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Abstract

Marriage age is an important social and economic variable because it influences birth rates, population
growth, labor supply, and family health. Delayed marriage among single individuals has become a global
social concern. This study aimed to identify the factors underlying reluctance to marry among female
postgraduate students and to develop and validate a scale based on the factors identified from their
perspectives. The study employed a descriptive-correlational design. The population consisted of single
female postgraduate students at universities in East Azarbaijan Province who were enrolled during the
2024-2025 academic year. Four samples were selected using stratified random sampling: the first sample
(20 students) was used to identify the preliminary factors and develop the scale; the second sample (30
students) was used for preliminary administration and assessment of reliability and validity; the third
sample (250 students) was used for exploratory factor analysis (EFA); and the fourth sample (200
students) was used for confirmatory factor analysis (CFA). Data were collected using semi-structured
interviews, the Marital Attitude Scale, the Marital Intent Scale, and the researcher-developed Reluctance
to Marry Scale. Data were analyzed using exploratory and confirmatory factor analyses. The findings
indicated that the final 40-item scale comprised six factors, which explained 59% of the total variance:
Effort for Individual Growth and Advancement; Appeal of Singleness over Marriage; Lack of Readiness
and Necessary Skills for Marriage; Economic Issues; Legal, Social, and Cultural Issues; and Family
Issues. Identifying the factors underlying reluctance to marry, particularly from the perspective of female
postgraduate students, may provide a useful framework for specialists and policymakers to better
understand barriers to marriage and family formation.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Marriage is an important social and demographic institution, and changes in the timing of marriage have implications
for fertility, family formation, and population dynamics. In recent decades, increasing age at first marriage and the
tendency to postpone marriage have become important social concerns in different societies (Jones & Yeung, 2014;
Raymo & Park, 2020; Research Center of the Islamic Consultative Assembly, 2022). In Iran, research has documented
the phenomenon of delayed marriage among young people, including educated women, and has highlighted its social
and demographic significance (Imanzadeh et al., 2017; Mokhtari et al., 2021; Bagi, 2023).

Previous studies have identified multiple factors associated with delayed or reluctant marriage, including educational
and occupational advancement, economic difficulties, changing attitudes toward marriage, the perceived advantages of
single life, concerns about marital relationships, and family and sociocultural conditions (Maharaj & Shangase, 2020;
Giindogdu & Bulut, 2022; Bagi, 2023). Among women, higher educational attainment and greater emphasis on
employment, independence, and personal development may influence the timing of marriage (Vijay, 2024). Iranian
qualitative research has also reported economic, cultural, family, and interpersonal dimensions of delayed marriage
among female students (Imanzadeh et al., 2017; Mokhtari et al., 2021). Despite this evidence, there is a need for a
multidimensional instrument grounded in the perspectives of highly educated single women that can systematically
identify and organize the factors underlying reluctance to marry.
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Accordingly, the present study aimed to identify the factors of reluctance to marry among female postgraduate students
and to construct and validate a scale based on the factors identified from their perspectives. The study sought to provide
an empirically grounded, multidimensional framework for understanding marriage disinclination and to develop an
instrument with acceptable psychometric properties for use in research and counseling contexts.

Methods

Design

The present study employed a correlational design based on the analysis of a correlation or covariance matrix.
Exploratory factor analysis (EFA) was used to identify the underlying dimensions of the newly developed scale, and
confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was used to examine whether the obtained factor structure was consistent with the
proposed measurement model.

Population and Sampling

The statistical population consisted of single female students enrolled in master's and doctoral programs at universities
in East Azarbaijan Province during the 2024-2025 academic year. The participating universities included Tabriz
University, Shahid Madani Azarbaijan University, Bonab, Maragheh, Tabriz University of Medical Sciences, Sahand
University of Technology, and Payame Noor University units. Stratified random sampling was used, with the required
number of participants from each university determined in proportion to its postgraduate student population. Eligibility
required being enrolled in a master's or doctoral program and having no history of formal marriage.

Four samples were used across the stages of scale development and validation. The first sample included 20 participants
for identifying preliminary factors and generating the initial item pool. A second sample of 30 participants was used for
preliminary administration and assessment of reliability and validity. A sample of 250 participants was used for
exploratory factor analysis, and a further sample of 200 participants was used for confirmatory factor analysis. Thus,
500 participants participated across the four stages of the study.

Instruments

At the initial stage, a semi-structured interview containing two general questions concerning reasons for delaying
marriage and participants' plans for marriage was conducted. Approximately 60 distinct reasons were identified from
the interviews. After reviewing the relevant literature and integrating overlapping responses, an initial 48-item
researcher-developed scale was prepared and reviewed by five experts in marriage and family studies.

For criterion-related validity, the Marital Intent Scale and the Attitudes toward Marriage Scale were also used. The
Marital Intent Scale is a three-item measure developed by Park and Rosén (2013), while the Attitudes toward Marriage
Scale developed by Rosen and Braaten (1998) contains 23 items. The researcher-developed scale was initially scored on
a five-point Likert scale ranging from 'not at all' to ‘completely.’

Procedure

Following the interviews, the researchers reviewed the participants' responses and relevant literature, removed or
combined overlapping items, and developed the initial 48-item scale. The items were then reviewed and revised by five
specialists. The preliminary version was administered to the 30-person sample and subsequently to the 250 and 200
person samples for factor analytic evaluation. The later stages were conducted through an online form. Participants
received information about the purpose of the study and the voluntary nature of participation, and trained research
assistants supported data collection.

Descriptive statistics included means, standard deviations, minimum and maximum scores, frequencies, and percentages.
Inferential analyses included exploratory factor analysis, confirmatory factor analysis, Pearson correlation coefficients, and
Cronbach’s alpha coefficients. Analyses were conducted using SPSS version 27 and AMOS version 21.

Results

Across the four stages, the total sample comprised 500 participants. Of these, 392 (78.4%) were master's students and 108
(21.6%) were doctoral students. Participants ranged in age from 23 to 45 years, with a mean age of 28.01 years (SD = 3.59). A
total of 335 participants (67%) were native to East Azarbaijan Province and 165 (33%) were non-native. Regarding
premarital romantic relationships, 287 participants (57.4%) reported being currently involved in a non-marital relationship,
153 (30.6%) had previously experienced such a relationship, and 60 (12%) had never experienced one.

The initial 48-item scale demonstrated an overall Cronbach's alpha of 0.782. The Kaiser—Meyer—Olkin measure was .83
and Bartlett's test of sphericity was statistically significant (p < 0.001), indicating that the correlation matrix was
suitable for factor analysis. Exploratory factor analysis using principal components extraction and Varimax rotation
supported a six-factor solution. Together, the six factors explained approximately 59% of the total variance. Eight items
(items 1, 2, 13, 36, 39, 44, 46, and 47) were removed because their factor loadings were below .40.

The final scale contained 40 items distributed across six factors: (1) Effort for Individual Growth and Advancement,
with 8 items; (2) Appeal of Singleness over Marriage, with 8 items; (3) Lack of Readiness and Necessary Skills for
Marriage, with 8 items; (4) Economic Problems, with 7 items; (5) Legal, Social, and Cultural Problems, with 5 items;
and (6) Family Problems, with 4 items. The first factor accounted for 14.09% of the variance, followed by the second
factor with 13%, the third with 9.92%, the fourth with 7.87%, the fifth with 7.59%, and the sixth with 6.22%.
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The CFA results supported the six-factor structure of the final 40-item scale. None of the remaining items was removed
in the confirmatory stage, and the factor loadings and corresponding critical ratios were statistically significant. The
measurement model showed acceptable fit to the data: y?/df = 1.69, GFI = 0.952, CFIl = 0.943, and RMSEA = 0.05.
These findings provided evidence for the confirmatory validity of the six-factor structure.

Reliability analyses also supported the internal consistency of the six factors. Cronbach's alpha coefficients were 0.93 for
the first and second factors, 0.84 for the third, 0.79 for the fourth, 0.78 for the fifth, and 0.71 for the sixth, with an overall
alpha of .81 for the 40-item scale. The total score was significantly correlated with marital intent (r = —0.66, p < 0.001) and
attitudes toward marriage (r = —0.55, p < 0.001), providing evidence of criterion-related validity.

Discussion

The findings demonstrated that reluctance to marry among postgraduate female students is a multidimensional
phenomenon rather than a single attitudinal tendency. Six domains were identified: individual growth and advancement,
the perceived appeal of remaining single, insufficient readiness and marital skills, economic problems,
legal/social/cultural problems, and family problems. The first factor, effort for individual growth and advancement,
emerged as the most influential dimension, accounting for 14.09% of the variance. This result is consistent with
previous research emphasizing education, employment, career development, and personal independence as important
contributors to delayed marriage among women.

The second factor, appeal of singleness over marriage, reflects the perceived benefits of remaining single, including
greater freedom, fewer responsibilities, and the possibility of maintaining premarital romantic relationships. The third
factor indicates that limited emotional awareness, communication skills, readiness, and fear of marital failure may
reduce willingness to marry. The fourth factor highlights the role of income, housing, wedding expenses, dowry-related
costs, and perceptions of the economic preparedness of potential partners. The fifth factor captures concerns related to
prevailing marriage norms, divorce experiences, gender-related legal issues, social expectations, and tensions between
traditional and modern cultural patterns. Finally, the sixth factor indicates that family disagreement, parental
interference, dependence on the family of origin, and family responsibilities may also influence marriage decisions.

The psychometric findings further indicate that the newly developed scale has an interpretable six-factor structure,
satisfactory internal consistency, and evidence of criterion-related and confirmatory validity. The high goodness-of-fit
indices obtained in CFA support the adequacy of the proposed measurement model. The scale may therefore provide
researchers and family counselors with a structured means of assessing the major domains associated with reluctance to
marry among highly educated single women.

Conclusion

The present study identified six major factors underlying reluctance to marry among female postgraduate students in
East Azarbaijan and developed a 40-item scale to assess these factors. The six factors jointly explained approximately
59% of the variance, and the confirmatory analysis supported the six-factor measurement structure. The findings
suggest that interventions aimed at understanding or reducing barriers to marriage should not focus exclusively on
economic conditions; rather, individual development, perceptions of single life, readiness and relationship skills,
economic circumstances, legal/social/cultural concerns, and family processes should be considered together.

Because the participants were female postgraduate students from universities in East Azarbaijan, generalization to non-
student populations or men should be made cautiously. Future research should examine gender, generational, cultural,
and socioeconomic differences and should use longitudinal designs to follow factors associated with marriage intentions
from adolescence through the period of marriage. Further research is also warranted on the social and economic
consequences of delayed marriage and on policies and counseling interventions that address the multiple dimensions
identified in the present study.
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