Recovery, and Meaning Reconstruction.” Together, these themes
represented an existential trajectory beginning with the abrupt termination of childhood, bodily alienation, imposed silence,
and identity erosion. For some participants, this trajectory gradually shifted toward resistance, educational or occupational
independence, restoration of agency, and reconstruction of a meaningful personal identity. Early marriage was experienced
not merely as a premature transition into marital life but as a profound rupture in developmental continuity, bodily autonomy,
personal agency, and identity. Nevertheless, access to education, employment, social support, and opportunities to articulate
personal experiences could facilitate identity reconstruction and the recovery of agency. The findings highlight the need for
stronger legal and social measures to prevent child marriage and for trauma-informed, empowering interventions that support
affected women in reclaiming control over their lives.

Keywords: Interpretative phenomenological analysis, lived experience, early marriage, child marriage, women, agency.
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Introduction

Early marriage is a multidimensional social, cultural, legal, and public health phenomenon that generally refers to
a formal or informal marital union entered into before the age of 18. Although marriage is commonly regarded as a
normative transition into adulthood, its occurrence during adolescence may interrupt developmental processes that
are essential for identity formation, emotional maturation, educational attainment, bodily autonomy, and social
independence. Early marriage is therefore not merely an individual or familial decision; rather, it is shaped by the
interaction of poverty, gender inequality, patriarchal authority, social norms, limited educational opportunities,
parental expectations, and inadequate legal protection. Studies conducted in different sociocultural contexts have
shown that parental attitudes, perceived community norms, economic hardship, and concerns about family
reputation may encourage families to arrange the early marriage of adolescent girls (Abdurahman et al., 2022;
Gunawan, 2019; Malik et al., 2021; Salmawati, 2024).

In patriarchal settings, girls may have limited participation in decisions concerning the timing and conditions of
marriage. Their marriage can be presented as a means of preserving family honor, protecting sexual morality,
reducing household expenses, or strengthening kinship relations. Under such conditions, the adolescent girl’s
preferences and developmental readiness may be subordinated to the interests of parents or the wider family
network. Research among Afghan migrants in Iran has demonstrated that patriarchal authority, economic
deprivation, educational exclusion, and cultural expectations jointly increase the likelihood of female early marriage
(Askari et al., 2019). In some cases, parental control over a child’s marital future may assume an exploitative
character when family interests are prioritized over the child’s rights to education, safety, personal development,
and self-determination (Yayan et al., 2023).

Early marriage is also embedded in broader life-course inequalities. Poverty, malnutrition, low parental education,
rural residence, and restricted access to schooling may increase girls’ vulnerability to marriage during adolescence.
At the same time, early marriage can reproduce these disadvantages by causing school dropout, reducing
employment opportunities, increasing economic dependency, and perpetuating intergenerational poverty
(Marphatia et al., 2022; Wati, 2023). Processes of modernization do not necessarily eliminate the phenomenon.
Instead, early marriage may be transformed and reproduced through new social and economic conditions
(Fashihullisan et al., 2019). During the COVID-19 pandemic, school closures, economic pressures, changing
patterns of parental supervision, and expanded social-media use were also associated with conditions that facilitated
early marriage in some communities (Novianti et al., 2023).

Although early marriage is often associated with traditional or economically disadvantaged communities, it may
also occur in more educated populations when it is consistent with religious identity, family values, or culturally
specific understandings of adulthood. Research among college students has shown that some young adults interpret
early marriage as a voluntary and meaningful commitment rather than solely as an imposed practice (Allison,

2023). This diversity suggests that early marriage exists on a continuum ranging from explicit coercion to choices
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made within highly constrained social and cultural frameworks. Consequently, understanding the phenomenon
requires simultaneous attention to structural forces and individual meaning-making.

Adolescence is a critical period for identity exploration, emotional regulation, autonomy development, peer
relationships, and the gradual construction of an independent self. The premature assumption of marital, domestic,
and maternal responsibilities may disrupt these processes. Early-married girls may be required to define themselves
through the roles of wife and mother before developing a stable personal identity. Recent evidence indicates that
early marriage can be associated with identity confusion, emotional dependency, reduced self-esteem, impaired
autonomy, and difficulties in psychological adjustment (Nohoor & Za, 2025; Noor & Za, 2025). In addition,
insufficient emotional maturity and limited communication skills may reduce the capacity of young couples to
negotiate needs, manage conflict, establish boundaries, and develop satisfying intimate relationships. Emotional
maturity and effective communication have been found to be significantly associated with marital satisfaction
among young women experiencing early marriage (Puspitasari et al., 2025). The development of intimacy in
such marriages may also require a gradual reduction of uncertainty and the creation of mutual trust, which can be
difficult in relationships characterized by age differences, unfamiliarity, or unequal power (Inayah et al., 2025).
The psychological consequences of early marriage may include anxiety, depression, helplessness, loneliness, role
strain, trauma-related symptoms, and impaired social adjustment (Agege et al., 2020). These difficulties may
intensify when marriage is involuntary, when the adolescent is isolated from peers, when schooling is discontinued,
or when domestic violence occurs. Population-based evidence has further demonstrated an association between
early marriage and suicidality, potentially mediated by depression, intimate-partner violence, unwanted pregnancy,
social isolation, and lack of control over life decisions (Thabrew et al., 2024). Physical and reproductive health
may also be compromised because adolescent girls may enter sexual relationships, pregnancy, and childbirth
without sufficient bodily maturity, health knowledge, or access to reproductive services. Educational interventions
addressing the physical and psychological risks of early marriage are therefore considered essential for adolescents
and their families (Suswati, 2024). Moreover, the health effects may accumulate across the life course and remain
evident in women’s midlife health (Vikram, 2021).

Early marriage may also influence marital satisfaction, family harmony, resilience, and the likelihood of conflict.
Emotional immaturity, economic dependency, inadequate communication, interference from extended families, and
unequal gender roles may undermine marital adjustment. Research involving young married men has indicated that
age at marriage, partner selection, and relationship quality are associated with marital satisfaction (Chauhan &
Sekher, 2023). Among Iranian girls married at an early age, emotional intelligence and religious orientation have
been linked to marital satisfaction (Hajihasani & Sim, 2018). Counseling interventions specifically developed for
early marriages have also demonstrated the potential to improve marital satisfaction and reduce the risk of divorce
(Heydari et al., 2020). Nevertheless, early marriage can weaken family resilience when it is accompanied by
coercion, violence, restricted rights, and economic insecurity (Zulfa et al., 2024). Legal analyses have therefore
emphasized the need for reforms addressing domestic conflict, violence, and violations of women’s rights (Utami

et al., 2023).
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Religious or moral justification alone cannot establish the developmental appropriateness of an early marriage.
From an Islamic perspective, family harmony depends on responsibility, mutual respect, emotional readiness, and
the protection of the spouses’ welfare rather than chronological marriage alone (Musthofa & Lutfiah, 2024).
Likewise, analyses based on the objectives of Islamic law suggest that a marriage resulting in physical,
psychological, educational, or socioeconomic harm may conflict with the principles of protecting life, intellect,
dignity, and future generations (Fatimah, 2022). Despite the extensive quantitative, legal, medical, and
sociological literature, less is known about how women themselves experience and interpret the abrupt end of
childhood, unwanted intimacy, early motherhood, violence, silence, dependency, resistance, and identity
reconstruction. Qualitative evidence indicates that women and their families may develop complex strategies of
adaptation, endurance, resistance, and meaning reconstruction (Yunizar, 2020). Accordingly, the present study
aimed to explore the lived experiences of women with a history of early marriage and to understand how they
perceived and made meaning of early marriage and their subsequent lives.

Methods and Materials

This qualitative study was conducted using an interpretative phenomenological approach. The study population
consisted of women over the age of 18 living in Tehran who had married before reaching 18 years of age and whose
marriages had lasted for at least five years. Participants were recruited purposively from healthcare centers,
women’s support services, and nongovernmental organizations active in the field of women’s welfare. The inclusion
criteria were marriage before the age of 18, the passage of at least five years since marriage, willingness to
participate, and the ability to reflect on and describe personal experiences.

Eight women aged between 22 and 45 years participated in the study. Their ages at marriage ranged from 12 to 17
years. They differed in educational attainment, employment status, number of children, current marital status, and
the circumstances that had contributed to their early marriages. These circumstances included family traditions,
poverty, forced marriage, unintended pregnancy, ethnic customs, pressure from relatives, and attempts to escape
violence in the family of origin.

Data were collected through individual, in-depth, semi-structured interviews. Open-ended questions encouraged
participants to describe the meaning of marriage, the transition from childhood to married life, bodily and emotional
experiences, motherhood, violence, family expectations, coping, and changes in identity. Interviews lasted
approximately 50 to 120 minutes and continued until interpretative saturation was achieved. All interviews were
transcribed and analyzed according to a six-stage interpretative phenomenological procedure. The process included
repeated reading of each transcript, descriptive, linguistic, and conceptual noting, identification of emergent themes,
clustering of related themes, independent analysis of each case, and cross-case comparison. Reflexive notes were
maintained throughout the study to examine the researcher’s assumptions and support interpretative transparency.
Ethical principles included voluntary participation, informed consent, confidentiality, the use of pseudonyms, and
sensitivity to the possibility of emotional distress during the interviews.

Findings
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The analysis generated four overarching themes that represented an existential movement from the abrupt
termination of childhood to subjugation and, for some participants, the reconstruction of identity and meaning.
The first theme, “Unfinished Childhood: A Forced Leap into Adulthood and the Loss of Adolescence,” reflected
participants’ experiences of being abruptly removed from childhood and placed into adult marital and domestic
roles. Marriage was described as being suddenly “thrown” into adulthood without a transitional period. Participants
reported losing opportunities for play, education, friendship, identity exploration, and gradual independence. They
were expected to perform domestic duties, satisfy marital expectations, and in some cases care for children while
still experiencing themselves as children. The transition was therefore perceived as a rupture in the continuity of
life rather than a gradual developmental passage.

The second theme, “A Body Belonging to Another: Unwanted Intimacy, Early Motherhood, and Loss of Bodily
Agency,” captured participants’ experiences of bodily alienation. Several women described entering sexual
relationships without adequate knowledge, emotional readiness, or meaningful consent. Intimacy was frequently
interpreted as an imposed marital duty rather than a mutually desired relationship. Early and repeated pregnancies
further intensified the perception that their bodies existed primarily to satisfy the husband or reproduce children.
Participants reported fear of sexual relations, pregnancy, childbirth, and bodily changes, as well as an inability to
participate in reproductive decisions. Their narratives revealed a transition from experiencing the body as part of
the self to perceiving it as a domain controlled by others.

The third theme, “Confined by Silence and Subjugation: Domestic Violence, Dependency, and the Disintegration
of the Self,” represented the experience of being trapped within unequal and sometimes violent relationships.
Participants reported physical, emotional, verbal, and controlling behaviors, but many lacked knowledge of their
legal rights or access to effective support. Economic dependency, limited education, motherhood, and family
pressure restricted their ability to leave. Concepts such as family honor, patience, sacrifice, and fear of social
judgment were repeatedly invoked to silence complaints and normalize endurance. Over time, this enforced silence
contributed to diminished self-worth, helplessness, isolation, and erosion of personal identity. Several participants
described themselves as imprisoned, voiceless, or no longer recognizable to themselves.

The fourth theme, “Reclaiming the Narrative: Resistance, Identity Recovery, and Meaning Reconstruction,”
demonstrated that women’s trajectories were not uniformly characterized by permanent victimization. Some
participants gradually developed strategies for reclaiming control over their lives. These strategies included
continuing education, obtaining employment, achieving financial independence, leaving violent relationships,
building supportive networks, and redefining motherhood as a motivation to protect their children from similar
experiences. Resistance was often gradual and occurred within substantial structural constraints. Participants did
not describe the complete disappearance of past wounds; rather, they emphasized becoming the owners and
interpreters of those wounds. Reclaiming the personal narrative enabled them to move from an identity imposed by
marriage and family toward a more autonomous sense of self.

Discussion and Conclusion
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The findings indicate that early marriage was experienced as a profound existential disruption rather than merely
an early entry into marital life. The first theme demonstrated that participants’ childhood and adolescence did not
end through a gradual process of development but through an abrupt reassignment of identity. They moved from
being daughters and school-aged children to wives, homemakers, and mothers without sufficient preparation. This
discontinuity deprived them of opportunities to explore identity and develop autonomy, leaving many to define
themselves primarily through externally imposed roles.

The second theme revealed that the consequences of early marriage were deeply embodied. The participants’
accounts of unwanted intimacy and early motherhood showed that bodily autonomy was central to their suffering.
Their bodies became sites where gendered power, marital obligation, reproductive expectations, and limited
knowledge converged. The loss of bodily agency was not confined to sexual relations; it also shaped pregnancy,
childbirth, healthcare decisions, and the women’s broader sense of self. These findings underscore that support for
women with a history of early marriage must address bodily safety, reproductive choice, trauma, and the restoration
of personal boundaries.

The third theme showed that domestic violence and dependency were sustained by both interpersonal and cultural
mechanisms. Silence was not simply an individual coping response but was reinforced by fear of stigma, economic
insecurity, family pressure, and expectations of patience and sacrifice. The preservation of family reputation was
frequently prioritized over women’s physical and psychological well-being. As a result, participants often remained
in harmful situations and internalized the belief that endurance was their only acceptable option. Prolonged exposure
to such conditions contributed to the gradual disintegration of self-esteem, identity, and hope.

The emergence of the fourth theme, however, complicates an exclusively victim-centered interpretation. Some
women were able to reclaim their narratives through education, employment, social support, separation from
violence, and renewed recognition of their own rights. Their agency did not develop outside structural restrictions
but within and against them. Recovery was therefore not a return to an undamaged past; it involved constructing a
new identity capable of acknowledging trauma without being fully defined by it. For several women, concern for
their children’s futures became an important source of motivation and meaning.

Overall, the study demonstrates that early marriage affects the temporal, bodily, relational, and narrative dimensions
of women’s lives. It may interrupt developmental continuity, weaken bodily autonomy, normalize silence, and erode
identity. At the same time, access to education, employment, supportive relationships, and opportunities for safe
self-expression can facilitate resistance and identity reconstruction. Preventive policies should therefore address not
only the legal age of marriage but also poverty, school dropout, gender inequality, parental attitudes, and inadequate
social protection. Services for affected women should be trauma-informed, rights-based, culturally sensitive, and
oriented toward strengthening bodily autonomy, economic independence, psychological recovery, and personal
agency. Listening to women’s lived experiences is essential for transforming early marriage from a hidden private

matter into a visible social, ethical, and public health priority.
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