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Introduction

Sexual health is a fundamental aspect of public health and social development, playing a crucial role in shaping individual identity,
enhancing social capital, and contributing to sustainable development (World Health Organization, 2015). Despite its significance,
evidence suggests that adolescent sexual health is often neglected in many developing countries, including Iran, where structured
education and institutional support are limited (Fatemi et al., 2023, p. 1352). Studies indicate that adolescents frequently rely on
informal and sometimes unreliable sources for sexual health information due to the lack of comprehensive, formal sexual health
education (Javadnoori et al., 2012, p. 539). Globally, adolescent sexual health faces significant challenges. A recent WHO report
highlights a concerning decline in condom use among adolescents in Europe, Asia, and Canada: from 70% to 61% among boys and
from 63% to 57% among girls, with approximately 30% reporting no protection during their last sexual encounter (World Health
Organization, 2024). In Iran, research has shown high levels of risky sexual behaviors among adolescents coupled with insufficient
awareness of Sexually Transmitted Diseases (STDs) and sexual health practices (Mohammadi et al., 2006, p. 35). These gaps
expose adolescents to a range of risks, including STDs, unintended pregnancies, risky sexual behaviors, anxiety, and social harm.
Prior studies emphasize the critical importance of comprehensive education, family involvement, school-based support, and
religious beliefs in promoting sexual health and preventing harm (Nassimi et al., 2018, p. 16; Fatemi et al., 2023, p. 1356). While there has
been an increase in sexual health research in Iran, most studies have been quantitative and focused on biomedical aspects, leaving
gendered dimensions and adolescents' strategies for navigating sexual realities underexplored (Jazini et al., 2024, p. 2; Razaghi &
Barjalali, 2013, p. 71). This study aimed to fill this gap by adopting a sociological and qualitative approach to understand how
adolescents in Mashhad—a culturally and religiously diverse metropolis—perceived and experienced sexual health, as well as the
strategies they employed to maintain and improve their sexual well-being amidst structural and cultural challenges.

Materials & Methods

This qualitative study was conducted within an interpretivist
paradigm and employed an inductive approach to explore
adolescents’ lived experiences. Thematic analysis as outlined
by Braun and Clarke (2006) served as the methodological

framework. Data were collected through semi-structured
interviews with 30 adolescents aged 15 to 19 years,
representing diverse socio-economic, educational, familial,
and ethnic backgrounds in Mashhad during 2024. Purposive
sampling was employed to ensure a broad range of
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perspectives and interviews continued until data saturation
was reached.

Interviews were recorded with participant consent and
transcribed verbatim. Coding was conducted using
MAXQDA software with data analyzed at 3 levels: basic
themes, organizing themes, and global themes (Attride-Stirling,
2001). To enhance the credibility of the findings,
trustworthiness criteria—such as credibility, transferability,
dependability, and confirmability—were applied (Lincoln &
Guba, 1985). Member checking, triangulation, and peer
debriefing were also utilized to validate the results. Ethical
considerations, including informed consent and
confidentiality, were rigorously upheld throughout the study.

Discussion of Results & Conclusion

The findings indicated that adolescents conceptualized sexual
health through two interrelated layers. The first layer, the
sexual layer, focused on individual physical and
psychological well-being, encompassing aspects, such as
sexual protection, psychosexual health, emotional-sexual
interactions, biopsychological integration, and sexual
fulfillment. The second layer, the gender layer, centered on
normativity, reflecting prevailing social and cultural norms,
religious values, and gendered expectations.
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Adolescents employed various strategies to navigate
challenges within both layers. In the sexual layer, strategies
included sexual self-regulation, supportive well-being
activities, sexual cognition, and agency driven by personal
needs. In the gender layer, approaches involved purposeful
social connections, religiously informed sexual practices, and
gender-based regulation.

These results highlighted the complex interplay between
individual agency and structural influences, such as family
dynamics, peer relationships, media representations, and
religious norms. Adolescents actively participated in
interpreting and redefining their sexual health within their
sociocultural context rather than merely being passive
recipients of information.

The study underscored the need for context-sensitive,
comprehensive sexual health interventions. Such approaches
should prioritize culturally appropriate education, engage
families and schools, and strengthen institutional support.
Policy frameworks must address both sexual and gender
dimensions to empower adolescents and enhance their
resilience in navigating their sexual health.

Keywords: Sexual Health, Adolescents, Lived Experience,
Strategies, Thematic Analysis, Mashhad.
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Fig 1- The theme map of the analysis with MAXQDA software
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