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Extended Abstract:

1. Introduction

Marriage, as one of the most fundamental social institutions, has always held a
special position across various cultures and societies. This institution is
considered not merely a personal contract between two individuals, but also a
social covenant that shapes the foundations of both family and society. Marital
life and family formation are of particular importance globally, serving as a
crucial pillar in the stability of human societies (Gharibi, Sanagouymoharer &
Yaghoubinia, 2015). Despite efforts to develop premarital counseling services in
Iran, several challenges still persist in this domain. For instance, studies conducted
by Iranian experts indicate that premarital counseling programs in the country are
often designed generally, without sufficient consideration for individual and
cultural differences. This issue has led to a reduction in the effectiveness of these
services and dissatisfaction among couples (Bostani Khalesi & Simbar, 2014;
Pirmardvand Chegini, 2017). Furthermore, another research has pointed out that
the lack of a cohesive and indigenous theoretical framework in premarital
counseling is one of the main obstacles to providing quality services in this field
(Tehrani, Kakabraie, & Amiri, 2021). In addition, the absence of sufficient
specialized training for counselors and the absence of standardized assessment
tools are among the other issues that have affected the quality of premarital
counseling services (Karimi Sani & Esmaeili, 2015). Moreover, some studies
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indicate that premarital counseling programs, in many instances, focus more on
resolving couples’ current issues rather than concentrating on preventing probable
future problems. This reactive, rather than proactive, approach can diminish the
effectiveness of these services (Rajabi et al., 2017; Mohsenzadeh & Arefi, 2011;
Nafian Dehkordi, Zandipour, & Pourshahryari, 2021). Additionally, the absence
of a comprehensive theoretical framework capable of covering all dimensions of
marriage is another challenge facing premarital counseling globally. Given these
gaps and shortcomings, an in-depth exploration of the existing gaps in premarital
counseling from the perspective of experts in this field can help identify the
strengths and weaknesses of these services and offer solutions for improving their
quality and effectiveness. The present research was conducted with the aim of
more deeply investigating these gaps and providing suggestions for their
remediation, ultimately leading to the enhancement of premarital counseling
services in Iran and other countries.

Research Question
What are the cultural requirements for premarital counseling in Iran, and which
socio-cultural frameworks do experts in this field emphasize?

2. Methodology

This exploratory study employed the qualitative method of Thematic Analysis,
which, as one of the common methods in qualitative research, facilitates the
systematic and structured analysis of rich and in-depth data gathered through
interviews or other qualitative methods.

2.1. Participants

The participants comprised all experts, counselors, and psychologists active in the
field of premarital counseling in Iran. Due to their experience and expertise in this
area, these individuals are capable of providing deep and valuable insights
regarding the existing gaps in premarital counseling. Given the qualitative nature
of the research and its objective, which is the discovery and in-depth analysis of
the most profound challenges and shortcomings, convenience sampling was
utilized. In this method, participants selected were those who possessed the most
extensive information and experience regarding the research topic. Sampling
continued until theoretical saturation (15 individuals) was reached.

2.2. Data Collection

The method for gathering information in this research was semi-structured
interviews. This type of interview allows the researcher to collect deep and rich
data using an interview guide that included key, open-ended questions. The
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interview guide was designed based on the research objectives and the literature
review and included questions regarding the experiences, perspectives, and
suggestions of experts concerning the existing gaps in premarital counseling. The
interviews were conducted in person and recorded with the consent of the
participants to enable more accurate analysis.

2.3. Analysis of Findings

The results of the interview analysis indicated that the requirements for premarital
counseling include: clarification of marriage criteria, assessment of the
readiness level of both parties for marriage, and informing and building
awareness for both parties.

3. Discussion

Based on the research findings, the requirements of premarital counseling
emerge as one of the principal organizing themes, playing a key role in shaping
stable and healthy marital relationships. Multiple studies have demonstrated that
adherence to these requirements can significantly increase the probability of
marital success and prevent the emergence of many future conflicts (Heydari et
al., 2020; Behdani et al., 2004). This article comprehensively examines the key
components of premarital counseling and its impacts on couples’ relationships as
follows:

3.1. Communication Skills Training

Findings indicate that training in effective communication skills is a fundamental
pillar of premarital counseling. Skills such as active listening, non-aggressive
expression of feelings, and collaborative conflict resolution have a significant
impact on reducing marital tensions and increasing relationship satisfaction. The
study by Parhizgar et al. (2017) confirms that couples equipped with these skills
have a better capacity for managing disagreements. These findings are also
consistent with Bandura’s Social Learning Theory, which emphasizes the
importance of learning through observation and practice (Elrayes et al., 2023).

3.2. Clarification of Marriage Criteria

Clarifying criteria helps couples enter the marital life with a more realistic
understanding of each other’s expectations and values. The research by Udofia et
al. (2021) shows that participants in premarital counseling sessions report higher
marital satisfaction. This finding is consistent with Attachment Theories, which
emphasize the mutual understanding of needs. Furthermore, in multicultural
societies like Iran, this process helps reduce conflicts arising from value
differences.
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3.3. Specialized Premarital Education

Training in areas such as gender psychology, sexual health, and conflict
management prepares couples for future challenges. The effectiveness of these
programs is maximized when they commence at least 4 to 6 months prior to
marriage and continue for up to 6 months afterward (Parhizgar et al., 2017).
Research by Carroll and Doherty (2003) also indicates that couples participating
in these programs are at a lower risk of divorce.

3.4. Family Systems Theory and Differentiation of Self

From the perspective of Bowen’s Family Systems Theory, premarital counseling
helps couples establish an appropriate balance between individual autonomy and
emotional intimacy by strengthening differentiation of self. This is vital in
culturally diverse societies like Iran, where value differences can pose significant
challenges.

3.5. Practical and Cultural Considerations

For an effective development of premarital counseling programs, attention to
several key factors is essential. First, these programs must be designed by trained
professionals and based on current scientific evidence to ensure their quality and
efficacy. Second, the educational content must be compatible with the cultural,
social, and even religious characteristics of the target society. For example, in the
Iranian cultural context, integrating psychological findings with religious
teachings (such as the emphasis in Islam on consultation, mutual understanding,
and planning for marriage) can increase the social acceptance of these programs.
Third, the successful implementation of these programs requires the cooperation
of various institutions, including counseling centers, educational organizations,
media, and even religious leaders, to enhance public awareness regarding the
importance of premarital counseling. Furthermore, using engaging methods such
as interactive workshops, using multimedia content, and group counseling can
increase couples’ participation. Another crucial point is the accessibility of these
services to different segments of society, including deprived areas, and taking into
account the individual and cultural differences of couples when designing
educational content. Finally, continuous evaluation of these programs and
updating them based on received feedback will guarantee their dynamism and
efficiency in the long term.

4. Conclusion

As a result of this research, 3 main themes and 20 sub-themes were identified for
the requirements of premarital counseling in Iran: 1) Clarification of marriage
criteria, 2) Assessment of readiness for marriage by both parties, and 3)
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Awareness building for both parties and the results of this research indicate that
clarifying criteria (such as challenging questions regarding financial regulations
and child-rearing practices) as a structured protocol steers marriage away from
being a matter of “chance” toward “meticulous planning”. On the other hand,
personality assessment using valid tests (such as the NEO test) and awareness of
socio-cultural and belief-based differences help couples identify their strengths
and weaknesses. This process not only deepens mutual understanding but, in
societies like Iran, also leads to increased marital satisfaction and divorce
prevention by mitigating conflicts arising from unspecified expectations (such as
financial disagreements or differing views on child-rearing).
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