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Abstract
Marriage with teenage girls is an important health and social challenge, which is caused by various factors.
Considering that no research has been done to show the reasons for men’s desire to marry teenage girls,
this research was conducted with the aim of identifying the reasons why men marry teenage girls in
western Iran. This qualitative research was conducted with the conventional content analysis approach
among 37 men in western Iran whomarried to girls under the age of 18. Targeted, theoretical, and snowball
sampling methods were used to reach the participants. To collect data, semi-structured interviews were
used both in-person (20 people) and online (17 people). Data analysis was done with Graneheim and
Lundman approach and checking the accuracy and strength of the results with Guba and Lincoln criteria.
One core category, 9 subcategories, and 88 initial codes were obtained from the data analysis. The core
category, foresight along with desired upbringing, included the subcategories of getting sure of purity, to
bring up the girl, seeking sexual pleasure, dominating the wife, low expectations, appropriate fertility,
encouragement of social organizations and families, following models, and cultural beliefs. The reasons for
men marrying teenage girls are rooted in personality traits, family encouragement, and the cultural and
social context of the society. Marriage with teenage girls can be prevented by intervening at different levels
and taking measures such as training and raising men’s awareness about the consequences of marrying
teenage girls, changing men’s cultural and gender beliefs, raising the awareness of parents and social
organizations about the adverse effects of child marriage, and establishing appropriate laws.
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Introduction
Child marriage is one of the major problems in the world, and it refers to a marriage where at least
one of the couple is under 18 years of age (Staff, 2011; Yoosefi Lebni et al., 2023). Despite the
declining trend of child marriage in the last few decades, this phenomenon is still prevalent in
many countries, and according to estimates, the number of child marriages will reach 1.2 billion in
2050 (Unicef, 2014). Child marriage happens mostly in developing countries (Koski et al., 2017).
But developed countries also have this problem. For example, in 2016 in Germany, 1475 cases of
child marriage were registered (Kidman, 2017). The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development

© The Author(s), 2025. Published by Cambridge University Press. This is an Open Access article, distributed under the terms of the Creative
Commons Attribution licence (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/), which permits unrestricted re-use, distribution and
reproduction, provided the original article is properly cited.

Journal of Biosocial Science (2025), page 1 of 16
doi:10.1017/S0021932025000033

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0021932025000033 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://orcid.org/0000-0001-5916-477X
mailto:irandoost.sf@umsu.ac.ir
mailto:mandana_saki@yahoo.com
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0021932025000033
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0021932025000033


also explicitly calls for an end to child marriage and forced marriage, experienced by 650 million
women worldwide (Siddiqi and Greene, 2022). It is estimated that between 2010 and 2030, there
will be about 130 million child marriages in the world (Boender, 2016). There are over 115 million
men alive in the world who got married before reaching the age of 18. In poor and middle
countries, one out of every 21 men gets married under the age of 18 (Yoosefi et al., 2021). In Iran,
in the last few decades, there have been many developments in the field of marriage age, and it has
increased due to economic problems and social changes (Aghajanian et al., 2018; Yoosefi et al.,
2021). However, a significant number of child marriages still occur in Iran (Hajihasani and Sim,
2019; Lebni et al., 2020). In recent years, the highest marriage rate of girls was in the age group of
15–19 years with 196,592 cases and in the age group of 20–24 years with 204,202 cases. From 2012
to 2016, between 4.9 and 5.6 percent (about 40 thousand) of all marriages registered in Iran were
in the age group of 10–14 years (Ahmady, 2021).

Child marriage is considered as a form of violence against children (Arthur et al., 2018), which
threatens their health (Mahato, 2016) and affects the lives of both sexes. But women are more
affected due to social and cultural conditions as well as the duties and roles they have as wives
(Arthur et al., 2018; Unicef, 2014). Therefore, most of the researches that have been done in the
field of child marriage have emphasized on women (Elnakib et al., 2022; Qamar et al., 2022). Child
marriage is accompanied with consequences such as dropping out of school or educational failure
(Murphy-Graham et al., 2020), violence in all its dimensions (Nasrullah et al., 2014; Tenkorang,
2019), mental problems such as depression and suicide (Gage, 2013; Uecker, 2012), high-risk
pregnancy and childbirth (Adhikari et al., 2009; Okine et al., 2020; Onoyase, 2020), and an
increase in sexually transmitted diseases (Clark, 2004; Santhya and Jejeebhoy, 2007). Child
marriage of girls occurs due to various personal, family, and social reasons such as cultural beliefs
(Schaffnit et al., 2019), social customs (Lebni et al., 2020), social norms (Cislaghi et al., 2019),
family (Nur et al., 2020), control of girls (Horii, 2020; Steinhaus et al., 2019), economic poverty
(Fattah and Camellia, 2022; Tsaneva, 2020), low education (Paul, 2019), and so on. Also, in boys,
child marriage happens for reasons such as working, not being busy with education, family
pressure, financial independence, and patriarchal norms (Chauhan et al., 2020; Gastón et al., 2019;
Soler-Hampejsek et al., 2021).

Results of a research showed that education of women and their husbands, place of residence,
and religion affect their marriage and early pregnancy (Kamal, 2012). Talukder et al 2020 also
reported in a study in Bangladesh that the education level of women and their husbands,
religiosity, property, wealth, and geographical location are the most important factors related to
child marriage of girls (Talukder et al., 2020). In the study of Kohno et al 2020, insecurity and war,
legal issues, values, family conditions, religious beliefs, and social norms were stated as the main
reasons for child marriage of girls (Kohno et al., 2020). Yoosefi Lebni et al 2020 reported in a
research among Iranian women that economic benefit, social customs, gaining prestige and social
protection, community encouragement, parental ignorance of the consequences of child marriage,
and limited access to educational services are among the most important determinants of child
marriage (Lebni et al., 2020).

Child marriage is an important health and social challenge, which is affected by various factors
that need to be identified and explained in order to prevent it by providing appropriate solutions
and social interventions. Most of the studies conducted in the field of the causes of child marriage
have been carried out quantitatively, and few qualitative studies have been conducted among
women. So far, no research has been conducted among men to show why men tend to marry
teenage girls. Although in the research of Yoosefi Lebni et al 2020, it is reported that the high
demand of Iranian men is one of the main reasons for child marriage in girls (Lebni et al., 2020),
but the reasons for men’s demand to marry teenage girls have not been investigated. Therefore,
examining this phenomenon from men’s point of view can help a lot to understand this issue.
Therefore, this research was conducted with the aim of identifying the reasons for men marrying
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teenage girls with a qualitative approach in western Iran. The results of the study can be used in
policies and interventions related to the issue of marriage with teenage girls.

Methods
Design

This study was conducted with a qualitative approach and conventional content analysis method
(Graneheim and Lundman, 2004). The reasons for choosing the qualitative approach were the lack
of a comprehensive theory about the reasons for the choosing the teenage women to marry in Iran
and the world, the few quantitative and qualitative researches conducted in this field, the
specificity of the reasons for choosing the young women to the culture and customs of different
regions, and the necessity of investigating this phenomenon in the social and cultural context of
western Iran, limited access to the participants and unknownness of the statistical community.
The reason for using conventional content analysis as one of the types of qualitative data analysis
methods was to describe a phenomenon titled marriage of men to teenage girls. In this approach,
the researcher, with an open mind and free from preconceptions, focuses on identifying the
reasons behind a particular behaviour and avoids using pre-existing categories, allowing categories
and their names to emerge from the data.

Participants

This research was conducted in the west of Iran (4 provinces of Kurdistan, Lorestan, Kermanshah,
and Ilam). These regions are almost homogeneous in terms of cultural characteristics and have
linguistic, cultural, and social commonalities. The participants in the research were married men
who married to girls under 18 years of age. The criteria for entering the study were the experience
of marriage with a girl under 18 years of age, a maximum of 10 years have passed since the
marriage, a minimum age of 20 years, the ability to speak, living in the desired provinces at the
time of marriage and research, and willingness to participate in the research.

Participants were initially selected through targeted sampling; in this way, 25 participants were
identified by asking trusted local people in urban and rural areas. Then, in order to increase the
number of interviews and to reach saturation, at the end of each interview, the participants were
asked to introduce other people they know – who meet the criteria for entering the study – to the
researcher, and 12 participants were selected in this way. In the selection of participants, the
theoretical sampling strategy was also considered, that is, the participants who have the most
diversity and help the most to formulate the existing concepts were selected.

Data collection

Data collection was done using semi-structured interviews, both in-person (20 cases) and online
(17 cases). In face-to-face interviews, the first author of the article, who has a doctorate degree in
health education and health promotion, as well as a lot of experience and skill in the field of
qualitative research and interviews, presented the participants a brief biography of himself at the
beginning. Then, he explained the objectives of the research and the general process of the
interview to the participants, and after obtaining written consent, the interviews began. Also, due
to the dispersion of the study environment and according to the request of some participants,
telephone interviews using WhatsApp were also used in some cases. At first, some demographic
questions were asked in terms of age, education, etc., and then the interview started with a general
question, ‘what happened that you married your wife (who was less than 18 years old)?’. Then, it
continued based on the guide of questions that had been formulated and finalized in advance
during several discussion sessions between the authors of the article and its experimental
implementation among 4 men who met the criteria for entering the study (Table 1).
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The participants determined the time and place of the interviews, which were mostly conducted
at their workplaces or places like parks without the presence of anyone other than the researcher
and the participant. The duration of the interview was different for each participant because they
had different information and experiences. The average time of the interviews was 61 minutes, the
minimum time was 25 and the maximum time was 101 minutes. Data collection and analysis were
done at the same time and continued until reaching data saturation, which was finally achieved
with 37 interviews. Of course, in the last 7 interviews, no new codes and data were obtained, and
the researchers could have stopped the data collection and analysis process, but for more certainty
and to prevent false data saturation, the interviews continued up to 37 cases.

Data analysis

The process of conventional content analysis can be conducted using various approaches, and one
of the recommended methods is the Graneheim and Lundman approach (Graneheim and
Lundman, 2004). They have introduced a method for analysing qualitative data called content
analysis, which is named after them. In this proposed method, the analysis process consists of six
stages: implementing interviews and converting them into text, repeated reading of the interview
texts to gain a general understanding, extracting initial concepts, placing similar concepts under
subcategories, forming categories, and ultimately sharing the results and data with the research
team for final decision-making. In the first step, the first and second authors of the article, after the
first interview, typed the recorded interview text word for word in Word 2013 software on the
same day of the interview or the day after the interview, and at the same time, the analysis process
began and the information obtained was used to prepare the next questions from the interviewees
and this process continued until the end of the interviews. In the second step, the text of the
interviews was carefully read twice by the researchers to get a general understanding of the text. In
the third step, all the texts of the interviews were read word by word very carefully and the primary
concepts were extracted. In the fourth step, the researchers put the concepts that were similar in
terms of meaning and concept and could be placed in the same category in the same class and
determined how they are related. In the fifth step, the codes and categories were placed in the main
classes, which were conceptually more comprehensive and abstract, and the themes were
extracted. Finally, in joint meetings, the entire data analysis process was shared and the opinions
of all research colleagues were used.

Trustworthiness

To increase the accuracy of the research, Guba and Lincoln’s criteria were followed (Lincoln et al.,
2011). Since the researchers were natives of the investigated areas and were familiar with their
culture and language and had the necessary experience in the field of qualitative research and the
subject of the study, their long-term involvement with the participants and the research field was
maintained. This helped them to engage with the data and gain a deep understanding of the
participants’ views and interpretations and their experiences. During the research, participants

Table 1. Guide to interview questions

NO. Question

1 What happened that you married your wife who was less than 18 years old?

2 What were your most important reasons for marrying a girl under 18?

3 What was the role of the family and relatives in the formation of this marriage?

4 Did the society and the media have an effect on the formation of this marriage? Please explain.
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with different demographic characteristics (in terms of age, education, etc.) were selected in order
to have maximum diversity. Also, at the end of each interview, the researcher expressed his
understanding of the participant’s speech in general and briefly to see if he understood his speech
correctly or not. Also, at the end of the research, the findings were provided to 7 participants to see
if the results correctly expressed their opinions and experiences, which was approved by them.
Therefore, credibility was obtained through this way. In order to obtain confirmability, the
researchers followed the principle of impartiality in the entire research process. Also, during the
coding and analysis of the data, all the authors of the article were active and constantly discussed
and finally the categories and subcategories were approved by all of them. After extracting the
model, the findings of the research were presented to 3 researchers familiar with the qualitative
approach and 5 people familiar with the subject of the research and were approved by all of them
with minor modifications. In order to control dependability, the researchers wrote down the entire
research process in an explicit and clear manner and also recorded the interviews and notes
immediately after the interview, and all the members of the research team supervised the process
during the entire process of conducting the study. In order to obtain transferability, all work steps,
participants, path, and field of study were carefully described, and direct quotes of participants
were included in the research. Also, the table of categories, subcategories, codes, and the entire
section of findings were sent to 4 men who met the criteria for entering the study but did not
participate in the research, to evaluate whether the research findings are in accordance with their
reasons, experiences, and feelings. All of them were approved.

Ethical considerations

In order to comply with ethics in the research, the code of ethics was obtained from Lorestan
University of Medical Sciences (IR.LUMS.REC.1401.178). Also, written and verbal consent was
obtained from all interview participants. At the beginning of each interview, the objectives of the
research as well as the conditions of participation in the research and how to conduct the interview
were explained to the participants, and that participation in the research was completely optional,
and they could withdraw from the interview at any time or postpone it to another time and place.
At the end, the method of reporting the findings was explained to the participants, and they were
assured that the recorded file will be used only in line with the goals of the research and will not be
given to anyone else. Also, in publishing the findings, no names or addresses of them that can be
identified should be provided. The participants in the study spoke freely about their decision to
marry teenage girls without any limitations. They expressed their reasons for this action (marry
teenage girls) without hesitation and did not regret their decision.

Results
In this study, 37 men participated, whose demographic characteristics are listed in Table 2. Also,
after analysing the data, one core category, 9 subcategories, and 88 primary codes were obtained
(Table 3).

Foresight along with desired upbringing

The obtained core category was foresight with desired upbringing, which consisted of nine sub-
categories. In the explanation of this category, it can be said that some men go to teenage girls
because they have a kind of vision for the future. On the one hand, they believe that as they age,
their wives should be younger and satisfy their sexual needs, and on the other hand, part of this
perspective is due to the belief that men think that it is easier to manage young girls and they can
bring up them in line with their goals and desired life. Of course, the existence of cultural beliefs
and the commonness and value of marrying young girls are also involved in this process.
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Getting sure of purity
Due to their young age, teenage girls are less exposed to emotional, sexual, and social relationships
than adult girls. Therefore, due to sensitivity to this issue, some men choose teenage girls for
marriage because they believe that they are purer. In Iran, it is unusual and taboo for girls to have
sexual relations, and it is very important for girls not to have sexual relations before marriage, so
that if a man or his family finds out that a girl had sexual or even emotional relations before
marriage, they no longer see her as suitable for marriage. For this reason, the desire of men to
marry teenage girls increases.

‘An older girl must have had a boyfriend before and maybe had sex, but a younger girl is
trustable’ (35 years old, with a bachelor’s degree)

‘My first wife wasn’t young. After I got married, I found out that she loved someone else and
I divorced her. That’s why I went to a younger girl because at least that way I was sure that she
had never been with anyone before’ (38 years old, under diploma)

‘The good thing about a young girl is that she hasn’t seen the world yet, she is not like
university student girls who have talked with men, that’s why I decided to get a young girl’

(33 years old, with a master’s degree)

Table 2. Demographic information of the participants

Variable group frequency

Age Under 30 10

30–50 21

Over 50 6

Education illiterate 5

Under diploma 12

Diploma 10

Higher than diploma 10

Occupation employee 6

Self-employed 31

Age difference with wife Less than 5 7

5–10 13

More than 10 17

Residence City 15

Village 22

Marriage years Less than 5 25

5–10 12

Socio-economic status rich 10

medium 15

Poor 12
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To bring up the girl
One of the presuppositions that participants had was that teenage girls have not completed their
personality due to their young age and their husbands can raise them however they want. In fact,
in some cases, men considered themselves the role of educators. This issue can originate from the
sexist and patriarchal views that exist in the studied areas because in these areas and the entire
country of Iran there are wrong assumptions about women, such as the assumption that women
are less intelligent than men and it is necessary for them to be raised by men so that they can have
a better life. These issues make men think that they can shape the character of women however
they want.

‘I got a young wife that I can raise as I want so that I don’t have any more problems with her
in life’ (25 years old, with a bachelor’s degree)

‘It was very important to me that my wife says her prayers and be a believer, that’s why I went
and got a young girl so that I could raise her according to Islamic principles, because if she
were too old, I wouldn’t be able to raise her myself’ (40 years old, with a diploma)

‘The good thing about a young woman is that you may have problems with her at first, but
then you can teach her everything gradually and train her the way you like’ (29 years old, with
a master’s degree)

Table 3. The category, subcategories and codes obtained from analysis

Core category subcategories codes

foresight along with
desired upbringing

getting sure of purity Not having emotional relationships before marriage, not
having sexual relationships before marriage, not having
many social relationships before marriage

To bring up the girl Moral and personality upbringing of girls, desired religious
upbringing of girls, social education

seeking sexual pleasure Having a lot of sexual power, having a lot of sexual desire,
sexual freshness, not having the experience of circumcision

dominating the wife Being submissive to the husband, being dependent on the
wife, not nagging, not making excuses, not being brave

low expectations Low expectation from life, low expectation from husband,
low education, low financial expectation

appropriate fertility Having a high ability to have children, increasing the number
of reproductive years, delaying fertility at will, the possibility
of having more children

encouragement of social
organizations and
families

Giving more loans, supporting the parents of the boys,
supporting the parents of the girls

following models Taking an example from the father of the family, imitating
the brothers, friends and acquaintances

cultural beliefs The younger a woman is (than a man), the easier it is to
control her; a woman should be much younger than a man;
a younger woman is less costly; a young woman becomes a
man’s hand in late old age; with a young woman you enjoy
sex until you die; a woman who is older than a man can
dominate him
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Seeking sexual pleasure
Teenage girls always have more sexual attractions for men, and a large part of this sexual attraction
is due to the belief that teenage girls have remained untouched and have no sexual experience.
Another part of the participants believed that young girls have more sexual power and lust, so they
chose them for marriage. Of course, part of the choice of young girls in the studied areas was
related to the issue of female circumcision, because in the past decades, girls in these areas were
circumcised to reduce their sexual desires. As people become aware of the negative consequences
of female circumcision and the obsolescence of this custom, girls are no longer circumcised in the
last two decades. Therefore, some men tend to marry girls who have not had the experience of
circumcision, and since the girls who have not had the experience of circumcision are mostly
under 18 years of age, the tendency to marry teenage girl increases.

‘I always wanted my wife to be young. The younger a woman is, the more lustful she is’
(51 years old, illiterate)

‘The good thing about a young woman is that a man does not worry about having sex for
years, because once women get older, they don’t want to have sex anymore’ (56 years old,
with a bachelor’s degree)

‘A young woman is more enjoyable for a man because she has more sexual power and lust’
(27 years old, with a diploma)

‘If I wanted to get an older woman, I had to choose a woman who had already been
circumcised and had very little sexual desire, and this was annoying for me, so I chose a
younger woman because I was sure that she was not circumcised’ (35 years old, under
diploma)

Dominance the wife
Teenage women have less education and are not very aware of the rights they have as women.
Therefore, they are usually submissive to their husbands in their joint lives. On the other hand,
young women are less able to deal with their husbands’ bullying because of their fragile conditions.
Some participants said that they went to young women for these reasons. Also, having a big age
difference makes the young woman to be in a weaker position and to be obedient to her husband’s
orders.

‘I got a young woman so that she accepts whatever I say. An older woman will not obey us
much anymore’ (25 years old, with a diploma)

‘A young age of your wife makes her depend on you from the beginning because she doesn’t
understand anything about life, which makes you feel at ease and have less tension with her
for the rest of your life’ (33 years old, with a PHD degree)

‘A girl who gets married early becomes more obedient and easier to manage’ (52 years old,
illiterate)

Low expectations
Most of the participants believed that teenage women have fewer expectations, and this issue
was the reason for their choice for married life. Perhaps most of the reasons for these low
expectations are due to their low level of education and their knowledge of life, as they have
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not yet reached social maturity and have not been able to have a correct understanding of a
married life.

‘A young woman is less costly and more satisfied’ (43 years old, with under-diploma
education)

‘The older a woman is, the more she expects’ (30 years old, with a diploma)

‘Since teenage girls didn’t go to university, their expectations are not high, it’s easier to live
with them’ (20 years old, with a diploma)

Appropriate fertility
Due to the conditions of teenage women, their age range for pregnancy increases, and they can
have more pregnancies. On the other hand, due to the low age, couples can delay the process of
having children and keep themselves away from obligations and responsibilities related to
children for several years. For some men who did not have much desire to have children in the
first years of their married life, having a young woman was considered as a great advantage
because from their point of view they could delay the process of having children for a decade so
that they could handle their own lives or improve their education and jobs.

‘I liked children and I wanted to have 6 children, so I got a young woman who could have
children for me’ (56 years old, illiterate)

‘I wanted the age gap between my children to be large, so I went for a younger woman’
(39 years old, with a master’s degree)

‘I wanted to get married, but when I thought about having children, I got nervous, that’s why
I got a young girl, and first I told her and her family that I don’t want to have children for ten
years’ (33 years old, with a PHD degree)

‘A young woman is better in many ways, especially in bearing children. You can choose
everything yourself, but if your wife is older, you should have a child in the first year and you
will not enjoy married life at all’ (36 years old, with a bachelor’s degree)

Encouragement of social organizations and families
In Iran, recently, due to the government’s desire to increase the country’s population growth,
plans have been registered to encourage marriage at a young age, so that if the age of the girl in
these marriages is younger, more loans will be granted to the couple. Therefore, some participants
chose teenage girls because of receiving more loans. On the other hand, the man’s family feels
more satisfied with having a young daughter-in-law and they want their daughter-in-law to be
young and even look at it as a prestige and social privilege. A woman’s family also supports her
more when she marries at a young age.

‘I heard that if my wife is younger, they will give me a higher loan amount, so I got a younger
wife’ (24 years old, with a diploma)

‘My family always insisted that I must marry a young girl. I loved a girl, she was two years
older than me, but my family did not agree’ (39 years old, with post-graduate education)
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‘When a woman is young, her family, especially her mother, supports her more, and this is
good, they even help her with childbearing. When our first child was born, my mother-in-law
raised them’. (42 years old, with a diploma)

Following models
Considering the prevalence of marriages with girls under 18 years old in the studied areas, this
behaviour is learned by other men and has become a role model for marriage, as most of the
participants stated that among family, friends, and acquaintances a number of marriages with girls
under 18 years of age are observed and this behaviour has influenced their decision to marry
young girls.

‘Why did I choose a young girl? I’ve never thought about it until now. Like others, I married a
girl who was ten years younger than me’ (38 years old, with postgraduate education)

‘When I saw that all my brothers had wives under the age of 18, I, like them, looked for
younger girls, although my mother always wanted her bride to be young’ (27 years old, with a
diploma)

‘In most of our relatives, choosing a young girl for marriage is a normal thing, and no one
criticizes you because your wife is young, but if your wife is old, everyone complains’
(35 years old, with a bachelor’s degree)

Cultural beliefs
Another reason for marrying teenage girls was cultural beliefs. In fact, there was a set of cultural
beliefs in the studied areas that encouraged men to marry teenage girls. Most of these beliefs were
related to the position of patriarchy in the region under study and the gender roles that are
imagined for women.

‘The younger a woman is (than a man), the easier it is to control her’ (25 years old, with a
bachelor’s degree)

‘A woman should be much younger than a man’ (24 years old, with a bachelor’s degree)

‘The younger a woman, the less costly she is’ (33 years old, with a bachelor’s degree)

‘A young woman becomes a man’s hand in late old age’ (24 years old, with diploma)

‘With a younger woman, you will enjoy sex until you die’ (33 years old, with PHD degree)

‘A woman who is older than a man can take him under her control’ (52 years old, illiterate)

Description of the conceptual model

Based on the findings, it was found that young women are chosen by men for various reasons
(Fig. 1). Part of these reasons are related to the personality of people and the way they look at
marriage and married life, and another part is related to the structure of the family they live in. But
the larger part of these reasons was related to the cultural and social context. In the studied society
of western Iran, not having sex before marriage is considered a great value for a girl, and few
families consider a girl who has already had sex for marriage. Even many people and families do
not accept having an emotional relationship before marriage for a girl, while this situation is not

10 Javad Yoosefi lebni et al.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0021932025000033 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0021932025000033


the same for boys, and even if they find out that a boy had an emotional relationship or even a
sexual relationship before marriage, it is not considered important that is related to the society’s
patriarchal culture. Of course, religious views can also be influential in this issue, because in Islam,
the punishments for men and women who have sex outside of marriage are unequal, and women
face more severe punishments.

Another reason for marrying young women was desired upbringing. Part of this desired
upbringing could be rooted in the lack of trust in older girls or the purity of teenage girls because
they believe that they can educate teenage girls however they want. Of course, this issue is also
related to the common patriarchal view in the society, because women in the studied society
always have a lower position than men, and they are less able to have an equal position in their
married life. Therefore, men allow themselves to create women’s characters as they wish. Sexual
pleasure was also another reason for men. In general, the findings showed that men have a sexual
point of view regarding the choice of teenage women and believe that teenage women are more
enjoyable for men and can satisfy their sexual needs for more years. In a patriarchal culture, men
look for women who obey them the most. Therefore, teenage girls who are in a weak position due
to lack of education or a suitable job can be a suitable option for marriage and give men the
opportunity to treat them however they want.

In addition to this, a set of cultural beliefs rooted in the social and cultural structure of the
studied society and the way of looking at women encourage men to choose young women. These
beliefs are so deep that they are rooted in the legal structure of the society under study and also in
the families, so that even social and religious organizations not only do not consider marriage to
teenage women as bad, but also encourage it; in families, marrying teenage girls is considered an
important value and a success for the family, and parents and other family members encourage
men to marry young girls. On the other hand, the widespread prevalence of this phenomenon in
the studied society also causes it to be learned by other men and ultimately reproduce it.

Discussion
This research was conducted with the aim of analysing the reasons for choosing teenage girls to
marry from the perspective of men with a qualitative approach in western Iran. Child marriage
exists throughout Iran, but it is more prevalent in certain provinces compared to others. The
provinces examined in this study have relatively higher rates of child marriage compared to other

Figure 1. Conceptual model formed of men’s reasons for choosing adolescent women.
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provinces in Iran. Additionally, it has been generally established that child marriage occurs more
frequently in poor countries and among impoverished families.

The results showed that regardless of their age, men have a set of reasons for choosing teenage
girls for marriage, and all these reasons can be placed under the category of foresight along with
desired upbringing. Part of this foresight goes back to sexual and pregnancy issues related to
teenage women, and another part goes back to their personality issues, which are more attractive
to men because these characteristics make them submissive and have low expectations. Also, due
to the attractiveness of teenage women in the field of pregnancy and reproduction, marriage with
them is encouraged by families and government and social organizations.

Getting sure of purity was one of the reasons for men to choose teenage girls, which was one of
the new and interesting findings in this research. Part of the value of preserving virginity during
singlehood and not having sex is related to religion, because in Islam (the common religion of
Iran) sex outside of the family is strongly denied and virginity is considered as a value. But the
larger part of it is related to the social and cultural structure of the society, in which it is forbidden
for women to have sexual and even emotional relations before marriage, and women face the most
severe punishments if they have sex before marriage. The issue of girls’ virginity is very important
for men and families, and men tend to marry girls who are less exposed to such relationships.
Therefore, they show interest in teenage girls because with their young age and many restrictions
on them, it is much less likely that they have experienced sexual or even emotional relationships.
In most of the researches that have been conducted in the field of child marriage, prevention of
having sex outside of marriage has been reported as the reason for child marriage (Taylor et al.,
2019). Steinhaus et al 2019 have also stated the control of adolescent sexuality and pregnancy
prevention outside the family framework as one of the determinants of girls’ child marriage
(Steinhaus et al., 2019). In the research conducted by Horii 2020 in a part of the Indonesian
Muslim population, it was shown that judges who judge cases related to child marriage for reasons
such as protecting girls from social stigmas in the face of pregnancy and extramarital sex usually
prefer religious and customary norms to international laws and consent to the marriage of young
girls (Horii, 2020).

The girl upbringing was another interesting finding in this research. In fact, the predominance
of patriarchal views in Iran, as well as the idea that women have less intelligence and tact than
men, caused men to go to teenage girls for marriage, so that they can educate them in their
married life and shape their personality. They say that this education is more aimed at promoting
a submissive and obedient character in women.

Another reason for men was sexual pleasure. Several researches have shown that girls are
subject to men’s violence due to their sexual desires, and this violence may be in the form of formal
or informal marriage (Kidman, 2017; Zaman and Koski, 2020). In the present study, teenage girls
had more sexual pleasure for men for several reasons, the first reason was related to their virginity,
the main root of which was the cultural and social issues of the society, that virgin girls had a better
social status and this social status and value caused men to feel better in marriage with them.
Another reason was related to the cultural belief that adolescent girls are more sexually active and
can be more pleasurable for men. Also, another reason pointed out the issue of female
circumcision, that in some of the studied areas, many girls were circumcised until a few decades
ago, and this issue affected their sexual relations. Therefore, some men did not want to marry
circumcised girls who were now over 20 years old and preferred to marry girls who were not
circumcised and were less than 18 years old. It has been reported in researches in Iran and the
world that circumcision can affect women’s sexual relations (Mohamed et al., 2022; Shafaati Laleh
et al., 2022).

Dominating the wife was another finding of the research. Due to the dominance of patriarchal
views in the studied society, the majority of men expect women to be submissive, and according to
them, a good woman is a woman who is obedient to her husband’s orders. Therefore, due to their
weak social status and low education, which causes them to have little knowledge about their
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rights, teenage girls become more submissive than adult and educated women. This submissive
personality can provide the ground for violence in the family, as domestic violence has been
reported in most of the researches that have been conducted in the field of child marriage
(Ahinkorah et al., 2022; Qamar et al., 2022). Tenkorang, 2019 in a study in Ghana showed that
women who married in childhood were more likely to approve of patriarchal gender norms that
indicate a type of servile personality in women (Tenkorang, 2019).

Having low expectations was another reason for men to choose teenage girls. Young girls still
do not have a correct understanding of the married life and the duties of men in the married life.
Since they have a low level of education, they do not know much about their rights in a joint life.
Hence, they have low expectations in the married life, and this is very attractive to some men
because they do not have to fight with their women daily.

Appropriate fertility was another reason‘ for men to choose teenage girls, which was one of the
interesting findings in this research. Women’s fertility rate has always been important for men and
their families throughout history and one of the main bases of choosing girls for married life.
Because teenage girls are very young, this fertility increases and can be attractive for some families.
Of course, with the increase in people’s knowledge, as well as the change in people’s lifestyles and
the desire of couples to have fewer children, this feature is changing. Even now, despite the
financial problems of families, at the beginning of life, a man with a young wife can delay the
process of pregnancy and having children for many years until their conditions become more
suitable. Therefore, having a young woman can be an advantage for men in this field.

Encouragement of social organizations and families was another research finding that was
consistent with the research of Yoosefi Lebni et al 2020, who reported that child marriage in Iran is
constantly encouraged and promoted through the media, religious clerics, and elders, and this is
the reason for its continuation (Lebni et al., 2020). In another study, the effect of advertising on
child marriage has been reported (Gage, 2013). In Iran, in recent years, due to the approval of
policies based on population growth, the media and social organizations constantly encourage
young people to marry early and even offer privileges such as having higher loan amount if they
marry young girls. This issue is effective in encouraging some men to choose teenage girls. Many
families in the studied areas consider having a young bride as a privilege and prestige and
encourage their sons to marry young girls. Of course, the girl’s family also provides her with more
financial and social support by marrying their daughter at a young age.

Following models was another significant finding in this study. It can be said that marrying
teenage girls is seen as a frequent behaviour among the society, and this issue causes this behaviour
to be learned by other young people by observing. Although this finding has not been reported
among men, in the study of Yoosefi Lebni et al 2020, which was conducted among women,
learning from others was reported as one of the determinants of child marriage, that is, girls learn
from their mothers, sisters, and friends. They get married at a young age (Lebni et al., 2020). Also,
Erulkar 2013 in a research in Ethiopia reported that most child marriages of girls were arranged by
their mothers (Erulkar, 2013). Seeing people around you getting married at a young age
encourages others to get married at a young age. This issue is either modelling the behaviour of
others or at least it affects their behaviour in the field of marriage.

Cultural beliefs were another reason for men to marry teenage girls. There were some cultural
beliefs and gender stereotypes in the studied areas that encouraged men to marry teenage girls.
Child marriage in any country is influenced by its cultural beliefs. In the examined regions,
cultural beliefs include the notion that controlling women is easier when their age is significantly
younger than their husbands, a woman should be much younger than her husband, a younger
woman is less expensive, a young woman becomes a walking stick for an elderly man, having a
young wife provides sexual pleasure until one’s death, and a woman who is older than a man
should ride on his back. These cultural beliefs have influenced men’s opinions and decisions
regarding marrying adolescent girls. Most of these beliefs were based on patriarchy and aimed at
subjugating women, such as a young woman becoming a man’s hand in late old age, or the
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younger a woman is, the easier it is to control her. Most of the researches conducted in the field of
child marriage have emphasized the colourful role of social beliefs and customs in the formation of
child marriage (Edmeades et al., 2022; Naved et al., 2022). Also, in the research of Cislaghi et al
2019, this cultural belief that chaste girls do not have sex before marriage and that girls should get
married immediately after reaching puberty has been reported as one of the main factors of child
marriage in rural areas of Cameroon (Cislaghi et al., 2019).

Limitations and strengths
This research, for the first time in Iran and the world, according to the research team, examines
the reasons for men to choose teenage girls for marriage from men’s point of view and with a
qualitative approach, which can provide first-class and complete information to social
organizations and legislators to intervene in order to prevent this problem. Another strength
of the research was that the researchers were local and had a long history of conducting research
(especially the first author) in the field of marriage and women among the studied regions, which
made the researchers fully familiar with the manners and customs of the participants and this
issue helped to gain their trust a lot.

However, the research had some limitations. One of these limitations was the dispersion of the
studied environment. Conducting research in four provinces made it difficult for researchers to
collect data. Therefore, the researchers overcame this problem by using the telephone interview
method to collect data from some participants. Also, the identification of participants was another
limitation that the researchers were able to overcome by using local trustees and snowball sampling.
Another limitation of the research was the reluctance of some participants to record their voices,
which the researcher gained their consent by explaining to them how to use the recorded voices and
assuring them that the recorded voices will only be used in line with the research, and after the end
of the research, the audio files and the texts of the interviews will be destroyed and the results of the
research will be published in such a way that none of the participants can be identified.

Conclusion
Marrying girls under the age of 18 is one of the main issues in western Iran, which has several reasons.
Some of the reasons are rooted in the personality traits of men, and another part is due to family
encouragement, and the more important part is rooted in the cultural and social context of society
and the way women are viewed. Policies regarding marriage, particularly the marriage of men to
teenage girls, can be guided by research findings. Marriages with teenage girls can be prevented by
intervening at different levels andmeasures such as education and raising the awareness of men about
the consequences of marrying teenage girls, changing the cultural and gender beliefs of men, raising
the awareness of parents as well as social organizations about the adverse effects of child marriage, and
establishing appropriate laws. Since one of the objectives of this type of marriage and some of its
outcomes are negative and contribute to the reproduction of male dominance, it should face greater
limitations. Furthermore, extensive interventions are necessary to change men’s beliefs and their
understanding of the potential negative consequences of this type of marriage, as well as to educate
teenage girls about the implications of marrying men with significant age gaps.
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