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Original Article
Abstract

Background and aim: This study aims to critically evaluate the family counseling system in Iran and compare it with
global approaches. It examines key challenges in the current system and highlights the importance of considering the
cultural and religious capacities of Iranian society in designing and improving family counseling models.

Data and method: The research employed a qualitative methodology using a multiple-case study design. Data were
collected through the review of counseling case files, semi-structured interviews with 20 clients in the areas of pre-
marital counseling, marital conflicts, and divorce, as well as direct observation of the counseling process. Data analysis
was conducted using thematic analysis and triangulation of sources.

Findings: The findings indicate that the family counseling system in Iran faces significant challenges, including
counselors’ inherent individualism, neglect of cultural and religious contexts, commercialization of services, and
premature recommendations for divorce. Conversely, the findings underscore the necessity of leveraging the cultural
and religious capacities of Iranian society when designing family counseling models.

Conclusion: The results emphasize the urgent need for restructuring counselor training and evaluation programs,
developing culturally sensitive and Islamic-based frameworks, and strengthening regulatory oversight systems. The
primary limitation of this research is its focus on a relatively small, qualitative sample, which restricts the
generalizability of the findings. Nevertheless, the results offer valuable insights for cultural policymakers,
administrators of counseling centers, and researchers in the field of family studies.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Family is a central institution in Iranian society, yet it has been increasingly affected by
individualization, economic instability, changing gender expectations, and shifting relational norms.
In this context, family counseling plays a crucial role in supporting couples and families. However,
many counseling models used in Iran have been imported from Western psychology and are based
on assumptions that privilege autonomy, self-expression, and individual responsibility. These
assumptions do not always align with the relational, moral, and religious structure of Iranian family
life.

Previous research has shown that culturally adapted counseling is more effective than culturally
neutral intervention, especially in contexts where religion, collectivism, and family interdependence
are important (Sue & Sue, 2016; Pargament, 2007; Al-Krenawi & Graham, 2005). At the same
time, global family-therapy research emphasizes that effective intervention depends not only on
technique, but also on cultural fit, therapist training, supervision, and service quality (Lebow et al.,
2012; Hardy & Bobes, 2016; World Health Organization, 2022). The present study was designed to
critically examine the Iranian family counseling system through direct experience-based evidence
and comparative analysis with global approaches.

Methods and Data

This research adopted a qualitative multiple-case study design. The purpose of this design was to
gain a deep understanding of lived counseling experiences in real-world settings. The study
included 20 counseling cases involving men and women who had sought family counseling in one
of three contexts: premarital counseling, marital conflict, or divorce-related decision-making.

Data were collected from three sources:
1. Clinical records, including counselors’ notes and psychological test summaries;
2. Semi-structured interviews with clients and two counselors;
3. Direct observations conducted by the researcher in five counseling sessions.

These sources were used together through triangulation to strengthen the reliability and
credibility of findings. Data were analyzed using thematic analysis. Initial coding produced 240
open codes, which were then organized into 16 categories and finally into four main themes. To
improve trustworthiness, member checking was also used with three participants.

Findings
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The analysis produced four dominant themes.

1. Dominance of individualistic interpretations in counseling

In many cases, counselors interpreted family problems as individual psychological deficiencies
rather than relational or systemic issues. Participants reported that they were labeled with terms
such as dependency, anxiety, or personality weakness, while the interactive context of the couple or
family was ignored. This pattern is inconsistent with systemic family therapy, which conceptualizes
distress as emerging from interactional patterns rather than isolated individual pathology (Lebow &
Snyder, 2022; Gottman & Gottman, 2015).

2. Insufficient attention to religious and cultural values

Participants repeatedly stated that their religious beliefs, moral concerns, and cultural
expectations were not taken seriously. In some cases, counselors treated issues such as prayer,
modesty, or family roles as irrelevant to counseling. This created discomfort, reduced trust, and
lowered acceptance of therapeutic recommendations. Such findings are consistent with research
showing that spiritually integrated psychotherapy and culturally responsive counseling improve
therapeutic alliance and treatment relevance (Pargament, 2007; Richards & Bergin, 2005; Hodge,
2005; Al-Krenawi & Graham, 2005).

3. Commercialization of counseling services

Several participants described counseling as financially driven, with emphasis on unnecessary
session expansion, expensive packages, or prolonged treatment without clear benefit. This was
experienced as a sign that the counselor’s priorities were not fully aligned with client welfare. Such
concerns are important in light of professional ethics and quality-monitoring standards in mental
health care (American Association for Marriage and Family Therapy, 2022; Lutz et al., 2021;
World Health Organization, 2022).

4. Premature recommendations for divorce

In a number of cases, divorce or separation was introduced very early in the counseling process,
often before sufficient assessment or intervention had taken place. Participants experienced this as
discouraging and superficial. While divorce may sometimes be an appropriate outcome in severe
cases, couple therapy literature emphasizes that the primary aim is to improve communication,
reduce conflict, and restore relational functioning whenever possible (Johnson, 2019; Christensen et
al., 2020).
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Conclusion and Discussion

The findings indicate that the current family counseling system in Iran faces not only practical
problems, but also deeper conceptual and structural challenges. The dominance of individualistic
psychology, insufficient sensitivity to religious and cultural frameworks, and weak professional
oversight all appear to undermine the effectiveness of counseling.

A more appropriate model for Iran should be family-centered rather than individual-centered,
culturally grounded rather than culturally neutral, and ethically supervised rather than market-
driven. In particular, an integrated model that draws on global evidence-based approaches such as
emotionally focused therapy, integrative behavioral couple therapy, and systemic family therapy,
while also incorporating Islamic concepts such as consultation, reconciliation, justice, and family
responsibility, may be more effective for the Iranian context.

The study also suggests important policy implications. Training programs for family counselors
should include cultural competence, religious sensitivity, family systems thinking, and structured
supervision. Regulatory institutions should monitor service quality, prevent excessive
commercialization, and support the development of indigenous counseling models based on the
realities of Iranian families.
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