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Objective: The objective of this study is to examine how cultural identity and spiritual
health shape the lived experiences of women with early menopause in Tehran.
Methodology: This qualitative descriptive-analytical study collected data through
direct observation and in-depth semi-structured interviews with 40 women aged 35—40
who experienced early menopause, along with insights from gynecologists and
healthcare experts. Purposive sampling continued until theoretical saturation was
reached. Data were analyzed using thematic analysis across six stages: familiarization,
initial coding, theme identification, theme review, definition and naming of themes,
and final analysis and reporting.

Findings: Thematic analysis revealed four major categories: cultural identity, spiritual
health, socio-cultural challenges, and awareness-building. Cultural identity strongly
influenced women’s interpretations of bodily and emotional changes. Spiritual health
demonstrated a significant moderating effect by reducing anxiety, enhancing inner
peace, creating meaning, and supporting acceptance of early menopause. Socio-
cultural challenges—including stigma, taboos, and insufficient health policies—
intensified psychological distress. Educational and religious awareness initiatives were
identified as key factors in mitigating negative perceptions and improving women’s
overall well-being.

Conclusion: The findings indicate that spiritual health plays a central role in reshaping
negative beliefs, overcoming cultural taboos, and transforming early menopause into
an opportunity for personal and spiritual growth. Enhancing public, familial, and
community awareness is essential for reducing socio-cultural stigma and supporting
women through this natural life transition.

Keywords: Cultural identity, Spiritual health;, Early menopause; Stigma,; Lived
experience;, Thematic analysis
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Introduction

Early menopause is a biopsychosocial process that deeply shapes women’s lived experiences,
influencing their identity, emotional stability, social interactions, and overall well-being. Numerous
studies indicate that biological transitions in women are never detached from cultural, spiritual, and
sociological contexts. In Islamic societies, where gender roles, family structures, and religious values are
central components of identity, early menopause becomes a highly layered experience shaped by symbolic
meanings, social expectations, and spiritual interpretation. In this regard, the internal elements of human
identity are deeply intertwined with gender, spirituality, and moral foundations, as shown in Quranic
analyses stressing that human identity is structured around the harmony between bodily characteristics
and spiritual orientation (Ahmadibighash & Zaker Esfahani, 2024). Such an identity-centered view of gender
suggests that significant bodily changes can potentially challenge a woman’s self-perception and social
role.

From a cultural perspective, femininity in Iranian and Islamic contexts is not merely a biological
condition but a set of symbolic roles, obligations, and social expectations. Research on Islamic
perspectives of femininity has demonstrated how religious figures and historical narratives contribute to
forming an ideal model of womanhood, shaping how women evaluate their experiences, including health
transitions (Bouzarinejad & Eghbali, 2023). Similarly, gender identity and sexual self-understanding are often
formed through Quranic and Hadith-based teachings, further intensifying the cultural and emotional
responses to early menopause (Hashemi Aliabadi, 2021). Therefore, early menopause in such cultural
environments is experienced not simply as a biological shift but as a potential disruption in the expected
timeline of womanhood.

Equally, the sociological dimension plays a critical role. Contemporary theories of the body
emphasize that bodily changes are socially interpreted and gain meaning within cultural frameworks (Le
Breton, 1992). This is particularly evident in experiences of body alteration, such as mastectomy, where
women report profound impacts on their sense of femininity and social identity (Ghazafari & Nikoogoftar,
2021). These findings parallel the emotional consequences of early menopause, which many women
perceive as premature aging, loss of reproductive value, or diminished social worth. Social norms about
fertility, motherhood, and reproductive continuity are also significant; beliefs surrounding fertility and
traditional rituals strongly shape women’s perception of body transitions (Yousefinezhad et al., 2024).

The psychological burden of early menopause is also well-documented. Women undergoing rapid
or medically induced menopause frequently experience heightened anxiety, sadness, and emotional
distress, as highlighted in long-term psychological studies following risk-reducing surgeries (Hickey et al.,
2021). In Iran as well, reduced marital satisfaction, emotional fluctuations, and lowered quality of life have
been reported among women with early menopause, along with evidence that psychological interventions
can significantly improve their well-being (Kazemi Sangchin et al., 2022). Media influence adds another layer
to this psychological complexity. Studies on self-consciousness shaped by digital platforms reveal how
contemporary media reshapes women's perception of their own bodies, contributing to heightened
vulnerability during bodily transitions (Shafiei & Atrian, 2023).

Alongside these challenges, spirituality appears as a powerful coping resource. Islamic spirituality,
based on meaning-making, submission, trust, and transcendent hope, has been consistently recognized as



a protective factor in psychological well-being. Evidence shows that satisfying the spiritual needs of
individuals contributes to enhanced quality of life and stronger emotional stability (Azarbaijani et al., 2025).
Meta-analytic findings further demonstrate that spiritual-religious interventions significantly improve
mental health indicators and life satisfaction in chronic or challenging health conditions (Geravand et al.,
2025). Moreover, spirituality and meditation strengthen resilience, emotional balance, and even immune
functioning, helping individuals cope effectively with distressing bodily changes (Mohammadi-Yeganeh et al.,
2025). These spiritual resources are especially relevant during menopause, a period in which women often
search for meaning, reinterpret their life roles, and reconstruct their identities (Sathiyaseelan et al., 2024).
Religious contemplation likewise amplifies psychological well-being, promoting serenity, self-care
practices, and renewed hope (Shakeri & Shokouhi-Tabar, 2025).

Interestingly, global health analyses affirm these findings by highlighting the importance of
holistic health approaches during menopause. International reports emphasize that women's health after
menopause must be understood beyond biology, requiring attention to emotional, social, and spiritual
dimensions (Gita, 2024). At the same time, critical perspectives on women's healthcare caution against the
excessive medicalization of women’s bodily experiences, encouraging a more humanistic and socially
grounded approach to menopause (Palley, 2004). This aligns with broader biopsychosocial interpretations
of menopause, which frame it as a sociocultural and meaning-laden transition rather than solely a
biological event (Throsby & Roberts, 2024).

Finally, the importance of lifestyle and physical activity in improving stability and well-being is
well-noted in Islamic teachings, which position physical health as an essential element of social and moral
functioning (Asghari & Ghaffari, 2023). Similarly, healthy family functioning rooted in Islamic values
reinforces emotional security, identity continuity, and psychological resilience (Ghiasvand & Mohases, 2025).
These cultural and spiritual structures provide a powerful framework for women experiencing early
menopause to redefine their identity and restore a sense of coherence.

Within this rich theoretical and empirical context, the present study explored the relationship
between cultural identity and spiritual health in women experiencing early menopause, aiming to
understand how these dimensions shape their lived experiences, emotional responses, and coping patterns.

Methods and Materials

This qualitative study employed an interpretive phenomenological design to investigate the lived
experiences of women with early menopause. Participants were recruited through purposive sampling
from health centers in Tehran. Forty women aged 35-40 who had medically confirmed early menopause
were included. Data collection involved semi-structured in-depth interviews, observational field notes,
and reflective memos. Interviews explored cultural identity, spiritual beliefs, emotional responses, social
interactions, and personal interpretations of menopause. Data were analyzed using thematic analysis. The
process involved familiarization with transcripts, initial coding, clustering of codes, theme development,
theme refinement, and synthesis of thematic narratives.

Findings
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Analysis revealed four overarching themes: (1) Cultural Identity Disruption, (2) Spiritual Health
as a Coping Anchor, (3) Sociocultural Challenges and Stigma, and (4) Awareness and Meaning
Reconstruction.

Women reported that early menopause created notable disruptions in their cultural identity. They
described feelings of inadequacy, premature aging, and disconnection from expected life trajectories.
Many perceived early menopause as contradictory to the socially endorsed timeline of fertility and
femininity, leading to a sense of diminished womanhood and tension in social roles.

Spiritual health emerged as a central coping mechanism. Women with stronger religious practices
and meaning-making capacities expressed greater emotional resilience. They reported using prayer, trust
in divine wisdom, and spiritual reflection to accept the transition and maintain psychological stability.
Some participants described menopause as an opportunity for self-renewal, moral reflection, and spiritual
growth.

Sociocultural challenges constituted another prominent theme. Participants experienced varying
levels of stigma, shame, and silence surrounding menopause. Many expressed reluctance to discuss their
condition with family members due to fear of judgment. Some reported decreased marital satisfaction or
concerns about being perceived as “less feminine.”

Finally, awareness and meaning reconstruction played a transformative role. Women who had
access to information, supportive relationships, or empowering cultural narratives were better able to
reinterpret menopause not as loss but as a natural stage of life. This group demonstrated more optimism,
emotional balance, and social engagement.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings highlight that early menopause is far more than a biological event; it is a deeply
cultural and identity-shaping experience. Women’s interpretations of early menopause are strongly
influenced by their cultural expectations of femininity, reproductive norms, and internalized social
narratives. These identity disruptions create emotional challenges that intensify the psychological burden
of the transition. However, spiritual health appears to be a significant protective factor. Through spiritual
meaning-making, women achieve greater acceptance and view menopause as part of a divinely guided
life cycle. This spiritual orientation enhances emotional resilience and reduces distress.

Sociocultural stigma remains a critical barrier, limiting open dialogue and obstructing healthy
psychological adaptation. Women benefit significantly from supportive relationships, cultural validation,
and access to accurate information. Ultimately, the study emphasizes the importance of integrating cultural
awareness, spiritual support, and psychosocial sensitivity within healthcare and counseling practices.
Early menopause should be approached as a multidimensional experience requiring holistic, empathetic,
and culturally grounded interventions.
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