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Introduction

Family, according to Giddens (2008:252), is defined as a kinship group with adult
responsibility for children. Regarding Iranian context, the number of female heads
of household under The Imam Khomeini Relief Foundation in Iran from 2020 to
2021, has increased from 1,134,960 to 1,270,195 individuals (Hassani et al.,
1402:44).

Literature Review

There are studies covering the subject and three are elaborated here as instances.
Roshani et al. show that factors like economic insecurity, unfavorable employment,
low education, poor health, and social exclusion are among factors that affect female
heads of household in Iran. Moreover, Safiri and Arabpour’s categorized these
women in Tehran into five types based on their lived experiences of motherhood and
wifedom Furthermore, Rakan Hamoun and Jennifer Elliot, focusing on children’s of
divorced parents, illustrated that nearly all parents supported their adult children
during divorce.

Methodology

Strauss and Corbin outlines the use of Grounded Theory as a qualitative research
method for inductively deriving a basic theory and it is implemented as the
methodological design of the current study. Semi-structured interview was used here
as the research instrument. The target population of the current study were female
heads of household under the support of The Imam Khomeini Relief Foundation in
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Bushehr County. Thirty-three participants were selected via purposive sampling
based on criteria such as age, education, reason for headship, marriage duration, and
income source, noting participant age ranged from 27 to 61 years and household
headship duration ranged from 3 to 19 years. The interviews were conducted in 2024
until theoretical saturation was reached. In order to ensure participant
confidentiality, the pseudonyms were used. After the conduction of the first
interview, coding and concept identification began.

Findings

The research findings indicate that the support provided by the primary family, the
gender of the offspring, and the level of poverty/economic deprivation experienced
by the female head of household (FHH) are significant determinants in how she
confronts and performs the headship role. The core categories of this research are
articulated as follows:

1. Confrontation of lower-class women with the role of household head

The findings reveal that limited professional skills, low education, familial
resistance to women working, young children, and potential harassment from men
create circumstances where performing multiple social roles leads to difficult role
conflict, largely imposed on them rather than chosen.

2. Expectations of female household heads from themselves

The analysis showed two perceptions of femininity: a small group adapting and
combating challenges with independence, balancing family and self, and another
group viewing femininity as the “gentle sex” needing to be a homemaker and
expecting support from families and communities.

3. Expectations of the female head of household from the primary family

Women, after assuming headship, no longer tolerate mistreatment and expect
empathy, emotional and material support, and non-interference in personal matters
from their parents.

4. Expectations of the female head of household directed toward the primary family
Based on their interaction style subsequent to the daughter assuming the role of
household head, the primary families in this study are categorized into two distinct
groups of control oriented and guidance oriented. In control-oriented families,
fathers and brothers exert control over the women’s behavior, interfere in their
affairs, and make decisions for them. They do not permit them to work outside the
home and expect the female household head to act according to their expectations
and values. In guidance-oriented primary families, parents do not exhibit controlling
behavior. They enhance the women’s self-confidence, alleviate their anxieties, and
assist them in gaining independence in life after assuming headship.
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Discussion

Selective coding identified “Women’s Self-Expectations” as the core category,
revealing two paradigmatic patterns in female household heads’ economic activities.
These patterns detail contextual conditions, causal factors, intervening factors,
strategies, and outcomes.

Paradigm 1: Self as Needing Support

In this pattern, the primary family’s controlling influence on daughters’ decisions
unintentionally fosters dependency. Factors like illness, young children, and paternal
opposition to work lead to reliance on family support. Contextual elements such as
beliefs about women’s fragility, traditional homemaker expectations, and low
education hinder income-seeking efforts. Intervening factors include loneliness, lack
of protection, and family input on job details. Consequently, women adopt risk-
averse strategies, suppress personal desires, and experience a deficit in economic
and social capital, alongside feelings of obsolescence.

Paradigm 2: Self as an Agent of Change

Here, support from the primary family influences the pattern. Causal factors include
limited dependency on the paternal family, pre-marital occupational skills, ambition,
and achievement motivation. Contextual factors involve perceiving femininity as
empowerment and receiving family support for societal participation. Intervening
factors are the desire for independence, assuming a guardianship role, meeting
children’s needs, family encouragement for active participation, and trust in women.
Strategies focus on achieving independence, meeting family needs, risk-taking,
contentment, resilience, and expanding social networks. This paradigm leads to
financial and social independence and the accumulation of economic and social
capital.

Conclusion

This grounded theory study highlights the influence of primary families on female
household heads as providers. Primary families feel responsible for supporting these
women, with fathers playing a significant role. The study categorizes primary
families as either “control-oriented” or “guidance-oriented,” both shaping the female
household head’s experience.

Keywords: Primary Family, Household Headship, Self-perception, Role
Expectations
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