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Abstract
Background: Premarital sexual relationships could harm youth’s health in terms of sexually transmitted infections or increased risk 
of unprotected sexual behaviors. Sexual abstinence has been recommended to prevent young adolescents from adverse outcomes of 
premarital sexual relationships.
Objectives: The aim of this study was to explore the viewpoints of sexually active single women about premarital sexual relationships in 
the Iranian context.
Patients and Methods: In this qualitative study, we recruited 41 young women aged 18 to 35 years. Data were collected using focus group 
discussions and individual interviews. We employed conventional content analysis to analyze the data. Multiple data collection methods, 
maximum variation sampling, and peer checks were applied to enhance the reliability of the findings.
Results: Eight themes emerged from the data analysis: ‘acceptance of sexual contact in the context of opposite-sex relationships, ‘sexual 
activity as a guarantee for keeping the boyfriend in the relationship’, ‘premarital sexual relationship as an undeniable personal right’, 
‘having successful marriage in spite of premarital sexual relationships’, ‘virginity as an old fashioned phenomenon’, ‘love as a license for 
premarital sexual behaviors’, ‘goal-oriented relationship as a license for premarital sexual behaviors’, and ‘experiencing premarital sexual 
relationships in order to gain perfection’.
Conclusions: Results of this study could be applied to designing interventions, such as promotion of preventive beliefs or educational 
programs regarding premarital sexual relationships in conservative societies. These interventions could start within families and 
continue at schools and universities.
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1. Background
Risky sexual behaviors are commonly defined as behav-

iors that increase the risk of sexually transmitted infec-
tions and unintended pregnancies. They include having 
sex at an early age, multiple sexual partners, sex under 
the influence of alcohol or drugs, and unprotected sexual 
behaviors (1). Although premarital sexual relationships 
have not been defined as risky sexual behaviors in the in-
ternational literature, they could be considered as risky 
behaviors in the Iranian context, as premarital intimate 
relationships are not religiously and socially acceptable 
in the Iranian culture (2). Cultural scenarios or social de-
terminants of sexual behaviors recognize which behaviors 
are normal in any context and which ones are not (3). In 
fact, cultural factors could play an important role in de-
fining risky sexual behaviors. Also, sexual health services 
and sex education are not provided for unmarried people 
in the Iranian context. Sexually active unmarried people, 

especially women, are vulnerable, since premarital sexual 
relationships could have inappropriate outcomes for 
women in terms of marriage (2).

Several studies have demonstrated that using condoms 
could reduce the likelihood of sexually transmitted dis-
eases and related cancers, such as cancer of the cervix 
or penis, yet it could not totally omit the risk of these 
outcomes. Therefore, sexual abstinence before marriage 
is suggested as the best protective method for sexually 
transmitted diseases and their outcomes (4, 5). In addi-
tion there is evidence that adolescents who engage in 
premarital sexual activities may not experience the same 
quality marital relationship and stability as that of mar-
ried people who abstained from premarital sexual activi-
ties (6). Thus, sexual abstinence has been recommended 
to prevent young adolescents from adverse outcomes of 
premarital sexual behaviors (7, 8).

http://jhrba.com/
http://dx.doi.org/10.5812/ijhrba.23159


Rahmani A et al.

Int J High Risk Behav Addict. 2016;5(1):e231592

Studies on premarital and risky sexual behaviors are 
crucial in the Iranian context for several reasons. Accord-
ing to the latest census conducted in Iran, young people 
make up about 20% (15 million) of the population (9) and 
in Muslim societies, as is true within many religious tra-
ditions (10), they tend to postpone their marriage - the 
only institution that legally permits them to experience 
sexual activity and any relationship outside of marriage 
is culturally, religiously, and legally forbidden (2). How-
ever, despite the law, many young people may begin 
their sexual activities before marriage (2, 11). According 
to previous studies, 54 to 58% of male and female college 
students had been involved in premarital heterosexual 
relationships (12), and 8 to 12% of female college students 
had engaged in premarital sexual behaviors (12, 13). Also, 
a study on Iranian youth reported that 27.7% of these 
youth first experienced sexual intercourse at the age of 
fifteen; and 68.2% of sexually active teenagers had at least 
one risky sexual behavior (14). While previous reports 
have demonstrated the likelihood of rising risky sexual 
behaviors (15), there is no comprehensive sex education 
targeting youth in Iran. Also, risky sexual behaviors are 
the second main cause of human immunodeficiency vi-
rus (HIV) transmission in Iran (16).

2. Objectives
The aim of this study was to explore the viewpoints of 

sexually active single women about premarital sexual re-
lationships in the Iranian context.

3. Patients and Methods

3.1. Design
In this qualitative study, we employed conventional 

content analysis since there was limited data in the field 
of premarital sexual relationships in the Iranian context 
and there was no preconceived hypotheses (17). A two-
step qualitative approach, using focus group discussions 
(FGD) and individual interviews, was used in the study.

3.2. Participants
We recruited a group of young women (n = 41) aged 18 

to 34 years old, who had volunteered to participate in this 
study. We initially planned to work on both males and fe-
males yet the ethics committee disapproved working on 
male participants because the primary researcher was 
female and cross-sex interviews on such a sensitive issue 
is not acceptable in the Iranian culture. Although we ap-
proached both sexually experienced and sexually inexpe-
rienced women, the reported results in the present study 
were mostly extracted from sexually experienced women.

3.3. Data Collection
We posted several announcements for a discussion group 

about ‘premarital sexual relationships’ that young women 

could attend. We employed focus group discussions as the 
primary means of data collection. The FGD was an appro-
priate technique to generate data from individual’s values 
and to explore predominant social norms (18). In FGDs, 
we purposefully approached the participants regardless 
of their experiences of premarital sexual behaviors. The 
sessions were facilitated by defining premarital sexual 
behaviors, and using a non-structured inventory that be-
gan with an open-ended question: ‘how is the sexual life of 
single women in Iran?’ Afterwards, based on the responses 
obtained from the participants, subsequent questions 
were built upon the discussion. Although Iran’s constitu-
tion is based on Islamic laws and government policies are 
guided by Shari’a and Islamic principles, it is common for 
the new generation to not believe that speaking openly 
about sexuality is against religion or cultural norms (19). 
However, the participants with different levels of religios-
ity challenged each other’s viewpoints in learning and ex-
periencing sexuality. The focus group discussions enabled 
the investigators to identify the potential informants for 
individual interviews. Those women who had premarital 
sexual activity were identified during FGDs and invited for 
individual interviews. Although, women who had premar-
ital sexual experience did not speak openly in the discus-
sion groups, we identified these women when they spoke 
about their beliefs; for example, some of them believed 
that premarital sexual experience is a natural phenom-
enon and every woman, similar to a man, could enjoy this 
experience. Also, in order to have access to other young 
women with premarital sexual experiences, snowball sam-
pling was used and additional young females were identi-
fied for individual interviews.

In the FGDs, participants challenged, questioned, and 
answered each other. Young women with different values, 
viewpoints, and experiences discussed the social aspects 
of premarital sexual relationships. In this step, data were 
generated according to predominant social norms. Young 
women with premarital sexual experiences could not 
speak about their experiences in FGDs, thus it was better 
to speak with these women during individual interviews.

In order to overcome the silence and privacy concerns in 
individual interviews, we: A) controlled our speaking style, 
look, gesture, and posture, B) consulted participants on 
their sexual life, if needed, C) ensured them that their pri-
vate sexual experience will only be used for completing the 
research, D) gave a pseudonym to each woman to achieve 
anonymity, E) invited potential participants to dinner in 
order to establish rapport, and F) organized the questions 
from simple to complicated, so that participants did not 
feel we were intruding their private boundaries.

Sampling was continued with maximum variation to 
yield greater transferability and saturation of data (20). 
To achieve maximum variation in the data, informants 
were selected from different age groups, different so-
cioeconomic status, high and low religiosity, and sexual 
experience levels. Also they had varying education lev-
els. Most were living in dormitories and a few were liv-
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ing with their families at the time of interviews. In total, 
five focus group discussions were held and ten partici-
pants were interviewed individually. Data saturation was 
achieved after four focus group discussions and eight in-
dividual interviews; in fact, no new data were collected 
from the last two individual interviews and the last FGD.

3.4. Data Analysis
Inspired by Graneheim and Lundman’s approach, we 

employed the qualitative content analysis. In this ap-
proach the most suitable unit of analysis is whole inter-
views or observational protocols (21). Data analysis com-
menced during the data collection. Each focus group 
discussion and individual interview was transcribed 
verbatim and analyzed before the next focus group dis-
cussion or interview. We achieved data comprehension 
thorough reading and re-reading. In the next step, the 
units of meaning were extracted from the statements. 
Data analysis was performed using line-by-line coding, 
and codes were created during repeated discussions be-
tween researchers. Themes emerged based on the codes 
with similar meanings.

3.5. Rigor
There was a second coder involved in the study, who was 

an expert in qualitative methods. We asked five of our par-
ticipants to review the summary of the interviews and the 
findings (member check); these participants were chosen 
during the first FGDs and interviews. For confirmability 
of the findings, the substantive codes and themes were 
checked with four individuals, who were familiar with 
qualitative methods of content analysis (peer check) (20). 
Maximum variation sampling enhanced the transferabil-
ity of data (22). Multiple data collection methods (focus 
group discussion and individual interview) were used to 
enhance dependability and credibility of the data (20).

3.6. Ethical Considerations
Approval to conduct the study was granted from the ethics 

committee of the school of medicine of the Tarbiat Modares 
University in 2011. All participants were given pseudonyms 
and were informed that participation in the study was vol-
untary, they could withdraw at any time, their confidenti-
ality would be maintained, and none of the participants 
would be identified in any publications derived from the 
study. Informed written consent was obtained from the par-
ticipants prior to focus group discussions and interviews.

4. Results
Eight themes emerged from the data analysis: ‘accep-

tance of sexual contact in the context of opposite-sex 
relationships‘, ‘sexual activity as a guarantee for keep-
ing the boyfriend in the relationship’, ‘premarital sexual 
relationship as an undeniable personal right’, ‘having 
successful marriage in spite of premarital sexual rela-

tionships’, ‘virginity as an old fashioned phenomenon’, 
‘love as a license for premarital sexual behaviors’, ‘goal-
oriented relationship as a license for premarital sexual 
behaviors’, and ‘experiencing premarital sexual relation-
ships in order to gain perfection’.

4.1. Acceptance of Sexual Contact in the Context of 
Opposite-Sex Relationships

Participants reported that they experienced a sense of 
guilt during their first sexual encounters. Also, most of 
them reported a sense of duality because they were do-
ing something that opposed social norms, and in some 
cases opposed their own beliefs. After time progression, 
they felt more comfortable to engage in sexual relation-
ships. In fact, they could accept the sexual contact as an 
inseparable part of their relationship, as some of the par-
ticipants stated that they, themselves, welcomed sexual 
relationships. Sepideh, 21 years old, whose parents had 
talked to her about making a decision regarding premar-
ital sexual relationships, reported that:

“My second boyfriend was frequently talking about sex-
uality issues; afterwards, I thought that experiencing pre-
marital sexual behaviors may not be a special phenome-
non and nothing will happen if I experience it. After that, 
I experienced sexual relationships and enjoyed it. Now, I 
think about why I should delete this enjoyable act from 
my life? If I love someone, I prefer to have sexual relation-
ship with them and I have accepted sexual contact as part 
of my relationship.”

4.2. Premarital Sexual Relationship As an 
Undeniable Personal Right

Most of the young women who had premarital sexual 
experiences believed that sexuality is a natural phenom-
enon and is a need that is required to be met. Thus, they 
experienced premarital sexual relationships more freely. 
This group of participants believed that it is ridiculous 
to abstain from sexual behaviors before marriage. They 
also stated that women could enjoy premarital sexual re-
lationships as much as men and it is a mutual pleasure. 
Yasna, a 28 year-old woman, stated that:

“I believe that premarital sexual relationships are an un-
deniable right for everyone. Why do you eat an orange? 
You eat the orange because God has created it for you to 
eat. This is also true for premarital sexual relationships; 
God has created sexual relationships for you to experi-
ence and it is not important whether you experience it 
inside or outside of a marriage.”

4.3. Sexual Activity As a Guarantee for Keeping the 
Boyfriend in the Relationship

Some of the young women believed that sexual relation-
ships could keep their boyfriends in the relationship and 
encourage them to get married. In fact, these young wom-
en considered premarital sexual relationships as a trap 
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for marriage. They believed that if emotional and sexual 
relationships are well established, their boyfriends will 
also love them and would want to experience sexual rela-
tionships only with them. Sahar, 25 years old, stated that:

“In my first opposite-sex relationship, I did not let my 
boyfriend engage in sexual relationships with me. In that 
relationship, my boyfriend left me. I thought if I had al-
lowed us to engage in sexual relationships, I would be 
able to keep him in the relationship and convince him 
to get married. Now, I believe that I am not a bad girl 
and when God sends me an appropriate boy, he does not 
mind if I hug or kiss him. These behaviors could involve 
his emotions and feelings as well as mine.”

4.4. Having a Successful Marriage in Spite of 
Premarital Sexual Relationships

Some participants believed that experiencing premari-
tal sexual relationships is not an obstacle for them to 
have a successful marriage. Sima, 31 years old, stated that:

“There is a belief in the Iranian culture that men like 
to marry women who have not experienced premarital 
sexual behaviors. I think this belief is wrong. I have seen 
several women who had premarital sexual relationships 
and had a successful marriage afterward.”

4.5. Virginity As an Old Fashioned Phenomenon
Some participants questioned the importance of virgin-

ity and stated that it is an old fashioned phenomenon be-
cause they believed virginity is not equal to female chas-
tity. On one hand, a woman could experience different 
types of premarital sexual behaviors, other than vaginal, 
while she keeps her hymen intact. On the other hand, 
one’s hymen could be damaged during an accident and it 
does not mean that she is not a virgin or a decent woman. 
In addition, some of the participants believed that they do 
not need to ask other people, such as family or community 
members, about keeping their virginity, because they be-
lieved the decision about keeping their virginity is a per-
sonal right. This viewpoint was observed not only among 
the participants but also among some families who al-
lowed their daughters to experience any type of sexual be-
haviors. They had explained to their daughters that keep-
ing virginity was not important for them. This viewpoint 
was evident by what the participants stated when describ-
ing people who had premarital sexual relationships as 
‘open-minded people’. Shima, 30 years old, stated that:

“After I realize that my boyfriend is a decent person, I 
decide to experience penetrative sexual relationships. I 
believe that what is more worthwhile than virginity is the 
individuals’ personality, not a small part of the body [Hy-
men].”

4.6. Experiencing Premarital Sexual Behaviors in 
Order to Gain Perfection

Some participants believed that premarital sexual rela-

tionships could be a way to reach perfection, relaxation 
and increased self-confidence. They reported that, oc-
casionally, they preferred to experience sexual relation-
ships in order to become relaxed after a mental fatigue or 
stressful event. In fact, the sexual relationship for these 
young women was a means to feel more comfortable 
and become relaxed. They believed that these occasional 
sexual relations could not satisfy them and they looked 
for a meaningful sexual relationship to gain perfection. 
Soraya, 28 years old, reported that:

“I like to have a successful sexual relationship, as I expe-
rience and feel perfection. In fact, when I communicate 
with my boyfriend and engage in sexual behaviors, I look 
for perfection, not merely sexual satisfaction. I mean I 
feel more confident and relaxed when I experience sexual 
relationships.”

In fact some participants felt that a relation without 
sexual contact is not complete, and the sexuality part is 
what makes a relation worthwhile and whole.

4.7. Love As a License for Premarital Sexual 
Behaviors

Most of the participants who experienced premarital 
sexual relationships stated that they loved their boy-
friends and they got involved in sexual behaviors be-
cause of their emotions. They stated that when you love 
someone, you like to touch his body and physical inti-
macy is a means of expressing your feelings. Although, 
premarital sexual relationship is not acceptable in the 
Iranian culture because of social and religious reasons, 
some participants believed that when two individuals 
fall in love and cannot live separately, there is no limita-
tion for them to experience intimate relationships. Su-
san, 19 years old, stated that:

“Although experiencing premarital sexual relation-
ships is taboo in the Iranian culture, if I love someone, I 
prefer to engage in sexual relationships, because it leads 
to a closer relationship”

4.8. Goal-Oriented Relationship As a License for 
Premarital Sexual Behaviors

Most participants reported that they usually engaged in 
an opposite-sex relationship if a number of criteria were 
met, e.g. if the relationship was goal-oriented. They de-
fined goal-oriented relationships as long-term relation-
ships or mutual intentions to get married. The purpose of 
the relationship, especially the intention to get married 
in the future, was a powerful motivation for them to en-
gage in sexual behaviors because they thought sexual re-
lationships could also help them know more about their 
boyfriend. They stated that they could evaluate if they are 
suitable cases for each other regarding marriage. Soheila, 
25 years old, stated that:

“If I find someone qualified and eligible for marriage, I 
will engage in sexual behaviors because sexual relation-
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ships provide a situation for me to know my boyfriend 
better and make a better decision.” 

5. Discussion
The results of this study demonstrated that some be-

liefs could play an important role in motivating young 
women to engage in premarital sexual behaviors. Our 
study has provided a large amount of motivating and 
permissive beliefs regarding premarital sexual relation-
ships.

In international studies, personal beliefs and attitudes 
are well documented as the strongest factors for pre-
marital and risky sexual behaviors. Young people who 
have permissive attitudes toward premarital sexual ac-
tivity are more likely to engage in premarital sexual be-
haviors more frequently and have more sexual partners. 
All of these beliefs, attitudes, and motivations can be 
considered as proximal factors because they are closely 
linked to risky and protective sexual behaviors and they 
influence those behaviors directly (11, 23-25). It should be 
noted that premarital relationships and sexual experi-
ences, could also affect people’s liberal attitudes (23). For 
example, having sex and using condoms may affect atti-
tudes about having sex, perceptions of peer norms about 
sex, and perceived ability to use condoms. Thus, causality 
may operate in both directions (11).

Studies have demonstrated that if people have a virgin-
ity pledge, they are less likely to engage in premarital 
sexual relationships (11). Commitment to virginity is a 
predominant attitude and important in the Iranian cul-
ture, that is why our participants frequently discussed it. 
Something interesting in our study was that there was a 
certain sanctity attached to virginity; in fact, young wom-
en preferred to experience non-vaginal sexual behaviors, 
as if the hymen had a certain dignity for them. It seems 
that the importance of physical virginity for the Iranian 
society has caused an infusion of holiness to virginity 
and abstinence from vaginal sex, despite experiencing 
other types of sexual behaviors.

In the FGDs, participants frequently repeated that the 
importance of virginity has decreased, yet deep inter-
views with young women who experienced premarital 
sexual behaviors demonstrated that keeping virginity 
was still important. In fact, they did not believe that keep-
ing virginity was worthwhile yet they tried to keep their 
hymen intact, despite experiencing non-vaginal sexual 
behaviors. Perhaps the type of importance has changed, 
as most young women who believed that keeping virgin-
ity is not a valuable thing were not willing to risk and lose 
their virginity. In fact, these young women had a sexual 
performance according to their sexual schema, which 
was formed by their family and society.

A qualitative study on Iranian young women showed 
that among the majority of young women who experi-
enced premarital sexual behaviors, only a small fraction 
of these relationships had resulted in penetrative sex. In 

fact, they remained virgin to improve their opportuni-
ties for marriage. Although these young women might 
engage in more premarital heterosexual relations than 
other women, they may abstain from sex until marriage. 
These females might be better informed than their peers 
of the negative consequences of sex for their marriage 
prospects because of their better communication and 
closer relationships with their parents (2).

Results of this study could be applied for designing 
interventions, such as enhancing preventive beliefs or 
providing education regarding premarital sexual rela-
tionships in conservative societies. The current study 
had some limitations. Topics related to sexuality, such 
as premarital sexual relationship, are relatively per-
sonal and private, and are influenced by varying de-
grees of social, religious, moral, and legal norms and 
constraints. Thus, some people preferred not to speak 
about their sexual life, especially their sexual experi-
ences. The main investigator was successful in decreas-
ing this limitation by establishing rapport and trust. 
Also, because of religious and legal considerations, it is 
possible that only motivated or liberally minded young 
women participated, even though we invited all young 
women to participate in the study. Other researches on 
Iranian men with similar research questions are sug-
gested to compare the findings.
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