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Introduction 
 

Iranian society has always been fairly traditional regarding societal taboos on sex and 
relationships. Dating, at least in a modern American sense, did not even exist for Iranians until 
somewhat recently, and the societal norms surrounding relationships and dating for Iranians are 
still very different from those in American culture. One population for whom the consequences 
are particularly interesting is Iranian immigrants to the US. Years of prior research showed that 
those who emigrate from Iran at a young age tend to have more Americanized hermeneutical 
lenses when discussing relationships and dating within a few years of immigration than their 
counterparts who stay in Iran. Much of this research was conducted on older generations of 
immigrants, however, and in the years since, Iranian society for youth in particular has changed a 
great deal. I was curious if change was reflected in immigrant populations, and if it was, how that 
was happening. I propose that the changes in Iranian society that affect Iranian youth and their 
dating and relationship norms can be reflected in the immigrant population coming from Iran to 
the US, and that relationship and dating norms for current youth emigrating from Iran will look 
very different, and will likely be more permissive towards dating more partners and sex outside 
of marriage than it was for previous generations.  
 
Significance 

 
 In a historical context this research is incredibly significant. The transformation of 

relationship and dating norms over time is necessary to understand the cultural trends and the 
history of a society. Views on sex, dating and relationships, and marriage can indicate societal 
ways of thinking that shape many other aspects of the culture. The implications for immigrants 
are significant because they can indicate the degree assimilation undergone. Additionally, an 
understanding of relationship and dating norms could show the current generational norms 
without the impact of an older generation or government tempering and dictating what is socially 
appropriate, and thus what is actually publicly displayed. This will be important in understanding 
modern Iranian history because this research could help give a more thorough understanding of 
the somewhat divergent impacts of the theocratic rule of the Islamic republic and ever increasing 
influence of the outside world. 

 
Background 
 

In traditional Iranian society, sex is something that is rarely a topic of familial discussion 
and if it is, it is often in the context of daughters being told to be chaste (Abdolsalehi-Najafi and 
Beckman). Iranian society places the burden of unreasonable expectations on women who are 
expected to be gentle and motherly, somewhat subservient, and most importantly, sexually pure, 
while men are free of those responsibilities. The high price tag put on women remaining virgins 
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until marriage has, traditionally, been a factor capable of determining whether or not a marriage 
could take place well into recent years (Hojat et al). This has serious implications for romantic 
relationship and dating norms in Iran. Typical dating wouldn’t happen as it does in the US; for a 
girl, even being alone with an unrelated boy was considered to be a sign of moral impurity on the 
woman’s part (Navai). Instead, most marriages were arranged and rather than being based purely 
on love they were typically based on local (or national) politics and class structures which were 
maintained (ie; people married within their class) (Floor).  

The idea of dating as it’s known in American society didn’t traditionally exist in Iran. 
Instead, men and their families would look at potential brides, and if someone was found to be 
suitable and the families agreed to meet, Khastegari, or the meeting of families, would take 
place. Although the marrying parties often had some say in the upper classes, the families had to 
like each other and the marriage had to be beneficial in order to take place. If the Khastegari did 
successfully take place, the couple could be said to be something between “dating” and engaged 
(Floor). And while much of Iranian culture was carried over when Iranians immigrated to the 
US, arranged marriages and the structure of dating as it was in Iran was not as easily 
maintainable. Although arranged marriages did still happen among some Iranian families 
residing in the US, they were far less common than in Iran. But the lack of arranged marriages 
didn’t mean young immigrants were free to marry whomever they pleased. For many 
immigrants, the restrictions regarding class and only “dating” someone you seriously considered 
marrying followed them even as they moved to the US, particularly if their parents immigrated 
with them. 

Several studies, which tend to focus particularly on women, have been conducted on 
immigrants who came to the US from Iran, and in particular, on the opinions of female 
immigrants regarding sex and relationships. A 1991 study of Iranian girls who immigrated to Los 
Angeles found that age has a strong correlation with assimilation to the US and an inverse 
correlation with adherence to traditional Iranian sexual restrictions. The younger girls are when 
they come, the more likely to assimilate and in turn, the less likely they are to wait until marriage 
to have sex (Hanassab, Acculturation and young Iranian women...).  Another report from 1996 
used a different group of girls, and found that both the younger girls were when emigrating and 
the longer they were away from Iran, the more likely they were to hold more permissive attitudes 
regarding sex, dating, and relationships (Hanassab and Tidwell, Sex roles and sexual attitudes of 
young Iranian women...). However, even those who were considered to have more permissive 
attitudes still had what could be considered very traditional views by American standards. 

Another more recent report from 2012 consisted of extensive interviews with older 
female immigrants and found that the younger immigrants who are unmarried are more likely to 
explore the sexual and romantic freedoms offered by American culture, including the ability to 
have sex in serious and non serious relationships and even to have multiple relationships 
throughout one’s lifetime. The results of the report reinforced the results of the aforementioned 
studies. It was also found that even moments of connection to Iranian culture, such as the women 
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interviewed using Iranian words about and relating to sex in Farsi, could inspire a shame that the 
women typically didn’t have when using the English counterparts (Rashidian et al).  

Regarding marriage, the longterm goal of many relationships, both intermarriage (in this 
context, marriage between and Iranian and non-Iranian) and intramarriage (marriage between 
two Iranians) alike occur at varying rates. It was found in previous generations of young Iranian 
immigrants that those with higher rates of acculturation are unsurprisingly more likely to accept 
and pursue intermarriage. The aforementioned dating trends extend to intermarriage as well: the 
younger an immigrant was when they came to the US, and the more time they’ve spent here, the 
more likely they are to accept intermarriage. Additionally, although the views of young 
immigrants are important to consider, of equal or greater weight is the views of their parents. 
This is true regardless of where the family resides, but especially so if the family immigrated 
together. Similarly to the trends of parental views on dating, parents tend to be less assimilated 
and less open to the idea of intermarriage than their children are, and because of the social 
structure of Iranian culture, most children are forced to obey and listen to their parents’ wishes 
(Hanassab and Tidwell, Intramarriage and intermarriage: young Iranians in Los Angeles).  

Research similar to the aforementioned studies has been conducted several times on both 
previous generations and older immigrants. Although the research was corroboratory and thus 
quite trustworthy, it has been centered on older immigrants and/or those who came several years 
ago, not on the youth emigrating from Iran today. The dating and relationship trends for that 
population of immigrants are greatly understudied and essentially unknown. A great deal more 
is, however, known about their non-migratory counterparts. 

Young Iranians have been ardently defying the strict traditional norm in recent years that 
the older generations had set for them. They have their own dating culture in Iran which is 
hidden from the eyes of prying parents. There are several accounts online of women finding a 
way to date without ostracizing themselves from the community; one strong example is that 
many women only participate in oral and anal sex with their partners before marriage due to the 
potential stigma they may earn if they don’t have an intact hymen. Should they choose to have 
vaginal sex and later regret it, hymenoplasty is sanctioned by the Islamic Republic as a 
permissible means of recourse (Navai). It’s well documented that for the youth of Iran today, it’s 
just as acceptable among their peers to buck their parent’s traditional values as it is to embrace 
them. What is unknown, however, is how likely or acceptable that is for young immigrants. 

While much is known about their Iranian peers, little is known about how much of the 
current Iranian culture young Iranian immigrants to the US brought with them, especially in 
regards to dating and having relationships. Most research on the topic was done twenty or more 
years ago, and is very outdated due to the naturally changing social norms mentioned above. 
Even if research is recent, it focuses on older immigrants. Almost no research regarding recent 
dating norms for young immigrants has been conducted, and if it has that population was not the 
sole focus. Additionally, a majority of the research conducted focuses on the implications of 
these restrictions for women, and not the role men have in Iranian dating and sex culture. In 
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many ways, it has been made clear that while Iranian culture follows immigrants to the US, there 
is some freedom from cultural chains that is found post-immigration, especially for those who 
come at a younger age. Now that Iranian society is becoming more accepting of dating in a more 
traditionally American sense, I was interested not only in how these dating and relationship 
trends have transformed for Iranian American immigrants to the US over time, but also if these 
norms have changed differently for men and women. In order to study those trends, I decided to 
survey a pool of both recent and older generations of immigrants to see how the changes in 
Iranian society are reflected in the immigrant population. 
 
Methodology 
 

In order to gather data, an anonymous survey was sent to be filled out by heterosexual 
Iranian American immigrants to the US, all of whom came when they were between the ages of 
13-30. The age range chosen was due to the intent of this study to look at the transformation of 
dating trends for Iranian immigrants; current trends tend to be reflected in younger generations as 
opposed to older generations who often came while or after having been married, with children, 
etc, and it is easy to account for variability by limiting the age range to one in which the highest 
percentage of respondents will be dating or have recently been dating. Individuals who identify 
as homosexual were excluded from this study due the differences in dating and relationship 
trends within the gay community (Iranian or otherwise). Being gay is already considered taboo 
within the Iranian community, so the responses from gay participants about engaging in what are 
often considered taboo behaviors in Iranian culture could skew results and inaccurately predict 
dating trends for heterosexual Iranians. 

Participants were asked to fill out the survey with the mindset they had within a few years 
of having come to the US, since having spent a long time away from Iran could yield more 
permissive attitudes and skew results. The questions asked (full list in Supplemental 1) aimed to 
understand the participant’s religious background along with their opinions on dating (such as 
who they might be most likely to date and why), sex both within and outside of a serious 
relationship, and how important their own beliefs are and how they may be applied when looking 
for a partner (for instance, to see if they may not be comfortable with sex before marriage, but 
are comfortable with their partner or future partner having had sex prior to their relationship). 
Participants were also asked to choose: the decade in which they’d emigrated from Iran, with the 
4 options being 1977-1986, 1987-1996, 1997-2006, and 2007-2017; whether or not they 
identified with a religion, and what that religion was; and whether they identified as men or 
women.  

The questions asked were framed in such a way that answers collected were both 
quantitative and qualitative in nature. Most categorical questions asked for the respondent’s 
likelihood of participating in or doing something, with 1 being extremely unlikely and 10 being 
overwhelmingly likely, and only discrete integers available as answer choices. The questions 
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asking for short comments were typically asking for elaboration in regards to certain answers, 
such as if the respondent had a limit on number of lifetime partners, what that limit was and why. 
Additionally one question requested the respondent’s opinion on what makes someone 
“dateable” or “marriageable”. 

 
Results 

 
The results of this study, attached in Appendix A, come from the responses of 34 Iranian 

American immigrants to the US. 20 men (58.8%) and 14 women (41.2%) comprised the 
experimental group, with 32 (94.1%) of the respondents born Muslim, 1 born Zoroastrian, and 1 
born into a non-religious family. Today, however, only 17 (50.0%) respondents consider 
themselves Muslim, 1 considers themselves to be Christian, and the other 16 (47.0%) consider 
themselves to be non-affiliated with any religion (in which case they were instructed to put none 
under religion). Those who affiliated with a religion were considered to be religious when 
analyzing the data. 25 (71.4%) respondents came to the US in the last ten years while the other 9 
came prior to that.  

A three way ANOVA (analysis of variance) was utilized for each question with a null 
hypothesis of no change occurring among any of the discrete categorical answers (ie; the 
questions that asked for a number on a scale of one to ten). This was done to analyze a variety of 
things at once: the differences between the responses from the current decade of immigrants 
(2007-2017) and the responses from the previous three decades (1977-2006), both split up by 
gender and not split, and the differences between the male and female responses of only the 
current decade and all decades; it was also meant to analyze the differences of those who called 
themselves religiously affiliated in any sense and those who did not. The first three decades of 
this study were combined for two reasons: the first was that the lack of responses and resultant 
small sample size from each individual decade prior to 2007 made doing individual statistical 
analyses unreliable; the second was inherent in my hypothesis -- I proposed that the change in 
current Iranian youth could be reflected in the immigrant population coming from Iran to the US, 
and this means that the differences would be between this generation and every other generation 
of immigrants, making it unnecessary to distinguish between those previous generations. The 
results of this ANOVA, displayed in figures 1-11, attempted to calculate which categorical 
factors had the biggest impact, ie; to see whether gender, religion, or time of arrival to the US 
had a significant impact on reponses.  

Unfortunately due to the small sample sizes, some of our adjusted R2 values are smaller 
than expected but nonetheless the results are overall quite telling. Based on the results, it appears 
time of immigration has the largest impact on whether participants were both more likely to 
participate in any sexual activity and/or have sex, and expect their partners to do so, within the 
context of a serious relationship. Their likelihood to do anything sexual with a person whom they 
were not close to like someone they may be casually dating, however, was much more dependent 
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on religion and gender, and had little to do with decade of immigration. And while religious 
participants were less likely to date someone they wouldn’t marry, wanting to date and marry 
non-Iranians was completely random and had nothing to do with any of the three factors. 

Participants tended to rank intelligence and appearance highly when looking for potential 
partners, and ratios were as consistent as possible with our sample size between decades: 35% of 
men and 29% of women listed appearance, and 25% of men and 29% of women listed 
intelligence as an important factor when considering someone as a potential date or spouse. 
Women, however, considered similar personalities or personal moral values as an important 
factor at a rate much higher than men, with 71% of women listing that as a necessity for 
someone they may marry or date as opposed to 45% of men. Those proportions were also 
roughly the same between those who came prior to 2007 and those who came after. As for how 
many people the participants would date, 29% of women had a self imposed limit on the number 
of people they would date and sleep with which is quite close to the 30% of men, which was 
again consistent across decades; those who mentioned a limit for one had a limit for the other in 
every case except one. When it came to expectations of their partner, however, 57% of women 
had a limit on how many lifetime partners (both dating wise and sexually) they expected their 
partners to have whereas only 30% of men had a tentative limit on their partner’s number of 
lifetime partners. Men’s percentages were consistent across decades, while women’s were not; 
for women who came prior to 2007, the number was 25%.  
 
Discussion and Conclusion 
 

Based on the significant results, it appears as though certain norms and trends have 
changed while others have not. Sex within a close relationship is much more acceptable for 
current youth immigrating regardless of gender, both for themselves and their partners. How 
acceptable sex is within a more casual relationship both individually and for partners, however, 
is much more dependent on religion or religiousness and gender. Additionally, the most 
significant factors when considering dating of marrying someone are consistent throughout the 
generations, and with the exception of one factor, “sharing religious values”, tend to be 
consistent among religious and non-religious alike; the two most important factors intelligence 
and/or education, and appearance, were listed in equal numbers by men and women as well. And 
while religious participants are more likely to date someone they wouldn’t marry, who wanted to 
date and/or marry non-Iranians was completely random and independent of any of the three 
factors (religion, gender, decade of immigration) studied. When it comes to partner limits, 
self-imposed limits have remained consistent between the two designated generations; 
expectations of partners, however, have changed. Women are more likely to have a limit on the 
number of people they expect their partner to date in this current decade of immigrants than in 
prior decades. 
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The contrast of which norms have changed and which haven’t is quite interesting to say 
the least. While the expectations of what happens within a relationship have changed over time, 
the types of relationships (such as casual vs more serious) have not. Additionally, what is 
expected of partners within a relationship in terms of important qualities has not changed, but in 
terms of number of prior partners has for women. Sex is still not as acceptable in Iranian culture 
as it is within American culture, but in the current generation of youth immigrating to the US, 
women and men are being held to a more similar standard; both expect the other to engage in sex 
within serious relationships, and both expect the other not to engage in non-serious relationships. 

This is consistent with what is known of current Iranian youth, but also has significant 
consequences. The fact that current Iranian youth immigrants have relationship and dating norms 
fairly consistent with what is known of Iranian youth is somewhat in contrast to the differences 
and inconsistency between older generations of Iranians (when they were youth) and their 
immigrant counterparts. As described in the background, and shown in numerous studies, older 
generations of immigrants who immigrated when they were young tended to be more liberal 
regarding dating norms than their Iranian counterparts. They often found a cognitive dissonance 
between their two cultures, and tended to go towards American culture if they came before a 
certain age (Rashidian et al). Not only do current youth immigrating not have that issue, but they 
maintain the norms they bring with them from Iran instead. The implications of this are that 
Iranian culture regarding dating norms has changed but it has changed in such a way that Iranian 
youth who choose to emigrate from Iran are identifying more closely with it than they have in 
previous generations.  

While not enough research was done here to be able to claim why, this could be for a few 
reasons: current Iranian society has become more permissive of sex outside of marriage within 
the context of a close relationship allowing immigrants to feel more closely aligned with societal 
values; Iranians immigrating now feel more closely aligned to their heritage than in previous 
generations; or the immigrants emigrating now are a different subpopulation of Iran than in 
previous generations. Truthfully, it is likely some combination of the three. Iranian society does 
appear to have become more permissive of sex; although older generations who immigrated here 
as youth tended to be more liberal regarding dating, sex, and relationships, they are probably not 
as liberal as current youth in Iran based on qualitative evidence from interviews. Iranian youth 
today grew up in a country where their culture was a very important part of their upbringing, 
perhaps even more so than during the Pahlavi dynasty. It stands to reason that a closer 
connection to Iranian culture and society is possible for the youth of Iran today. Finally, it is also 
likely that much of the population of immigrants being sampled for this study, especially among 
youth, came as students without their families for the purpose of studying as opposed to moving 
here for life. This is somewhat in contrast to the fact that most immigrants who came in the 
decade or two directly after the revolution came with their families and to get away from the 
strict regime that led at the time.  
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 In future studies which of these is the reasons is responsible, or at least which reasons are 
most impactful, could be tested by having a control sample population of 13-30 year olds 
currently in Iran, and by adding questions to the survey about how strongly participants’ 
identities are based on being Iranian. Additionally, questions regarding reasons for coming to the 
US and who immigrated with participants could further clarify why these changes have 
happened. Regardless, the fact that relationship and dating norms have transformed for youth 
emigrating from Iran to the US is clear, as is the fact that they will likely continue to change with 
society as time goes on. What is unclear is what that change will look like and should it continue 
to be studied, the topic could give vast insight into how Iranian society continues to transform 
over time.  
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Figures 
Key: C1 denotes the category each participant falls into, where the first letter is either F or M, for female or male, 
the second letter is either R or N, for religious or nonreligious, and the third letter is either N or O, for newly 
immigrated or older immigrant. N denotes the number of participants in each population, and the mean is simply the 
mean of the scores of the given population. VAR002 is gender, VAR003 is religious (this is either yes or no), and 
VAR004 is time of immigration (during this decade or prior). 
 

 
Figure 1. Results of three way ANOVA on means of the response to the question “How likely would it be or 
would it have been for: [You to have any sexual activity with a close, serious partner before marriage?]” 
 

 
Figure 2. Results of three way ANOVA on means of the response to the question “How likely would it be or 
would it have been for: [You to have sex with a close, serious partner before marriage?]” 
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Figure 3. Results of three way ANOVA on means of the response to the question “How likely would it be or 
would it have been for: [You to have any sexual activity with someone whom you are not close to before 
marriage?]” 
 

 
Figure 4. Results of three way ANOVA on means of the response to the question “How likely would it be or 
would it have been for: [You to have sex with someone whom you are not close to before marriage?]” 
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Figure 5. Results of three way ANOVA on means of the response to the question “How likely would it be or 
would it have been for: [Your partner to have any sexual activity with a close, serious partner before 
marriage?]” 
 

 
Figure 6. Results of three way ANOVA on means of the response to the question “How likely would it be or 
would it have been for: [Your partner to have sex with a close, serious partner before marriage?]” 
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Figure 7. Results of three way ANOVA on means of the response to the question “How likely would it be or 
would it have been for: [Your partner to have any sexual activity with someone whom they are not close to 
before marriage?]” 
 

 
Figure 8. Results of three way ANOVA on means of the response to the question “How likely would it be or 
would it have been for: [Your partner to have sex with someone whom they are not close to before 
marriage?]” 
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Figure 9. Results of three way ANOVA on means of the response to the question “How likely are you or 
would you have been to [Date someone you are sure you would never marry?]” 
 

 
Figure 10. Results of three way ANOVA on means of the response to the question “How likely are you or 
would you have been to [Date someone who is not Iranian?]” 
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Figure 11. Results of three way ANOVA on means of the response to the question “How likely are you or 
would you have been to [Marry someone who is not Iranian?]” 
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