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ABSTRACT

This study aimed to identify and conceptualize the social implications of family
sustainability within the socio-cultural context of Isfahan and to develop a grounded
theoretical model of this phenomenon. A qualitative research design was employed using
the systematic grounded theory approach. The fieldwork was conducted in Isfahan with 14
family specialists and experts selected through purposive—theoretical sampling. Data were
collected via semi-structured in-depth interviews and analyzed through open, axial, and
selective coding. MAXQDA software (version 2022) supported data organization and
visualization. Credibility was ensured by member checking and external expert auditing of
codes and interpretations. Analysis revealed that family sustainability is a multidimensional
construct conceptualized as “family sustainability as future-oriented interactive—
institutional cohesion.” Causal conditions included anomic socialization and couples’ social
capital, while contextual conditions comprised family support and fragmented interaction.
Intervening conditions such as dysfunctional interaction patterns and the structural pull of
social media influenced the dynamic process. Key strategies enhancing family sustainability
involved redefining the social system around family-centered policies and promoting
rational partner selection. The ultimate outcome was “social system coherence,” manifested
in improved societal integration, security, and collective stability. The findings indicate that
sustaining families extends beyond internal dynamics and requires addressing broader
socio-cultural and communicative structures. Strengthening couples’ social capital,
reorienting social policies toward family centrality, and managing the influence of social
media are essential to achieving resilient and cohesive families that contribute to overall
social order and well-being.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
INTRODUCTION

Family is universally acknowledged as the most fundamental social institution,
shaping the moral and emotional fabric of society and sustaining social cohesion across
generations (1). In the Iranian context, family stability is vital not only because of its
cultural and religious significance but also due to its role in mitigating social vulnerabilities
and fostering resilience in the face of rapid modernization (4, 7). Over the last few decades,
Iranian families have undergone profound transformations influenced by structural and
cultural shifts. Expanding higher education, especially among women, increased labor
force participation, urbanization, and exposure to global values have redefined marital and
familial roles (5, 8). These changes have coincided with rising divorce rates, delays in
marriage, and the emergence of alternative cohabitation patterns, threatening the long-
standing stability of the Iranian family (9).

One of the critical drivers of family instability identified in prior research is the
erosion of effective socialization mechanisms. Modernization and weakened
intergenerational transmission of life skills have left many young couples ill-prepared for
the demands of married life (5, 20). Simultaneously, shifting gender dynamics and female
breadwinning, while empowering women economically, can create new tensions when not
accompanied by adaptive family role renegotiation (12-14). Alongside these gendered and
structural challenges, technological disruption has transformed patterns of intimacy and
communication. Social media and digital networks, though offering opportunities for
connection, have also contributed to diminished face-to-face interaction and trust among
spouses (16, 17). Yet, some scholars argue that technology, if navigated skillfully, can
support marital satisfaction and strengthen families by improving access to education and
relationship resources (19).

Given these complex and often contradictory dynamics, scholars increasingly
emphasize the need for locally grounded and culturally sensitive frameworks of family
sustainability (21, 22). Iranian studies show that trust, emotional support, and effective
conflict management are pivotal protective factors (2, 10), yet these capacities remain
underdeveloped in younger generations due to gaps in pre-marital education and social
policy (3). While quantitative studies have contributed valuable correlational insights, they
often fail to capture the deeply contextual and process-oriented nature of family

sustainability. As a result, qualitative, interpretive inquiry is essential for understanding



how cultural heritage and modern social pressures interact to shape the family experience
in contemporary urban Iran (15).

Isfahan, as a historically rich yet rapidly modernizing metropolis, provides an ideal
case for such analysis. Its diverse social fabric and the interplay between traditional values
and new cultural influences make it a unique site to explore the lived social meanings of
family sustainability (2, 15). By applying a grounded theory approach, this study aims to
uncover the social implications of family sustainability in Isfahan, contributing an
indigenous conceptual model that can inform both academic understanding and practical
family policy.

METHODS AND MATERIALS

This study employed a qualitative design with a systematic grounded theory
methodology. The research fieldwork was conducted in Isfahan, and participants included
14 family specialists and experts with diverse professional backgrounds, selected through
purposive—theoretical sampling to maximize conceptual variation. Data were collected
using in-depth semi-structured interviews, allowing participants to share rich, experience-
based insights on family dynamics and sustainability. Interviews were audio-recorded,
transcribed verbatim, and analyzed through the three coding stages of grounded theory:
open, axial, and selective coding. MAXQDA software supported data management, and
rigor was ensured through member checking, peer debriefing, and external auditing by
family studies scholars to validate emerging categories and interpretations.

FINDINGS

Data analysis revealed that family sustainability in Isfahan is a multidimensional and
interactive construct best understood as ‘“family sustainability as future-oriented
individual-social cohesion.” Several causal conditions were identified. Central among
these was anomic socialization, characterized by inadequate life skills training,
generational value gaps, and dysfunctional educational systems that fail to prepare youth
for stable marital roles. Respondents highlighted the weakening of religious and moral
instruction and the prevalence of fragmented or contradictory cultural messages about
marriage and family.

Another crucial causal dimension was the social capital of couples, encompassing
mutual trust, emotional security, and supportiveness. Couples with strong interpersonal
trust, confidentiality, and optimism about the relationship demonstrated higher resilience
to external pressures. Contextual conditions also emerged, including the supportiveness of

extended family systems and the contrasting fragmentation of intra-family interactions.
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While extended kin could buffer economic and emotional stress, their interference
sometimes created hidden tensions and dependency that undermined autonomy and
harmony.

Intervening conditions further influenced the sustainability process. Two key
categories were identified: dysfunctional interaction patterns, such as avoidance of open
dialogue and conflict escalation, and the structural pull of social media networks, which
often replace or disrupt direct communication. Participants expressed concern about digital
comparison, emotional detachment, and infidelity risks associated with unregulated online
engagement.

From these dynamics, families pursued key strategic responses to maintain stability.
The most important included redefining the social system around family centrality—which
means advocating for supportive social policies, pre-marital education, and value-based
public discourse—and rational, informed mate selection, emphasizing deeper compatibility
beyond superficial or purely emotional criteria. These strategies collectively aimed to
foster an environment where marriage was both a personal choice and a socially reinforced
institution.

The final theoretical outcome was described as “social system coherence.” When
families could successfully integrate these strategies and navigate the identified risk
factors, not only were individual marriages strengthened, but broader social cohesion,
emotional security, and a sense of collective stability emerged as well.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

The findings underscore that family sustainability in modern Iranian urban contexts
transcends simple intra-household dynamics and must be conceptualized as a socially
embedded process. The identification of anomic socialization as a critical vulnerability
aligns with research showing that modernization without adequate skill transmission
disrupts intergenerational value continuity and contributes to fragile marital foundations
(5, 20). Likewise, the emphasis on couple-level social capital and trust echoes previous
Iranian national surveys linking communication competence and resilience to marital
stability (2, 10) and parallels international findings on communication quality and
satisfaction (16).

Importantly, the nuanced role of extended families and contextual supports adds
depth to existing models. While supportive kinship networks have been recognized as
protective factors (3), this study also highlights their potential to foster dependency and

hidden conflict if not balanced with autonomy, adding a culturally specific insight to the



literature (21). Furthermore, the observed disruptive power of social media reinforces
global concerns about digital intimacy erosion (1) but also points toward the urgent need
for media literacy and adaptive digital communication practices in Iranian marital life (18).

Strategically, the call for rational mate selection and systemic family-centered policy
complements earlier scholarship emphasizing the modernization of marital expectations
while preserving core cultural values (14, 22). These insights support the growing consensus
that hybrid models—merging indigenous moral frameworks with evidence-based skills
and education—may be the most effective for sustaining families in transitional societies
(1, 21).

Ultimately, this study contributes an indigenous, process-oriented theoretical model
of family sustainability that bridges individual, relational, and societal dimensions. It
underscores the need for policies that invest in youth socialization, strengthen pre-marital
preparation, address gender equity constructively, and mitigate the destabilizing potential
of digital technologies. By deepening understanding of the lived social implications of
family life in a culturally dynamic city like Isfahan, the study provides actionable insight
for sociologists, policymakers, and practitioners aiming to reinforce the resilience and

coherence of Iranian families in the face of rapid socio-cultural change.
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