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ABSTRACT

This study aimed to analyze gendered power relations in parent—child interactions and to
explore children's lived experiences of inequality and power tensions within the family. The
research adopted a grounded theory approach and was based on 31 in-depth, semi-structured
interviews with children who had initiated legal proceedings against their parents, those who
had refrained from taking legal action due to cultural, customary, or legal considerations,
and those who had taken no action because parental behaviors were not criminalized under
existing laws. The data were systematically coded and analyzed through open, axial, and
selective coding, leading to the identification of core categories and the development of a
conceptual framework. The findings revealed that power relations within the family are
reproduced through gender norms, hierarchical family structures, and gendered divisions of
labor. These power dynamics are manifested in everyday parent—child interactions in the
form of control, restriction, domination, and conflict. In response, children adopt strategies
ranging from compliance and adaptation to negotiation and resistance, each associated with
distinct emotional, psychological, and identity-related consequences. The study concludes
that gendered power relations operate as a socio-cultural mechanism sustaining inequality in
parent—child relationships and shaping children's lived experiences. Understanding these
dynamics contributes to a deeper explanation of the processes through which inequality and
conflict are reproduced in family life and provides valuable insights for researchers,
policymakers, and practitioners.

Keywords: family, gendered power relations, grounded theory, lived experience, parent—
child interaction

1. PhD Student in Women's Studies, Islamic Azad University, Science and Research Branch, Tehran, Iran
P4 norouzian.vekalat@ymail.com

2. Assistant Professor in Sociology, Department of Social Studies, Institute for Social and Cultural
Studies, Tehran, Iran

P4 sedighian@iscs.ac.ir

* Corresponding Author

3. Assistant Professor, Department of Public, International and criminal Law, Faculty of Humanities,
Central Tehran Branch, Islamic Azad University, Tehran, Iran

P4 Soraya.Rostamii@iau.ac.ir


https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0
mailto:sedighian@iscs.ac.ir

Iranian Cultural Research

Vol. 20
Issue 2
Summer 2027

INTRODUCTION

The family in Iran serves as the foundational social institution, playing a pivotal
role in socialization and cultural transmission. Recent societal, cultural, and
economic transformations—including rising divorce rates, evolving marriage
patterns, increasing individualism, and shifts in gender roles—have transitioned
Iranian family structures from traditional and static to dynamic and multifaceted
entities. Despite these changes, policies aimed at gender justice have not fully
addressed women's issues, leaving significant limitations in achieving complete
gender equity. Power relations within the family extend beyond marital dynamics to
parent-child interactions, manifesting multidimensionally through legal, economic,
gendered, and emotional resources. This is particularly evident in children's lived
experiences, as they directly receive parental decisions while embodying new
values influenced by globalization and social media. Examining children's lived
experiences in family power dynamics is crucial, revealing how they navigate
parental authority to redefine autonomy, personal identity, and mental health. While
much Iranian research focuses on parents' roles in socialization, less attention has
been given to children's direct encounters with power structures. Recent studies
indicate that power relations in families significantly impact children's mental
health and social behaviors; for instance, family dysfunction correlates with
heightened anxiety, depression, and stress in adolescents, while authoritarian
relations foster aggression, academic decline, and instability. The core issue is
power asymmetry between parents and children: fathers often hold formal power
due to economic and legal positions, while mothers rely on emotional and nurturing
authority. This division exposes children to conflicting power models—traditional
parental authority emphasizing obedience versus modern values promoting
freedom, autonomy, and gender equality. Analyzing these relations requires an
interdisciplinary approach encompassing psychological, sociological, cultural, and
legal dimensions. Children's experiences reflect broader societal transformations
and emerging values, positioning them as evolving social actors grappling with
dualities that affect mental health, identity, and social relations. Amplifying
children's voices in qualitative research is vital for revising educational, cultural,
and support policies, ultimately advancing gender justice and social capital. This
study's necessity spans theoretical, practical, and social levels: theoretically, it
elevates children's status from passive subjects to active agents, deepening
understanding of Iranian family power dynamics; practically, it identifies
dysfunctional patterns to inform counseling, educational programs, and family-
oriented policies; socially, equitable power relations foster confidence, autonomy,
and positive social identity in children, whereas dominance and gender bias
perpetuate inequality cycles like domestic violence or addiction. Given the
importance of understanding gendered power mechanisms in Iranian families and



their effects on children's mental health and social identity, this research analyzes
children's lived experiences in gendered power interactions with parents. It
identifies causal factors, contextual and intervening conditions influencing these
relations, examines power management strategies by parents and children, and
elucidates impacts on children's mental health and social behaviors.

PURPOSE

This study seeks to develop a deeper understanding of how gendered power
relations emerge, continue, and are experienced within parent—child relationships in
Iranian families. By exploring children’s lived experiences, the research aims to
identify the conditions that shape these power dynamics, the ways family members
respond to them, and their resulting consequences. The study also attempts to
develop a theoretical model that explains how gendered patterns of power are
constructed and maintained in family interactions and how they may contribute to
the persistence or transformation of gender inequalities.

METHODOLOGY

This qualitative study employed grounded theory methodology. The population
comprised adult children (aged 18-40) with experiences of gendered power
dynamics with parents. Purposeful and theoretical sampling continued until
theoretical saturation (31 participants: 20 daughters, 11 sons), drawn from those
who pursued legal action against parents, withdrew due to cultural, customary, or
legal reasons, or took no action due to non-criminalized parental behaviors. Data
were collected via semi-structured interviews (45-90 minutes). Analysis involved
open, axial, and selective coding using MAXQDA software. Validity was ensured
through triangulation and member checking. Ethical protocols included informed
consent and confidentiality.

FINDINGS

The analysis of the interviews identified six major categories of gender power
relations between parents and children: causal conditions, contextual conditions,
intervening conditions, the core phenomenon, action/interaction strategies, and
consequences. The findings showed that gender power relations are shaped through
the interaction of cultural, social, economic, and experiential factors.

Causal conditions included cultural, religious, and social beliefs, economic
dependence, and children's lived experiences. Traditional gender norms, patriarchal
attitudes, unequal opportunities, and experiences of control, neglect, and
discrimination contributed to the formation of unequal power relations. Contextual
conditions reflected family structure, including gendered divisions of labor, unequal
parenting practices, and fathers' dominant role in decision-making. Intervening
conditions emphasized the influence of legal, educational, and support institutions,
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with participants reporting limited legal protection, low awareness of rights, and
inadequate institutional support.

The core phenomenon was the reproduction of gender domination within the family
through unequal decision-making, control over resources, restrictions on personal
choices, and symbolic or emotional forms of power. Children responded through both
resistant strategies, such as seeking independence and challenging discrimination, and
passive strategies, including silence, compliance, and self-censorship.

These power relations had important psychological, social, educational, and
occupational consequences, including anxiety, reduced self-confidence, identity
challenges, limited social participation, and restricted educational and career
opportunities. Overall, the findings indicate that gender inequality in families is
sustained through the interaction of cultural, economic, and institutional factors and
reproduced in everyday family life.

CONCLUSION

This study examined gender power relations in Iranian families from the
perspectives of children. The findings showed that these relations are shaped by the
interaction of cultural beliefs, family structures, economic conditions, and lived
experiences. Gender inequality is reproduced not only through direct control but
also through everyday practices, decision-making patterns, and unequal
opportunities for girls and boys.

Traditional gender norms and patriarchal values continue to shape family
interactions, influencing children's roles and autonomy. While some children
resisted unequal power relations by seeking independence and support, others
adapted through silence and acceptance of traditional expectations. The findings
also highlighted the influence of legal and institutional contexts, with limited
support often reinforcing family-based inequalities.

Overall, gender power relations are embedded in broader social and cultural
structures rather than individual behaviors alone. Promoting greater equality
requires changes in family practices, increased awareness of children's rights, and
stronger educational, legal, and social support systems. Such efforts can contribute
to healthier parent—child relationships and more equitable family dynamics.

NOVELTY

This study contributes to the understanding of gender power relations in families by
focusing on children's lived experiences. Its main contribution is the development
of a conceptual framework showing how cultural, social, economic, and
institutional factors interact to shape gendered power relations between parents and
children.



The findings demonstrate that gender inequality is reproduced through everyday
family practices, including unequal decision-making, control over resources, and
gender-based expectations, while children respond through both resistance and
adaptation. By highlighting these processes, the study extends current knowledge of
family and gender dynamics and provides practical insights for counselors,
educators, social support organizations, and policymakers seeking to promote more
equitable parent—child relationships.

As a qualitative study based on participants' narratives, the findings are context-
specific and not intended for broad generalization. Nevertheless, the research offers
a detailed understanding of children's experiences and the everyday reproduction of
gendered power relations within families.
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