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Extended Abstract

Introduction: Vulnerable families, particularly those headed by women, face unique challenges
stemming from both internal family conflicts and external societal pressures. These families,
particularly those led by women, encounter unique challenges arising from internal family conflicts
and external societal pressures. Women heading households—due to widowhood, divorce, or
having incarcerated spouses—are burdened with significant psychological, economic, and social
challenges (Yoganandam, 2022). The phenomenon of the "feminization of poverty" highlights the
increasing prevalence of female-headed households globally, often associated with rising rates of
spousal incarceration. As seen in Iran, the proportion of such families grew from 12.1% in 2011 to
12.7% in 2016 (Liu, Steve, & Trevino, 2017; Abedi Diznab et al., 2017). These women endure
stigma, emotional distress, and diminished social support, severely impacting their well-being and
quality of life (Park & Park, 2014).Research emphasizes that the incarceration of a spouse
exacerbates psychological and social stress for women, who often assume dual roles as both
caregivers and breadwinners, leading to role conflicts and mental health issues (McDonnell,
Lambert, & Farrell, 2023). The lack of adequate support systems compounds these challenges,
perpetuating cycles of poverty and social disconnection (Islamy Andargoli et al., 2023). Despite the
critical nature of this issue, studies have largely focused on the incarcerated individuals, neglecting
the profound experiences of their families, particularly their spouses (Azamzadeh & Moshtaghian,
2016). Exploring the lived experiences of women with incarcerated husbands is essential for
addressing their psychological and social health needs, as well as for developing effective
intervention strategies to break this cycle of vulnerability.

Methodology :The research reached saturation with seven women whose husbands were
imprisoned in Tehran. Participants were selected based on entry and exit criteria. Data collection
concluded once saturation was achieved with this number of participants. In-depth interviews were
conducted to gather detailed information. The phenomenological approach was used to guide the
interview process. All interviews were recorded to ensure accuracy and completeness of data. The
recorded data were analyzed systematically using the thematic analysis method. Findings emerged
through a thorough and detailed examination of recurring themes in the interviews. The study
included women whose spouses had received prison sentences due to addiction or financial debt.
Participants, residing in Tehran with children and without psychiatric disorders, were identified
through organizations such as prisons and municipal centers. Following contact and obtaining
consent, telephone interviews lasting 60 to 90 minutes were conducted.

Findings: The findings of this study revealed that the participants faced significant challenges
across multiple dimensions. Psychological distress included feelings of life stagnation, nervous
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disorders, aggression, uncertainty, fear of divorce, and concerns about the husband’s prison
conditions, children’s well-being, and marital fidelity. Fear of judgment and shame emerged as
participants worried about societal and familial judgment, stigma, and hiding the husband’s
incarceration from others. Children’s psychological and educational challenges were evident,
including restlessness, academic decline, and emotional struggles linked to the mother’s mental
state. Traumatic experiences such as shock, fear, rejection, and coping with sudden events were
common. Social damage included strained relationships, stigma, economic hardships, and
inappropriate treatment from authorities. Economic struggles involved financial burdens such as
rent, utilities, education costs, transportation, and debt management, exacerbated by insufficient
support. Parenting challenges highlighted difficulties in raising children alone, addressing their
emotional needs, and managing their behavioral issues. Perspective shifts in attitudes toward the
husband ranged from blame to reconciliation and role adjustments. Loneliness encompassed
feelings of isolation, hopelessness, and lack of support. Participants employed various coping
strategies, including prayers, resilience, acceptance, and finding spiritual meaning. Additionally,
external support was sought through counseling, family aid, community assistance, and institutional
services to address psychological and financial needs.
Conclusion: The results of this study revealed that the lived experiences of women with
incarcerated husbands can be categorized into nine main themes: psychological harm, social harm,
economic challenges, parenting, attitudes, loneliness, helplessness, expectations, and coping
strategies. Each main theme included subthemes, such as psychological issues, stigma, financial
difficulties, altered marital dynamics, and the impact on children’s education. Women reported
heightened levels of anxiety, shame, and isolation due to societal judgment and the stigma
associated with having an incarcerated spouse, which often led to depression and decreased self-
esteem. Economic hardships were prevalent, with many women forced to take on low-paying jobs
or rely on limited governmental support, exacerbating their struggles. Parenting challenges were
significant, as mothers often had to balance emotional distress with the responsibility of raising
children single-handedly. Religious beliefs and coping mechanisms, including internal resilience
and external support systems, were identified as key factors in adapting to these adversities. The
findings align with prior research emphasizing the multifaceted challenges faced by families of
incarcerated individuals, including psychological, social, and economic burdens. These challenges
significantly disrupt family dynamics and contribute to long-term emotional and relational
difficulties. Addressing these issues through targeted interventions and support systems is crucial
for mitigating the negative impacts on these women and their families.
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