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Abstract

Background: Numerous young women struggle to envision a fulfilling and intimate marriage due to encountering significant 
challenges during their childhood and/or experiencing multiple unsuccessful relationships in adulthood. This study investigated 
the influence of  life scripts, as defined by transactional analysis theory, on the marriage readiness of  female university students 
of  marriageable age in Isfahan, Iran.
Methods: This qualitative case study utilized a non-probabilistic, purposive sampling method to select its participants from among 
all female university students of  marriageable age in Isfahan, Iran, between July and September 2022. The sample comprised 
15 individuals, determined through theoretical saturation. Data collection was conducted via semi-structured interviews, 
encompassing demographic information and life script identification. Triangulation involving the researcher, supervisor, and 
peer advisors was employed to ensure rigor. Manifest and latent content analyses were applied to the data derived from the 
participant’s responses and narratives using MAXQDA 2022.
Results: Analysis identified five predominant life scripts among female university students who exhibited readiness for marriage: 
“don’t be a child,” “please others,” “be perfect,” “don’t think,” and “try hard.” Conversely, the leading life scripts of  students 
lacking marriage readiness were “don’t grow up,” “don’t get close,” “don’t be important,” and “be perfect.”
Conclusion: The findings suggested that life scripts significantly influence marriage readiness and partner selection among 
female students of  marriageable age. Modifying these scripts may enhance these individuals’ preparedness for marriage.
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1. Introduction

The family unit is the cornerstone of society, 
underscoring the importance of forming effective 
familial bonds to foster a robust and healthy social 
structure (1). Marriage, the inception of family life, 
represents the most elemental human connection, 
merging two individuals’ distinct thinking styles, 
values, beliefs, perspectives, and worldviews (2, 3). 
Universally, marriage is the foundational social 
ritual for fulfilling emotional needs, leading to 
the establishment of the family, the paramount 
social institution (4). Choosing a spouse marks 
the ceremonial beginning of family life, a process 
deemed crucial by family scholars for laying the 
groundwork for intricate and nuanced human 
relationships (5).

Individuals embarking on the journey of 
marriage select their partners based on personal 
criteria (6). However, given the socioeconomic shifts 

observed in modern societies, the path to marriage 
has become increasingly complex (7). Consequently, 
despite the myriad benefits of marriage cited in 
academic literature, a notable segment of women 
delay entering into matrimony due to various 
fears and apprehensions related to marital life 
(8). Concerns over marital discord, economic 
instability, lack of marital communication skills, 
pessimism, mistrust of the opposite sex, perceived 
conflict between marriage and academic pursuits, 
fear of infidelity, self-doubt, and traumatic past 
experiences contribute to postponing marriage 
readiness, leading some to opt for a single life (9, 
10). Numerous individuals struggle to envision a 
prosperous and intimate marriage, often as a result 
of challenging childhood experiences or multiple 
failed relationships in adulthood (11). Hence, 
understanding life scripts and attitudes towards 
marriage, alongside the development of therapeutic 
interventions, is a critical component of premarital 
counseling programs.
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Life scripts, formulated during childhood and 
influenced by parental behavior and life events, 
significantly impact life choices, including those 
related to marriage and partner selection (12, 
13). Transactional analysis posits that life scripts 
originate from decisions made in childhood, distinct 
from the conscious thought processes influencing 
adulthood decisions (14). These early decisions, 
emerging from pre-verbal emotional responses 
and shaped by various reality-testing mechanisms, 
lay the groundwork for adult decision-making (15). 
The content of an individual’s life script is uniquely 
personal, differing from others (16), and is believed 
to encompass a finite set of behavioral patterns 
crucial to significant life decisions, such as criteria 
for choosing a spouse and motivations for marriage 
(17-19). Consequently, these scripts can influence 
evaluations regarding partner selection (20).

In Iran, characterized by its youthful 
demographic and rising divorce rates, the 
psychological well-being of the society hinges 
on the health of its familial structures. Given the 
deep-seated cultural significance of marriage and 
the diversity of subcultures within the country, 
assessing the factors contributing to marriage 
readiness is essential. Therefore, this study aimed 
to explore the determinants of marriage readiness 
among female university students in Isfahan, Iran, 
through the lens of transactional analysis theory 
to identify strategies to enhance marital awareness 
and facilitate a deeper understanding of personal 
attributes and partner selection criteria, ultimately 
contributing to a decrease in divorce rates and 
marital discord.

2. Methods

This study adopted a qualitative research 
design, employing observations and interviews to 
gather primary data on the influence of life scripts, 
as defined by the theory of transactional analysis, 
on marriage readiness among female university 
students in Isfahan, Iran. Conducted from July 
to September 2022, the research focused on a 
statistically significant population comprising all 
unmarried female university students in Isfahan 
who had no history of marriage and consented to 
participate.

2.1. Sample Selection and Data Collection

Participants were selected using a non-

probabilistic, purposive sampling technique 
tailored for group interviews. The sample size 
was determined to be 15, and a figure reached 
upon achieving theoretical saturation; that is, 
data collection persisted until no new information 
or concepts emerged, a milestone attained after 
conducting fifteen interviews.

Semi-structured interviews served as the 
primary data collection method. Triangulation was 
employed to enhance the validity and reliability 
of the findings (21). Nielsen and colleagues (22) 
highlighted the alignment of interview questions 
with the study content as a critical principle of 
triangulation. A pilot interview was organized 
in two stages to assess validity: (I) gathering 
demographic data and (II) exploring reasons for 
marriage readiness among the target demographic 
within the transactional analysis framework. The 
interview structure was inspired by Eric Berne’s 
theory of life scripts to confirm the validity of the 
interview questions (23).

In line with Sileyew’s (24) emphasis on the 
importance of expert opinions in data collection 
triangulation, the thesis supervisor and other 
subject matter experts reviewed the interview 
format to ensure its validity. To safeguard reliability, 
the researcher concentrated on collecting data 
reflective of the participants’ life experiences, 
thereby promoting the objectivity and reliability of 
the data collected.

Flick and co-workers (25) suggested that 
qualitative research triangulation should also 
include returning the collected data to interviewees 
for verification and potential adjustment, a practice 
that supports the accuracy of the researcher’s 
interpretations. Accordingly, after transcribing and 
editing the recorded interviews, the participants 
were allowed to review the content for concept 
validation and to suggest any additions or deletions. 
Additionally, to validate the findings further, 
another researcher conducted several interviews 
for comparison purposes. The compiled interview 
content was then submitted to the thesis supervisor 
for feedback on enhancing the interview’s focus 
and effectiveness through triangulation.

2.2. Data Analysis

The study employed thematic analysis, a 
qualitative research method designed to identify, 
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analyze, and report patterns (themes) within data 
(26). Thematic analysis is frequently utilized for 
analyzing textual information, such as interviews, 
books, notes, and other qualitative data, facilitating 
a focused examination of specific concepts while 
accommodating ambiguity and integrating diverse 
concepts (27). The process involves breaking down 
the content into semantic units, coding these 
units, categorizing them into themes or patterns, 
and interpreting the results. This method allows 
researchers to sift through textual data, seeking 
recurring patterns and themes to comprehensively 
understand the content and underlying concepts 
(28). Themes and sub-themes (with marriage 
readiness as the primary theme and behavioral 
symptoms as sub-themes) were identified and 
analyzed using MAXQDA 2022.

3. Results

The study’s participants comprised 15 female 
university students on the cusp of marriage, 
averaging 23.62±5.40 years. The analysis revealed 

distinct life scripts influencing marriage readiness 
among these women. Figure 1 presents a circular 
profile of life scripts among female students of 
marriageable age. Notably, 58.60% of the codes 
were linked to the “don’t be a child” script, followed 
by 13.30% for the “please people” script, 9.30% for 
the “be perfect” script, 8.70% for the “don’t think” 
script, and 5.20% for the “try hard” script. Scripts 
with frequencies below 5.00% were deemed less 
significant in determining marriage readiness 
among the study’s female university students at 
marriageable age.

Conversely, Figure 2 outlines a circular profile for 
female students lacking marriage readiness. In this 
group, 28.10% of the codes were associated with the 
“don’t grow up” script, 23.60% with the “don’t get 
close” script, 19.40% with the “don’t be important” 
script, 14.00% with the “don’t think” script, and 
10.50% with the “be perfect” script. Similar to 
the previous findings, scripts with frequencies 
under 5.00% were considered less influential on 
the absence of marriage readiness among female 

Figure 1: The figure shows the distribution of life scripts for female students at marriageable ages.

Figure 2: The figure shows the distribution of life scripts for female students who are not marriage-ready.
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university students of marriageable age.

Identifying these distinct life scripts provides 
insight into the psychological factors that may 
facilitate or hinder marriage readiness among 
young women, offering valuable implications for 
counseling and intervention strategies to address 
these underlying issues.

4. Discussion

The present study aimed to elucidate the factors 
contributing to the lack of marriage readiness 
among female university students at marriageable 
ages in Isfahan, Iran, through the lens of 
transactional analysis theory. Interview content 
analysis revealed the significant influence of life 
scripts on individuals’ decision-making processes 
regarding marriage. The findings underscored 
the prominence of specific life scripts in shaping 
marriage readiness and the lack thereof among 
female students at marriageable ages. Specifically, 
the scripts of “don’t be a child,” “please people,” “be 
perfect,” “don’t think,” and “try hard” emerged as 
primary determinants of marriage readiness, while 
the scripts of “don’t grow up,” “don’t get close,” 
“don’t be important,” “don’t think,” and “be perfect” 
were identified as key factors contributing to the 
lack of marriage readiness in this demographic.

The “don’t be a child” script emerged as the 
most prevalent life script influencing marriage 
readiness. Within this script, individuals assume 
excessive responsibility and age-inappropriate roles 
during childhood, often shouldering caretaking 
duties for others and anticipating negative 
emotions following moments of enjoyment (29). 
The underlying parental message associated with 
this script suggests that individuals must mature 
prematurely, fostering a perception that marriage 
represents an opportunity for assuming greater 
responsibilities and supporting others.

The “please people” script ranked as the second-
most frequent life script among female university 
students at marriageable ages. Individuals governed 
by this script habitually seek to please others and 
meet their demands, motivated by a desire for 
positive affirmation and acceptance (30). These 
individuals may perceive marriage as fulfilling their 
parents’ wishes and anticipate receiving positive 
support and affirmation from their partners, akin 
to the positive reinforcement experienced during 

childhood. Consequently, partner selection may 
be driven by a need for validation, approval, and 
emotional support, reflecting the psychological and 
emotional needs cultivated during formative years.

Overall, the discussion highlights the pivotal 
role of life scripts in shaping individuals’ attitudes 
and decisions regarding marriage. The interplay 
between childhood experiences, parental 
influences, and psychological needs underscores 
the complexity of marriage readiness among 
female students at marriageable ages. Recognizing 
the influence of life scripts on decision-making 
processes can inform targeted interventions aimed 
at promoting healthier relationship dynamics 
and enhancing marital readiness among young 
individuals. Additionally, fostering self-awareness 
and facilitating constructive communication 
within premarital counseling may offer valuable 
support in navigating the complexities of marriage 
and fostering fulfilling, sustainable relationships.

The “be perfect” script ranked as the third 
most prevalent script among participants (31). This 
script involves striving for perfection as a means 
of survival, where female students may perceive 
marriage as a means to alleviate the stress associated 
with imperfection and the resulting shame. 
They hold the belief that marriage transforms 
them into perfect individuals, aligning with the 
cultural context of Iranian-Islamic backgrounds, 
which views marriage as a stage of achieving 
perfection and realizing one’s goals. Perfectionists 
may seek partners who can fulfill all their needs 
and expectations, providing support across all 
aspects of life. However, excessive expectations 
can lead to disappointment and dissatisfaction 
within the marital relationship. Husbands may 
struggle to constantly meet the demands of a 
perfectionist spouse, resulting in discontentment 
and unhappiness.

Additionally, efforts toward personal growth and 
progress may falter under unrealistic expectations. 
Perfectionists may seek spouses who are also on a 
journey of personal growth and who inspire them. 
Nevertheless, marital discord may arise if pursuing 
growth leads to failure or the spouse falls short of 
expectations.

The “don’t think” script emerged as the fourth 
most frequent script among marriageable-aged 
female students (32). This injunction deprives 
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individuals of the permission to engage in 
comprehensive and deep thinking, disconnecting 
them from reality, themselves, others, and their 
environment. When triggered, individuals forsake 
rational thinking in favor of emotional responses. 
Marriage, a significant life event, becomes 
overwhelming for individuals governed by the 
“don’t think” script, rendering them passive and 
reliant on others for solutions. Consequently, they 
view marriage as an inevitable means of coping 
with stressors.

Lastly, the “try hard” script within the 
marriage readiness model holds potential 
significance. Individuals driven by this script 
expend substantial effort and energy in task 
performance, often exerting themselves beyond 
necessary bounds. Consequently, they may 
engage in marriage as a task to be completed, 
finding satisfaction in overcoming challenges. The 
stress and pressure associated with marriage and 
partner selection can impair rational thinking 
abilities, influencing individuals to adopt scripts 
such as “be perfect,” “don’t think,” or “try hard” 
in navigating marital readiness and decision-
making processes.

People often make emotional and hasty 
decisions during times of stress. When the “don’t 
think” injunction is triggered, leading to emotional 
decision-making, individuals may select the wrong 
spouse, thus paving the way for marital issues (32). 
Moreover, rational considerations such as values, 
goals, lifestyle, and personality compatibility 
are crucial in choosing a spouse. However, these 
considerations may be overlooked when the “don’t 
think” injunction takes precedence. It is worth 
noting that individuals who readily succumb to the 
“don’t think” injunction during stressful situations 
may assume a victim mentality, making irrational 
decisions detrimental to their marital well-being.

The “don’t grow up” script emerged as the most 
prevalent script, indicating a lack of readiness 
for marriage (30). Individuals governed by this 
injunction seek a partner to act as a parental 
figure, making decisions, assuming responsibility, 
interacting with others, and planning on their 
behalf. Marriage entails significant responsibilities, 
which individuals with the “don’t grow up” script 
tend to avoid. Consequently, the reluctance to 
shoulder responsibilities may explain their lack 
of readiness for marriage. Similarly, the “don’t 

get close” script ranked as the second most 
frequent script among female university students 
lacking readiness for marriage (29). Individuals 
influenced by this script harbor a fear of intimacy 
and closeness in their interpersonal interactions, 
resulting in fewer long-term, deep relationships. 
Given that marriage hinges on closeness and 
long-term commitment, individuals governed by 
the “don’t get close” script may not be adequately 
prepared for marital life.

The “don’t be important” script was identified 
as the third most significant determinant of 
lack of readiness for marriage (33). This script 
is strongly associated with low self-esteem, 
as individuals affected by it feel anxious and 
inadequate when tasked with leadership roles or 
when expressing reasonable demands. Fear of 
rejection and embarrassment prevents individuals 
with the “don’t be important” script from asserting 
themselves, hindering their readiness for marriage 
due to insufficient self-esteem and self-expression. 
Furthermore, inadequate self-expression can lead 
to ineffective communication with a partner, 
exacerbating tensions and animosity within 
the marital relationship. Given that effective 
communication and problem-solving skills 
are crucial in addressing marital challenges, 
individuals lacking self-expression may exhibit a 
reduced inclination to resolve marital issues.

The “don’t think” injunction ranked as the 
fourth most frequent script among female students 
lacking marriage readiness (34). This injunction 
prompts core emotions, causing individuals 
to respond emotionally rather than engage in 
observation and critical thinking when faced 
with challenges. Consequently, they may focus on 
only a portion of reality while disregarding other 
aspects due to their fragmented thinking, often 
resulting in irrational conclusions. As the “don’t 
think” injunction triggers defense mechanisms, 
obsession, and perfectionism, individuals affected 
by it may experience doubts regarding their choice 
of spouse, leading to apprehension about marriage 
among females of marriageable age. Therefore, the 
“don’t think” injunction is closely associated with 
a lack of readiness for marriage, potentially causing 
individuals to question their inclination toward 
marriage and experience emotional distress. 
Moreover, it may postpone the decision to marry, 
resulting in missed opportunities for favorable 
marital prospects.
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Individuals driven by the “be perfect” script 
relentlessly pursue perfection in all aspects of life 
(34). They adhere to an all-or-nothing mentality, 
expecting perfection in everything and viewing 
imperfection as unacceptable. Such individuals 
fear and avoid making mistakes, striving for 
precision and reliability while anticipating and 
addressing all potential problems. They derive 
satisfaction from achieving perfection and are 
most content when they perceive themselves as 
flawless. Consequently, the prospect of an imperfect 
marriage diminishes their willingness to marry. 
The “be perfect” script fosters a stringent approach 
to details and various aspects of marriage, fueling 
anxieties about making mistakes or choosing the 
wrong partner.

Moreover, the decision to marry entails 
a significant lifelong commitment, evoking 
heightened anxiety among individuals driven by 
the “be perfect” script due to the magnitude of 
this decision. Consequently, they are reluctant to 
marry and unwilling to tolerate any potential flaws 
or failures within the marital union. Additionally, 
they may engage in comparisons with others, 
feeling inadequate and incapable of making 
decisions, further exacerbating their apprehension 
towards marriage.

4.1. Limitations

The present study is not without its 
limitations, primarily centered on analyzing 
life scripts to elucidate reasons for marriage 
readiness, specifically among female students at 
a marriageable age. Therefore, caution must be 
exercised in extrapolating these findings to male 
students contemplating marriage. Furthermore, 
operational limitations include:

1. Sample Size: The limited sample size may restrict 
the generalizability of findings beyond the studied 
population.

2. Participant Bias: Social desirability bias among 
participants could potentially affect the reliability 
of the data collected.

3. Self-Selection Bias: The voluntary nature of 
participation may introduce characteristics among 
participants that differ from those who chose 
not to participate, thus impacting the sample’s 
representativeness.

4. Qualitative Nature: The study’s qualitative design 
may constrain the findings’ depth and breadth, 
potentially limiting the exploration of nuanced 
aspects of the research topic.

5. Time Constraints: Time limitations may have 
hindered a comprehensive exploration of the 
research topic, potentially overlooking crucial 
aspects relevant to marriage readiness.

6. Contextual Factors: Failure to consider 
contextual factors may constrain the applicability 
and generalizability of the study findings beyond 
the specific context of Isfahan, Iran.

5. Conclusions

Life scripts permeate individuals’ attributes, 
social relationships, and decision-making 
processes, directly influencing their compatibility 
with various life situations, including decisions 
regarding marriage. Given the pivotal role of 
marriage in one’s life trajectory, it becomes 
imperative to recognize that life scripts, rooted in 
childhood experiences and reinforced by parental 
behaviors, significantly shape individuals’ attitudes 
and decisions regarding marriage.

In light of these findings, it is recommended 
that premarital counseling interventions prioritize 
the identification and reconstruction of life 
scripts to promote healthier decision-making 
processes and enhance marital readiness among 
young individuals. By addressing underlying 
scripts and fostering self-awareness, individuals 
can embark on their marital journeys equipped 
with a clearer understanding of their motivations 
and expectations, fostering more fulfilling and 
sustainable marital relationships.
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