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Introduction

Female-headed households constitute one of the most vulnerable social groups
globally, facing considerable psychological, social, and economic pressures. These
women not only fulfill traditional female roles but also carry the full responsibility
of managing and providing for their families, which creates distinct and multifaceted
challenges. The literature highlights a wide range of difficulties encountered by
female heads of households, including financial hardship, restricted access to
education, insufficient social support, and psychosocial strains that collectively
undermine their quality of life and overall well-being. This vulnerability is
particularly acute in rural regions and provinces such as South Khorasan, Iran, where
female-headed households represent a significant portion of the population.
Understanding their lived experiences, the underlying factors shaping these
challenges, and their broader consequences is therefore essential for designing
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effective interventions. Against this backdrop, the present study employs a
qualitative narrative inquiry to examine the life challenges of a rural female
household head in Birjand, with a focus on the socio-economic and psychological
dimensions of her experience.

Methodology

This study adopts a qualitative narrative inquiry approach, emphasizing the
exploration of lived experiences through personal storytelling situated within social,
temporal, and spatial contexts. Data were collected through semi-structured narrative
interviews with a rural female head of household, approximately 65 years old, and
were complemented by the researcher’s field notes and direct observations to enrich
contextual understanding. Purposive sampling was employed to ensure the
participant’s unique situation provided deep and relevant insights into the research
questions. Interview transcripts were prepared verbatim, and data analysis was
conducted using thematic analysis and systematic coding. Fourteen organizing
themes were identified and subsequently distilled into four overarching themes
representing the core challenges. Intercoder reliability, assessed using Holsti’s
coefficient, produced a strong agreement score of 0.81, confirming analytical rigor.
To further enhance trustworthiness, triangulation was applied by cross-validating
participant quotations, thematic structures, and findings from existing scholarly
literature.

Findings

The analysis revealed four overarching categories that capture the major challenges
faced by rural female-headed households:

Economic Instability and Informal Employment

The participant described subsisting on meager wages earned through long
working hours in irregular, part-time, or home-based jobs that lacked job security
and employment benefits. Such conditions reinforce persistent poverty and erode
household living standards. As a result, there is an increased reliance on
governmental aid and charitable organizations, which, while offering temporary
relief, remain insufficient to address the structural roots of economic instability.

Educational and Skill Deficits

Limited literacy, restricted access to higher education, and inadequate vocational
training were reported as significant barriers to stable employment and sustainable
income generation. These deficits not only constrain individual opportunities but
also perpetuate intergenerational cycles of poverty, limiting economic mobility and
undermining long-term family stability.
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Insufficient Social Support

The participant’s account highlighted the absence of adequate social protection,
particularly in areas such as childcare and domestic responsibilities. Weak social
policies and a sense of societal isolation further compound the difficulties
experienced by female heads of households in rural contexts, leaving them with few
reliable support networks.

Psychological and Social Challenges

The heavy burden of multiple role responsibilities was linked to feelings of
loneliness, social stigma, and heightened psychological stress. These pressures
diminish coping and crisis-management capacities while also undermining both
mental and physical health.

Taken together, these themes demonstrate the multidimensional and interrelated
nature of the challenges faced by rural female-headed households. They underscore
the urgent need for comprehensive, multisectoral interventions that are sensitive to
the economic, educational, social, and psychological dimensions of women’s lived
experiences.

Discussion

The findings closely align with both national and international research, indicating
that the vulnerabilities of female-headed households extend far beyond economic
deprivation. The dynamic interplay of financial hardship, limited educational
opportunities, inadequate social support, and psychosocial strain underscores the
need for holistic and integrated policies. Economic empowerment, while necessary,
cannot be effective in isolation without parallel reforms in the social, cultural, and
educational domains, alongside accessible psychological care. Policies aimed at
improving literacy, vocational training, and social protection must therefore be
complemented by mental health services and stigma-reduction initiatives. Social
support programs should be designed with sensitivity to the caregiving and domestic
responsibilities uniquely borne by female heads of households. Furthermore,
fostering community engagement and participatory approaches in program design
can enhance resilience and build social capital, both of which are essential for
sustainable change. The participant’s narrative highlights the importance of
reframing female heads of households not as passive recipients of aid but as active
agents who, when adequately supported, can navigate adversity and foster family
stability. This perspective resonates with contemporary theoretical approaches that
emphasize strengths-based frameworks, underscoring women’s agency, resilience,
and capacity for self-determination.
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Conclusion

This study provides in-depth qualitative insights into the lived realities of a rural
female-headed household in Birjand, Iran, revealing a complex nexus of economic,
educational, social, and psychological challenges. The findings advocate for
comprehensive, inclusive policy frameworks that move beyond addressing material
poverty to also confront educational deficits, social isolation, and mental health
concerns. Effective interventions should be multidimensional, integrating capacity-
building initiatives, social protection, healthcare, and equitable access to education
to promote sustainable empowerment. Such holistic approaches require coordinated
efforts among government agencies, non-governmental organizations, and
community-based groups. Future research should broaden the scope by including a
more diverse sample of participants across different regions, employing mixed-
methods designs to both validate emerging themes and test targeted interventions.
Addressing the multifaceted needs of female-headed households is not only critical
for advancing social equity and reducing poverty but also for promoting sustainable
community development in rural Iran and comparable global contexts.

Keywords: Headship, Employment, Social Support, Job Skills, Culture.
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