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Abstract

Introduction and Aim: The expansion of digital communication and virtual
environments has significantly transformed traditional mate-selection patterns and
introduced matchmaking websites as emerging platforms for premarital acquaintance in
Iran. This study aimed to explore the lived experiences of Iranian users of online
matchmaking websites and to interpret the individual, interactional, and sociocultural
dimensions of these experiences.

Methodology: This qualitative study employed reflexive thematic analysis based on
Braun and Clarke’s framework. Participants consisted of 10 Iranian users with prior
experience using matchmaking websites for marriage purposes during 2024, selected
through purposive sampling. Data were collected through indepth semistructured
interviews and continued until conceptual saturation was achieved. The data were
analyzed inductively following Braun and Clarke’s six-phase procedure, and MAXQDA
2023 software was used for coding and data organization. To enhance trustworthiness,
member checking, peer review, and reflective memo writing were applied throughout the
research process.

Findings: Data analysis resulted in eight major themes, including motivations for
joining, contradictory experiences, distrust and identity authenticity, opportunities and
advantages, challenges and harms, the role of family and society, impacts on attitudes
toward marriage, and suggestions for platform improvement. Findings indicated that
users’ experiences were multilayered and ambivalent; ease of communication, wider
choice diversity, and reduced temporal and spatial limitations were perceived as major
advantages, whereas distrust, fake identities, emotional harm, exploitation, and conflicts
with cultural norms emerged as the most significant challenges. Trust and identity
authenticity appeared as the central themes underlying most other aspects of users’
experiences.

Conclusion: Online acquaintance through matchmaking websites among Iranian users is
a complex and multidimensional phenomenon shaped by the interaction between
individual characteristics, platform structures, and sociocultural contexts. The findings
highlight the necessity of strengthening identity-verification systems, improving
cybersecurity measures, promoting digital literacy, and reducing the social stigma
associated with online relationships to facilitate safer and more effective use of such
platforms.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction and Aim

The rapid expansion of digital communication
technologies has significantly transformed patterns of
interpersonal interaction, emotional intimacy, and
mate selection across contemporary societies. Online
matchmaking platforms and dating websites have
increasingly become alternative channels for initiating
romantic and marital relationships, gradually reducing
the traditional mediating role of families, relatives,
and local social networks in the process of spouse
selection (Rosenfeld et al., 2019). In many societies,
particularly among younger generations and divorced
individuals, online acquaintance has emerged as an
accessible and individualized strategy for finding a
compatible partner. This transformation reflects
broader sociocultural  shifts associated  with
modernity, individualization, and the digitization of
emotional life.

The rise of online matchmaking systems has
generated complex debates regarding their social,
psychological, and cultural consequences. Some
scholars emphasize the opportunities created by
digital platforms, including expanded access to
potential partners, reduced geographical barriers, and
increased autonomy in mate selection (Farahani et al.,
2019). Others argue that online dating environments
are embedded within the logic of marketization,
transforming romantic relationships into commodified
and unstable interactions characterized by endless
comparison, uncertainty, and emotional disposability
(Bandinelli & Gandini, 2022). According to Bandinelli
and Gandini, dating applications reproduce
consumerist patterns in emotional relationships by
encouraging users to continuously evaluate and
replace potential partners rather than cultivate stable
attachments (Bandinelli & Gandini, 2022). Such
conditions may contribute to emotional fatigue,
distrust, and instability in interpersonal relationships.

Qualitative studies have increasingly attempted to
understand the lived experiences of users in digital
romantic environments. A scoping review conducted
by Diesen and colleagues demonstrated that online
romantic interaction is simultaneously associated with
hope, emotional connection, anxiety, uncertainty, and
vulnerability (Diesen et al., 2025). Similarly, Fouloud
argued that many users, particularly men, experience
frustration, emotional disconnection, and confusion
within digital dating environments because online
interactions frequently lack emotional depth and long-
term commitment (Fouloud, 2025). These findings

indicate that online acquaintance is not merely a
technological practice but rather a multidimensional
social experience shaped by cultural norms, emotional
expectations, and structural conditions.

One of the most significant concerns associated with
online matchmaking platforms is the issue of trust and
identity authenticity. In contrast to traditional social
environments, where family and community networks
often function as mechanisms of social verification,
online interactions rely heavily on self-presented
digital identities. Sarkeshikian and colleagues
identified authenticity, honesty, and reliability as
central determinants of online mate selection
(Sarkeshikian et al., 2024). The absence of effective
identity-verification =~ systems increases  users’
vulnerability to deception, emotional exploitation, and
psychological insecurity. These concerns become
even more significant in contexts where online
intimacy remains culturally contested or morally
sensitive.

Gender also plays a crucial role in shaping
experiences of online acquaintance. Rajan
demonstrated that women using dating applications
frequently encounter harassment, emotional pressure,
and psychological distress resulting from online
interactions (Rajan, 2025). Balik further argued that
women’s experiences of online relationships are
deeply influenced by cultural expectations regarding
marriage, gender roles, and social respectability (Balik,
2025). Therefore, online romantic interaction cannot
be understood independently from broader structures
of gendered power and sociocultural regulation.

In the Iranian context, transformations in family
structures and marriage patterns have occurred
simultaneously with the expansion of cyberspace and
social media. Sociological analyses indicate that
Iranian families have undergone substantial structural
changes during recent decades, including increasing
age at marriage, changing attitudes toward intimacy,
and growing individual autonomy in mate selection
(Sabzeyi et al., 2024). These changes have created
conditions in which online platforms increasingly
function as alternative spaces for establishing
romantic and marital relationships.

Several Iranian studies have explored the relationship
between cyberspace and changing patterns of mate
selection. Motahhari Varmzani and colleagues
demonstrated that the Internet and social media
significantly influence contemporary spouse-selection
practices among Iranian youth (Motahhari Varmzani et
al., 2022). Farahani and colleagues similarly found that
the use of social media networks is associated with




more individualized and flexible styles of mate
selection (Farahani et al, 2019). Mami-Nejad
emphasized the expanding role of cyberspace in
reshaping marriage and spouse-selection processes in
Iran (Mami-Nejad, 2023). Meanwhile, Moazen Soltan-
Abadi and Eslami-Tanha showed that online
matchmaking platforms are creating new forms of
communicative action and mediation in marital
relationships (Moazen Soltan-Abadi & Eslami-Tanha,
2023).

Despite these transformations, public attitudes toward
online matchmaking in Iran remain ambivalent.
Sobhani and colleagues reported diverse and
sometimes contradictory attitudes toward
matchmaking websites among Iranian users and
families (Sobhani et al., 2020). Mehdizadeh and Shams-
Biranvand similarly observed that young people
simultaneously perceive matchmaking websites as
opportunities and potential threats (Mehdizadeh &
Shams-Biranvand, 2015). In addition, several studies
have highlighted the psychological and relational
risks associated with cyberspace usage. Bahaadari and
colleagues identified a relationship between excessive
virtual-space engagement and emotional divorce
among couples (Bahaadari et al, 2021), while
Shahabzadeh and Shahabzadeh reported associations
between cyberspace dependency and psychological
pathology among couples  (Shahabzadeh &
Shahabzadeh, 2022). Abbasi-Shavazi and colleagues
further demonstrated that cyberspace interactions may
increase exposure to risky behaviors among university
students (Abbasi-Shavazi et al., 2018).

At the same time, scholars emphasizing the cultural
significance of marriage in Iranian society continue to
underline the centrality of family institutions in
maintaining social cohesion and Iranian-Islamic
lifestyle values (Karimzadeh & Hossein-Zadeh, 2025).
Haghighi described the family institution as a
foundational element of civilizational continuity and
social stability (Haghighi, 2024). From jurisprudential
and legal perspectives, marriage remains a highly
valued institution within Iranian culture and Islamic
legal traditions (Hosseini-Pour, 2015). Research also
indicates that relational honesty, social competence,
psychological health, and emotional maturity are
essential predictors of marital quality and stability
(Jafari & Elyasi, 2021). Furthermore, Baharami-Nejad
and colleagues identified trust and emotional maturity
as important components influencing remarriage
stability (Baharami-Nejad et al., 2025). Mir-Hashemi
and colleagues additionally emphasized the
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significance of emotional satisfaction and relational
quality in marital experiences (Mir-Hashemi et al.,
2024). Abbasi and Hosseini also demonstrated that
attitudes toward marriage are associated with family
functioning and life satisfaction (Abbasi & Hosseini,
2018).

Despite the growing body of literature regarding
online relationships and cyberspace, there remains a
substantial gap in understanding the lived experiences
of Iranian users who engage in online acquaintance
for marriage purposes. Most Iranian studies have
focused on attitudes toward matchmaking websites or
general effects of cyberspace rather than the
subjective meanings and emotional experiences of
users themselves. Therefore, the present study aimed
to explore Iranian users’ lived experiences of online
acquaintance through matchmaking websites and to
analyze the individual, interactional, and sociocultural
dimensions of this phenomenon.

Methodology

This study employed a qualitative research design
grounded in a phenomenological orientation to
explore the lived experiences of lIranian users of
matchmaking websites. Reflexive thematic analysis
based on Braun and Clarke’s framework was used to
identify and interpret patterns of meaning within
participants’ narratives.

Participants consisted of ten Iranian adults who had
direct experience using matchmaking websites for
marriage purposes during 2024. Purposive sampling
was employed to recruit individuals capable of
providing rich and detailed accounts of their
experiences. Efforts were made to ensure diversity in
terms of age, gender, educational background,
occupational status, marital history, and duration of
platform usage. Sampling continued until conceptual
saturation was achieved.

Data were collected through indepth semistructured
interviews lasting between 45 and 75 minutes.
Interview questions focused on motivations for
joining matchmaking websites, experiences of online
interaction, perceptions of trust and identity
authenticity, emotional experiences, family and
societal reactions, perceived opportunities and
challenges, and the influence of online acquaintance
on attitudes toward marriage.

All interviews were audio-recorded with informed
consent and transcribed verbatim. Data analysis
followed Braun and Clarke’s six-phase reflexive




thematic analysis procedure, including familiarization
with data, initial coding, theme development, theme
review, thematic definition, and analytical reporting.
MAXQDA 2023 software was used for data
organization and coding management.

Several strategies were employed to enhance
trustworthiness, including member checking, peer
debriefing, maintenance of reflective notes, and
transparent documentation of the analytical process.
Ethical principles such as informed consent,
confidentiality, anonymity, and participants’ right to
withdraw were fully observed throughout the study.

Findings

Data analysis resulted in the extraction of eight major
themes representing the multidimensional experiences
of users of online matchmaking websites. These
themes  included  motivations  for  joining,
contradictory emotional experiences, distrust and
identity authenticity, opportunities and advantages,
psychological and social harms, the role of family and
culture, changing attitudes toward marriage, and
suggestions for improving platform performance.

Participants reported multiple motivations for entering
matchmaking platforms. These motivations included
loneliness, limited opportunities for traditional
acquaintance, prior marital failure, emotional needs,
increasing age at marriage, and curiosity about online
interaction. Divorced and separated participants
particularly emphasized the role of online platforms in
rebuilding emotional relationships and expanding
opportunities for remarriage.

A central finding of the study was the ambivalent
nature  of users’  experiences. Participants
simultaneously  described  feelings of  hope,
excitement, and expanded possibilities alongside
emotional exhaustion, disappointment, and
uncertainty. Many users appreciated the ability to
communicate with diverse individuals beyond their
limited social circles, while also expressing frustration
regarding unstable and superficial interactions.

Trust and identity authenticity emerged as the most
dominant and recurring themes. Participants
frequently described concerns regarding fake profiles,
misleading  self-presentation,  dishonesty, and
uncertainty about users’ real intentions. Even
participants who had positive relational experiences
reported maintaining caution and emotional distance
due to persistent distrust.

The findings also revealed significant gender-related
concerns. Female participants more frequently
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described experiences of harassment, emotional
pressure, and fear of exploitation. Many women
emphasized the importance of privacy, security, and
identity  verification ~mechanisms in reducing
vulnerability within online environments.

Family and cultural attitudes were identified as major
contextual factors influencing users’ experiences.
Many participants reported that family members
viewed online acquaintance negatively or questioned
the legitimacy of relationships formed through digital
platforms. Consequently, users often experienced
tension between personal autonomy and cultural
expectations regarding traditional marriage practices.

Participants also described the influence of online
acquaintance on their broader attitudes toward
marriage and intimacy. Some participants reported
becoming more pessimistic and distrustful due to
repeated negative experiences, while others indicated
that online interactions helped them reconsider their
criteria for partner selection and prioritize emotional
honesty and psychological maturity.

Finally, participants strongly emphasized the need for

structural  improvements  within ~ matchmaking
platforms, including reliable identity-verification
systems, behavioral monitoring, cybersecurity

protections, and educational resources for users.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of the present study indicate that online
acquaintance through matchmaking websites in Iran is
a complex, multilayered, and culturally embedded
phenomenon shaped by the interaction of
technological structures, individual motivations,
emotional needs, and sociocultural norms. Users’
experiences reflected a persistent tension between
opportunity and insecurity, autonomy and uncertainty,
modernity and tradition.

Online matchmaking platforms function
simultaneously as spaces of emotional possibility and
emotional vulnerability. On the one hand, they expand
users’ opportunities for communication, increase
diversity of potential partners, and provide
alternatives to limited traditional networks. On the
other hand, they expose users to instability, distrust,
emotional fatigue, and psychological insecurity. The
centrality of distrust and identity ambiguity within
participants’ narratives demonstrates that trust
remains the primary structural challenge within online
acquaintance environments.

The findings further suggest that users’ experiences
cannot be understood independently from the broader




cultural context of Iranian society. Participants’
experiences were deeply influenced by social stigma,
familial expectations, gender norms, and cultural
attitudes toward marriage and intimacy. Women
appeared particularly vulnerable to emotional and
ethical risks within online spaces, highlighting the
importance of gender-sensitive approaches to digital
relationship platforms.

The study also demonstrates that online acquaintance
is reshaping attitudes toward marriage and emotional
relationships. While some users developed more
negative perceptions of intimacy following harmful
experiences, others reported increased self-awareness
and more realistic expectations regarding partner
selection. Therefore, online acquaintance should not
be interpreted solely as a threat to traditional family
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structures nor as a complete solution to contemporary
marriage challenges. Rather, it represents a
transitional social phenomenon emerging within
rapidly  changing cultural and technological
conditions.

Overall, the findings emphasize the necessity of
strengthening identity-verification systems, improving
cybersecurity protections, promoting digital literacy,
and developing culturally sensitive frameworks for
safer online interaction. As digital communication
increasingly becomes integrated into everyday social
life, understanding the lived experiences of users
remains essential for interpreting contemporary
transformations in marriage, intimacy, and family
relationships in Iranian society.
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