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Abstract

This study aimed to develop a sociological explanation of the factors, processes, strategies, and consequences shaping the quality of life
of female-headed households supported by the Imam Khomeini Relief Foundation in the marginalized neighborhoods of Gorgan. This
qualitative study employed grounded theory based on the Strauss and Corbin model. The study population consisted of managers, experts,
and social workers affiliated with the Imam Khomeini Relief Foundation in Gorgan, who were recruited through purposive and
subsequently theoretical sampling. Data were collected through in-depth, semi-structured interviews until theoretical saturation was
achieved. Constant comparative analysis was conducted through open, axial, and selective coding. The relationships among contextual
conditions, causal conditions, intervening factors, strategies, and consequences were subsequently organized into a paradigmatic model.
Inferential analysis of the qualitative data demonstrated that the quality of life of female-headed households is a multidimensional
phenomenon produced through the interaction of economic, social, cultural, psychological, and institutional structures. Residence in
marginalized neighborhoods, limited human capital, family instability, and a psychological poverty trap constituted the principal
contextual conditions. Economic instability, livelihood and housing crises, and physical and psychological deterioration emerged as the
main causal conditions. Limited resources, weak social governance, interinstitutional fragmentation, insufficient localization of policies,
and ineffective empowerment programs reduced the effectiveness of existing support. The central strategies included economic
empowerment, mental health promotion, educational support for children, restoration of social dignity, strengthening of social capital, and
improvement of housing conditions. The continuation of the existing situation was inferred to reproduce intergenerational poverty,
economic dependency, psychological distress, social disengagement, and institutional distrust. Sustainable improvement in the quality of
life of female-headed households requires a transition from short-term compensatory assistance toward localized, multidimensional,
coordinated, and empowerment-oriented policies. Such policies should simultaneously address livelihood security, stable employment,
mental health, social capital, housing quality, social dignity, and the educational future of children.

Keywords: Quality of life, female-headed households, marginalized neighborhoods, grounded theory, empowerment, intergenerational
poverty
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Quality of life has become a central concept in sociology, social welfare, public policy, and studies of
vulnerable populations. It is a multidimensional construct encompassing material conditions, physical and
mental health, social relationships, perceived security, dignity, autonomy, participation, and the ability to
pursue valued life goals. From a sociological perspective, quality of life cannot be understood solely as an
individual evaluation of satisfaction or well-being; rather, it is shaped by the distribution of resources,
institutional performance, social inequalities, cultural expectations, and power relations. Individuals’
perceptions of their lives emerge within particular social contexts, and therefore their quality of life reflects
both objective living conditions and the meanings they assign to those conditions (Mokhtari & Nazari, 2010;
Ritzer, 2016).

Female-headed households constitute one of the social groups whose quality of life is especially affected by
the interaction of economic, familial, psychological, and institutional pressures. Women become household
heads for various reasons, including divorce, widowhood, abandonment, migration, incarceration, addiction,
illness, or disability of a spouse. In such circumstances, women frequently assume responsibility for income
generation, childrearing, emotional care, household management, and decision-making simultaneously.
Although the assumption of multiple roles may enhance independence and agency in some cases, it often
creates role overload, chronic fatigue, psychological strain, and economic insecurity when adequate familial
and institutional support is unavailable (Ghaffari, 2004). The quality of life of these women should therefore
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be examined within the broader context of gendered divisions of labor, unequal access to employment, limited
social protection, and the burden of unpaid care work.

Evidence from Iranian studies suggests that female-headed households generally experience lower levels of
socioeconomic security and quality of life than other women. Their access to stable employment is often
restricted by low educational attainment, inadequate occupational skills, childcare responsibilities, and gender
discrimination in the labor market. Consequently, many are concentrated in informal, temporary, low-paid,
and uninsured jobs. Socioeconomic status, employment security, education, and income have been shown to
be significantly associated with the physical, psychological, and social dimensions of quality of life among
female-headed households (Vaisani et al., 2014). Comparative findings have similarly indicated that female-
headed households experience poorer quality of life than women living in more stable household structures,
particularly in relation to health, social support, economic security, and satisfaction with living conditions
(Babaei et al., 2023).

The deprivation experienced by female-headed households is not limited to insufficient income. It also includes
restricted access to education, healthcare, adequate housing, social participation, occupational opportunities,
and decision-making power. Sen’s capability approach conceptualizes poverty as the deprivation of substantive
freedoms and capabilities required to live a life that individuals have reason to value (Sen, 2011). From this
perspective, the quality of life of female-headed households depends not only on the resources they receive
but also on their ability to convert those resources into meaningful opportunities. Qualitative research on
women'’s quality of life has likewise emphasized that a good life should be understood through context-specific
capabilities such as safety, bodily health, social respect, supportive relationships, independence, participation,
and control over important life decisions (Greco et al., 2015).

Gender relations also influence the quality of life of female-headed households. Sociological theories of gender
emphasize that women’s disadvantages are reproduced through institutional structures, cultural norms, family
relations, and unequal labor-market arrangements (Ritzer, 2016). Bourdieu’s account of masculine domination
further explains how unequal access to economic, cultural, social, and symbolic capital can normalize women’s
subordinate positions and restrict their life choices (Bourdieu, 2013). Female-headed households may
therefore experience not only material deprivation but also social stigma, reduced credibility, distrust, symbolic
exclusion, and diminished social status. Studies of the lived experiences of female-headed households in Iran
have identified social subordination, institutional neglect, unstable income, limited support, discrimination,
and feelings of helplessness as central features of their everyday lives (Amirpanahi & Namian, 2024). Their
narratives also show that financial pressure, social judgment, multiple responsibilities, restricted relationships,
and anxiety about their children’s future function as major barriers to happiness and life satisfaction (Azadeh
et al., 2015).

Mental health is another major component of quality of life among female-headed households. Persistent
concerns about housing, employment, food, healthcare, and children’s education may intensify anxiety,
depression, loneliness, and hopelessness. At the same time, poor mental health can reduce women’s capacity
for employment, problem-solving, parenting, social interaction, and effective use of available support. This
creates a reciprocal cycle in which poverty weakens psychological well-being, while psychological distress
further reduces the ability to escape deprivation. Previous research has confirmed a significant relationship
between mental health and quality of life among female-headed households (Amirinejad et al., 2021). Similar
evidence from caregiving research suggests that long-term care responsibilities and gendered expectations can
progressively reduce women’s physical and psychological quality of life (Chiu et al., 2008; Tiimkaya et al.,
2024).

The vulnerability of female-headed households becomes more pronounced during economic and social crises.
Evidence from the COVID-19 pandemic showed that female-headed households were more exposed to food
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insecurity than male-headed households because they often possessed fewer assets, less stable employment,
and weaker adaptive resources (Akalu & Wang, 2023). Domestic violence and unsafe family environments
may further undermine women’s physical health, mental well-being, social relationships, and perceived
security (Lucena et al., 2017). However, identifying vulnerable women or screening them for violence is
insufficient when it is not accompanied by coordinated legal, psychological, medical, and social services
(Nelson et al., 2012). These findings underline the need for integrated rather than fragmented interventions.
Empowerment has consequently been proposed as a central strategy for improving women’s quality of life.
Effective empowerment should include access to vocational training, technology, financial resources, local
organizations, social networks, markets, and decision-making opportunities (Narayan, 2020). Studies in Iran
have shown that employment loans may improve quality of life and life satisfaction when they generate
sustainable economic activity (Khatibi & Khezraei, 2025). Social marketing approaches also suggest that the
accessibility, acceptability, communication, cost, and local relevance of support programs influence their
effectiveness (Aynevand et al., 2023). Furthermore, women’s autonomy and control over personal and health-
related decisions are positively associated with quality of life (Alyahya et al., 2019). At the structural level,
welfare-state arrangements, social protection, housing policy, healthcare access, and income security can
substantially shape women’s well-being (Raphael & Bryant, 2004). When family, labor-market, health,
educational, and welfare institutions fail to perform their supportive functions, the burden of maintaining
household stability becomes concentrated on women themselves (Etemadifard, 2010).

Despite the value of previous quantitative and qualitative studies, limited research has examined how
contextual conditions, causal factors, institutional constraints, strategies, and consequences interact to shape
the quality of life of female-headed households in marginalized urban neighborhoods. The present study
therefore sought to develop a sociological explanation of the quality of life of female-headed households
supported by the Imam Khomeini Relief Foundation in the marginalized neighborhoods of Gorgan.
Materials and Methods

This study adopted a qualitative approach using grounded theory based on the Strauss and Corbin paradigm.
The research population consisted of managers, experts, and social workers affiliated with the Imam Khomeini
Relief Foundation in Gorgan who had direct professional experience with female-headed households residing
in marginalized neighborhoods. Participants were initially selected through purposive sampling and
subsequently through theoretical sampling. Data collection continued until theoretical saturation was achieved.
Data were gathered through in-depth, semi-structured interviews. The interview questions focused on
participants’ perceptions of the living conditions of female-headed households, the principal factors
influencing their quality of life, the limitations of current support systems, the strategies considered effective
for improving their circumstances, and the consequences of maintaining the existing conditions. Interviews
were analyzed through the constant comparative method. Open coding was used to identify initial concepts,
axial coding was applied to organize concepts into related categories, and selective coding was used to integrate
the categories around the central phenomenon. The final paradigmatic model included contextual conditions,
causal conditions, intervening conditions, strategies, and consequences.

Findings

The analysis indicated that the quality of life of female-headed households was a multidimensional and
unstable phenomenon shaped by the interaction of economic, social, cultural, psychological, residential, and
institutional factors. The central phenomenon was characterized by livelihood insecurity, psychological
erosion, limited life choices, diminished control over everyday decisions, weakened social dignity, and
continuous concern about children’s futures.

The contextual conditions included residence in marginalized neighborhoods, limited human capital, family
instability, and a psychological poverty trap. Marginalized neighborhoods were characterized by inadequate
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urban infrastructure, poor-quality housing, restricted access to health, educational, and welfare services,
environmental insecurity, and distance from stable employment opportunities. Limited human capital included
low levels of education, inadequate occupational skills, weak financial literacy, and limited awareness of
available employment opportunities. Family instability involved divorce, widowhood, addiction or illness of
a spouse, weakened kinship support, and the simultaneous responsibility for livelihood provision and childcare.
The psychological poverty trap was reflected in helplessness, reduced self-confidence, normalization of
deprivation, restricted future expectations, and declining motivation to change existing circumstances.

The main causal conditions were economic instability, livelihood crisis, housing insecurity, poor physical
health, and psychological deterioration. Participants described unemployment, informal work, irregular
income, absence of insurance, increasing living costs, and dependence on welfare allowances as direct causes
of reduced quality of life. Livelihood pressures forced women to prioritize children’s basic needs while
neglecting their own nutrition, healthcare, rest, and personal development. Housing problems included high
rents, frequent displacement, overcrowding, deteriorated buildings, and the absence of residential security.
Chronic illness, delayed treatment, poor nutrition, and physical exhaustion further reduced women’s
employment capacity. Psychological consequences included anxiety, depression, loneliness, hopelessness,
chronic stress, and emotional exhaustion.

The intervening conditions consisted of limited organizational resources, weak social governance, inadequate
interinstitutional coordination, insufficient localization of policies, and ineffective empowerment programs.
Existing allowances and services were described as insufficient and primarily focused on immediate
subsistence. Parallel institutional activities, unclear division of responsibilities, weak monitoring, and the
absence of integrated information systems reduced the efficiency of interventions. Standardized policies often
failed to correspond to the economic and cultural characteristics of marginalized neighborhoods in Gorgan.
Vocational programs were also considered ineffective when they were short-term, disconnected from the local
labor market, unsupported by start-up capital, and lacking follow-up, marketing, or sales assistance.

The principal strategies identified in the data included economic empowerment, mental health promotion,
educational support for children, reconstruction of social dignity, strengthening of social capital, improvement
of housing conditions, and integrated institutional management. Economic empowerment involved labor-
market-oriented training, development of sustainable employment, support for microenterprises and home-
based businesses, financial literacy education, access to initial capital, and connection to markets. Mental
health strategies included continuous counseling, life-skills training, stress management, resilience
enhancement, and peer-support groups. Educational strategies focused on preventing school dropout, early
marriage, and premature entry into the labor market. Social strategies included reducing stigma, strengthening
women’s self-respect, increasing local participation, and developing neighborhood-based support networks.
The consequences of maintaining the existing conditions included declining mental health, intergenerational
reproduction of poverty, chronic economic dependency, weakened social capital, diminished social identity,
institutional distrust, unsafe employment, debt cycles, and reduced hope for the future. The findings
demonstrated that poverty among female-headed households was not simply an economic condition but a
structurally reproduced form of multidimensional deprivation.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that the quality of life of female-headed households in marginalized neighborhoods
is produced through the accumulation and interaction of multiple disadvantages. Economic instability emerged
as a central force, but its effects were intensified by poor housing, weak health, restricted employment
opportunities, family instability, limited social support, and institutional fragmentation. The results therefore
reject interpretations that reduce the problem to insufficient income alone.
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The paradigmatic model also indicates that contextual and institutional factors shape women’s ability to
respond to hardship. Even when women receive financial assistance or vocational training, the absence of
stable markets, childcare, healthcare, housing security, psychological support, and coordinated services limits
the practical value of such interventions. This explains why short-term assistance may alleviate immediate
hardship without producing lasting improvements in quality of life.

A major implication of the findings is that empowerment should be understood as a multidimensional process.
Sustainable economic activity requires not only training or credit but also psychological readiness, social
support, market access, institutional follow-up, and the capacity to make autonomous decisions. Similarly,
mental health interventions are unlikely to be fully effective while women remain exposed to severe housing,
employment, and livelihood insecurity. Economic and psychosocial interventions should therefore be designed
as mutually reinforcing components of a unified support system.

The findings further show that the consequences extend beyond individual women. Children’s education,
health, occupational prospects, and social mobility are directly affected by household deprivation. School
dropout, early employment, and early marriage may transmit disadvantage to the next generation. Improving
the quality of life of female-headed households is therefore not only a welfare obligation but also a strategy
for reducing intergenerational poverty and broader social inequality.

In conclusion, improving the quality of life of female-headed households in the marginalized neighborhoods
of Gorgan requires a transition from short-term compensatory assistance to localized, coordinated, gender-
sensitive, and empowerment-oriented policies. Such policies should simultaneously address livelihood
security, stable employment, mental health, housing, educational support for children, social dignity, and
community participation. Effective coordination among welfare organizations, municipalities, health services,
educational institutions, and civil society organizations is essential for preventing duplication and ensuring
continuity of care. Only through integrated and context-sensitive interventions can the cycle of poverty,
dependency, psychological erosion, and institutional distrust be disrupted.
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