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Abstract:

Objective: This study was conducted with the aim of analyzing the factors influencing fear of
marriage in siblings of individuals with intellectual and developmental disabilities, based on the
Sibling Embedded Systems Framework (SESF).

Methods and Materials: The research method was qualitative and followed a descriptive
phenomenological approach. Data collection was carried out through semi-structured interviews.
The statistical population of this study consisted of all adult siblings of individuals with educable
intellectual disabilities who were enrolled in exceptional education schools in Isfahan during the
2024-2025 academic year. The sample was selected using purposive sampling. After conducting
interviews with 18 siblings of individuals with intellectual and developmental disabilities, the
influential factors contributing to fear of marriage were identified, and data saturation was achieved.
Data analysis was performed using Braun and Clarke’s six-phase thematic analysis model. To
ensure the trustworthiness of the findings, Guba and Lincoln’s four criteria were applied. The
findings indicated that the factors influencing fear of marriage in these siblings fell into three main
themes: individual, social, and familial factors, which were further broken down into 25 sub-themes.
Findings: Based on the results, it can be asserted that attending to the lived experiences of siblings
of individuals with intellectual and developmental disabilities within the framework of SESF is of
great significance.

Conclusion: The study identified a wide range of factors contributing to the fear of marriage in this
population. Therefore, it can be concluded that any form of intervention should begin with
identifying the influential factors behind this fear and proceed to design preventive strategies
accordingly.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Global statistics indicate that over ten percent of children
are born with physical or mental differences, and
approximately one percent live with intellectual and
developmental disabilities (IDDs) (Dini-Torki et al., 2007;
Maulik et al., 2011). Intellectual disability is characterized
by deficits in intellectual functioning—such as reasoning,
problem-solving, planning, and abstract thinking—as well as
adaptive functioning across social, conceptual, and practical
domains. These deficits begin during the developmental
period and can lead to long-term challenges in academic,
social, and independent living domains (American
Psychiatric Association, 2013).

Unlike many other disorders, IDDs are chronic and begin
early in life, placing significant and enduring responsibilities
on family members (Park, 2017). According to family
systems theory, the entire family unit is affected when one
member has a disability (Barnett et al., 2003; Sharifi et al.,
2018). Siblings often take on an emotionally and practically
significant role within this context, sometimes becoming
substitute caregivers and assuming responsibilities that
surpass typical sibling relationships (Findler et al., 2016;
Kramer & Conger, 2009). Studies have shown that siblings
of individuals with IDDs face elevated levels of stress,
caregiving burden, and emotional challenges (Doody et al.,
2010; Neely-Barnes et al., 2008).

These dynamics can influence significant life decisions,
including those related to marriage. Prior research highlights
that siblings of individuals with disabilities may delay or
avoid marriage altogether due to fears of added
responsibility, guilt, or familial expectations (Hodapp et al.,
2017; Wolfe et al., 2014). While marriage is a major life
transition that carries social and emotional significance, fear
of  marriage—also  termed  gamophobia—remains
underexplored, especially in sibling populations.

The Sibling Embedded Systems Framework (SESF),

introduced by Kovshoff and colleagues, provides a
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comprehensive lens to study sibling experiences. It
integrates concepts from family systems theory, the
bioecological model, and stress-coping paradigms to explain
how siblings of individuals with disabilities experience and
navigate their social worlds (Kovshoff et al., 2017; Rogers &
Morgan, 2025). The SESF considers interactions at multiple
levels—individual, ~ microsystem,  exosystem,  and
macrosystem—to map the impact of disability on siblings'
emotional and behavioral outcomes.

Despite increased interest in sibling dynamics, there is a
clear gap in research specifically examining how these
experiences shape attitudes toward marriage. The current
study addresses this gap by exploring the lived experiences
of adult siblings of individuals with IDDs to identify the
personal, social, and familial factors influencing their fear of
marriage, guided by the SESF framework.

Methods and Materials

This

phenomenological

study utilized a qualitative descriptive

method. The statistical population
comprised all adult siblings (ages 18-35) of educable
individuals with intellectual disabilities attending special
schools in Isfahan during the 2024-2025 academic year. A
purposive sampling strategy was used to select 18
participants (11 females, 7 males) who met inclusion
criteria: having an 1DD sibling, being single or divorced,
scoring high on the fear of marriage scale, not undergoing
treatment, and providing informed consent.

Data collection involved semi-structured interviews
using researcher-constructed questions such as: “What is
your main reason for not getting married?” and “Do you feel
your marriage would harm your family or sibling?”
Interviews lasted 20-45 minutes depending on participant
engagement.

To ensure ethical standards, participants were briefed on
the study’s aims and their rights, and confidentiality was
assured. Data were analyzed using Braun and Clarke’s six-
This

familiarization with data, initial coding (resulting in 110

phase thematic analysis. process included
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primary codes), theme generation, theme review, theme
definition and naming, and final reporting.

Guba
dependability, confirmability, and transferability—were

and Lincoln’s four criteria—credibility,
used to ensure the trustworthiness of findings. Member
checking, external audits, detailed descriptions, and coding
reliability assessments were applied throughout the process.

Findings

Participants’ ages ranged from 18 to 35, with an average
age of 27. Thematic analysis revealed three main themes and
25 sub-themes as factors contributing to fear of marriage.

1. Individual Factors: These included a range of
psychological and emotional concerns such as a
sense of caregiving responsibility, guilt, fear of
rejection by the disabled sibling, fear of the future
spouse’s rejection of the sibling, concern over
restricted

autonomy post-marriage, previous

negative relationship experiences, emotional
vulnerability, fear of parenting a child with
disabilities, and lack of independence. Participants
frequently voiced that they felt morally obligated to
care for their sibling and feared failing in this duty
if married. Many reported a deep-seated belief that
their personal happiness must be sacrificed for their
family’s well-being.

2. Social Factors: Participants mentioned intense
societal expectations to act as full-time caregivers,
as well as fear of judgment and criticism from
extended family, friends, and future in-laws. These

societal pressures often led them to suppress

personal desires or delay forming intimate
relationships.
3. Familial Factors: These included the

normalization of caregiving responsibilities, role
reversal (becoming parent-like to the sibling),
family conflict over caregiving duties, and long-
term concerns about the sibling’s future once
parents pass away. Many siblings described feeling
by inherited and

burdened responsibility

AN

acknowledged internal family dynamics that
reinforced self-sacrificial roles.

The findings demonstrated that the fear of marriage is not
rooted in a single factor but is the result of cumulative
pressures from personal, familial, and social systems. For
example, participants explained that even if they were
emotionally ready for marriage, the perceived loss of control
over their caregiving role or fear of neglecting their sibling
led them to retreat from the idea entirely.

Discussion and Conclusion

This study examined the factors influencing fear of
marriage among siblings of individuals with intellectual and
developmental disabilities through the lens of the Sibling
Embedded Systems Framework (SESF). The findings
revealed a multilayered experience shaped by individual
psychological conflicts, social stigma, and family dynamics
that collectively impact the siblings” willingness and
readiness to pursue marriage.

The

participants internalized caregiving as a core identity,

individual-level analysis showed that many
viewing self-sacrifice not only as an obligation but also as a
source of self-worth. This belief system often created a
psychological barrier to exploring personal autonomy and
future planning. Emotional dependencies, guilt, fear of
inadequacy, and trauma associated with past family or
romantic experiences compounded these challenges.

At the social level, participants contended with cultural
narratives that valorize family loyalty while stigmatizing
deviations from expected caregiving roles. The fear of social
condemnation, combined with anxiety about a partner’s
acceptance of the sibling with a disability, served as strong
deterrents to marriage.

Family-level dynamics played a pivotal role in shaping
these fears. The presence of longstanding expectations, role
confusion, and emotional enmeshment made it difficult for
participants to assert independence. Some had adopted
quasi-parental roles

from a young age, assuming

responsibilities traditionally held by adults. These dynamics
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were reinforced by parents who viewed the sibling as a
future guardian or caretaker.

Overall, the study contributes new insights into how the
intersecting domains of individual, social, and familial
systems shape the experience of fear of marriage in this
unique population. It offers a framework for understanding
how caregiving, emotional bonds, and cultural expectations
converge to influence major life decisions.

Given the multidimensional nature of this fear,
interventions should focus on enhancing autonomy,
providing psychoeducation, and facilitating family dialogue
transitions.  Future research is

about  caregiving

VOA

recommended to examine the long-term psychological
effects of caregiving on sibling development and how
cultural context moderates these outcomes. Quantitative and
longitudinal designs could further illuminate the strength
and directionality of these factors.

This study provides critical implications for clinicians,
family counselors, and policymakers aiming to support
siblings of individuals with disabilities as they navigate
adulthood, intimacy, and family roles. It underscores the
importance of acknowledging siblings not only as auxiliary
caregivers but also as individuals with valid emotional and

developmental needs.
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