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ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT
Received: 20 September 2024 Dormitory life, particularly for international students, is a complex experience that
Accepted: 26 Desember 2024 significantly shapes social and academic well-being. This study explores the lived

Published:13 June 2025 experiences of male Afghan students in Iranian university dormitories, examining their

challenges and coping strategies. Using a qualitative grounded theory approach, data were
Keywords: collected through in-depth interviews with 25 Afghan students and analyzed through open,
Incompatibility, axial, and selective coding. The main categories identified include immigrant expectations,
Dormitory, lifestyle changes, unfavorable atmospheres, student concerns, situational communication,

Afghan Students, being an immigrant, role conflict regarding the future, unstable situations in Afghanistan,
Acculturation,
Yazd.

long-term goals, escaping the dormitory environment, isolation, adapting to the
environment, representation of Iran by cultural ambassadors, persistent incompatibility,
and managing limitations. Based on these categories, a paradigmatic model was developed
to explain the interactions between students' challenges and coping strategies. The results
indicate that students face cultural differences, economic pressures, and adjustment
difficulties that affect their quality of life and academic performance. The findings also
highlight the importance of providing adequate financial and social support and addressing
the cultural dimensions of dormitory life. The core concept of the study was defined as
"Adaptation: Persistent Fluctuation," forming a substantive theory of the fluctuating
adaptation process of Afghan students. This study recommends that macro policies develop
action plans to strengthen students' acculturation and adaptation skills, enabling them to

achieve academic and social goals more effectively.

Introduction

University dormitories represent not only residential spaces but also formative social and educational environments
that shape students’ identities and academic trajectories. For international students, dormitory living often entails
negotiating cultural boundaries, coping with economic pressures, and managing social isolation. Afghan students are

among the largest groups of international students in Iran, and their residential experiences in dormitories have

*Corresponding author: Ali Ruhani. Associate Professor, Department of Sociology, Yazd University, Yazd, Iran.

E-mail addresses: aliruhani@yazd.ac.ir

E-ISSN: 2008-3742/© Population Association of Iran. This is an open access article under the CC BY 4.0 License
(https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/)

Cite this article:

Rajabinezhad, M., Imampoor, S., Ruhani, A., Alinejad, M. (2025). The Migration Experience and the Social Construction of
Adaptability: A Qualitative Study Among Afghan Male Students in University Dormitories. Journal of Population Association of
Iran, 20(39), 185-208. https://doi.org/10.22034/jpai.2025.2041556.1372


mailto:aliruhani@yazd.ac.ir
https://portal.issn.org/resource/ISSN/2981-1066
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.22034/jpai.2025.2041556.1372
https://www.jpaiassoc.ir/
https://orcid.org/0009-0009-9489-1310
https://orcid.org/0009-0000-5353-4485
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-9146-6436
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-1766-8977

Journal of Population Association of Iran (2025), 20(39), 185-208. Rajabinezhad, et al.

profound implications for their educational success, psychosocial well-being, and cross-cultural relations between Iran

and Afghanistan.

Although previous studies have examined aspects of dormitory life among Iranian students, little is known about
how Afghan male students perceive, interpret, and handle the challenges of living in dormitories. This research,
therefore, aimed to explore in depth the experiences of Afghan male students living in university dormitories in Iran,
focusing on how social factors shape feelings of incompatibility and the development of coping strategies. Drawing
on four decades of Afghan migration to Iran, from the Soviet invasion (1978-1985) to the Taliban’s return in 2021,
the study situates current Afghan students within a complex historical, political, and economic migration context.
Previous Iranian and international research has documented various aspects of dormitory life—such as loss of privacy,
financial stress, exposure to subcultures, and opportunities for independence—but no comprehensive study has

integrated these elements for Afghan students.

The conceptual framework combined grounded theory sensitivity with established perspectives: symbolic
interactionism (Mead 1934; Blumer 1969) to interpret meaning-making in daily interactions; Berry’s (1997)
acculturation model to examine strategies of integration, assimilation, separation, and marginalization; Lazarus and
Folkman’s (1984) stress-coping framework to analyze environmental pressures; and Luhmann’s (1995) adaptive
systems theory to conceptualize students’ responses as cyclical and fluctuating. These perspectives guided interview
protocols and subsequent coding, ensuring that the emergent theory remained anchored in participants’ narratives

while engaging with existing knowledge.
Methods and Data

A qualitative grounded theory design was employed. Twenty-eight Afghan male students enrolled at Yazd University,
all of whom had lived in the dormitory for at least three semesters, were purposefully selected to capture ethnic,
cultural, religious, and political diversity. Semi-structured interviews were conducted between May and November
2023 in various settings (dormitory rooms, campus green spaces, university offices), lasting 45-90 minutes depending
on participants’ availability and willingness. Interviews were transcribed verbatim and were analyzed through three
stages of coding—open, axial, and selective—using the constant comparison method. This process generated 182
initial concepts, 53 subcategories, 15 main categories, and one core category. A paradigmatic model was then
developed, linking causal conditions, contextual conditions, intervening conditions, strategies, and consequences.
Ethical safeguards included informed consent, use of pseudonyms, confidentiality of sensitive data, and measures to

minimize potential harm to participants.

Findings

The central process (Core Phenomenon: “Adaptation: Persistent Fluctuation”) revealed a dynamic, non-linear
adaptation characterized by oscillation between engagement and withdrawal, hope and frustration, integration and
isolation. Students constantly adjusted their expectations and behaviors in response to changing dormitory conditions,

academic pressures, and political developments in Afghanistan. This ongoing fluctuation illustrates the structural

complexity of incompatibility.

Two main causal conditions initiated the adaptation process. Pre-migration expectations—students arrived with
idealized images of Iranian dormitories and higher education, shaped by media or alumni, expecting superior facilities
and supportive environments. Lifestyle change—most came from rural or extended-family settings and encountered
abrupt urbanisation, institutional rules and enforced co-residence with strangers, resulting in culture shock and

emotional strain.

Three contextual features shaped daily experience. An unfavourable dormitory atmosphere included
overcrowded rooms, poor hygiene, inadequate recreation, noise and lack of privacy, sometimes leading to risk
behaviors such as excessive social media use or smoking. Student concerns encompassed acute financial hardship,
forced employment to meet basic needs, academic overload, and linguistic challenges in Persian dialects. Situational
communication reflected how interactions varied across settings—collaborative with professors, pragmatic with staff,

or guarded with city residents—shaping satisfaction and identity formation.
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At a broader level, three intervening factors constrained or amplified adaptation. Migrant status exposed
students to prejudice, stereotypes and bureaucratic hurdles, hindering social integration. Role conflict about the future
reflected uncertainty about returning to Afghanistan, fears of stigmatisation as “Iranised” or “spies,” and prolonged
enrolment to postpone repatriation. Unstable conditions in Afghanistan—economic collapse, human-rights violations

and family insecurity—heightened stress and fuelled political debates among students.

In response, students employed four principal strategies: 1) Long-term goal-setting: maintaining focus on
degrees, skills and future contributions despite current adversity. 2) Escaping the dormitory environment: spending
time in markets, parks, sports clubs or university facilities to reduce exposure to stress. 3) Withdrawal and virtual
refuge: minimising interaction, relying on music, films and online networks, and neglecting coursework as a coping
mechanism. 4) Constructive adjustment: reframing dormitory life as an opportunity for independence, networking
and access to affordable services, particularly among those from less privileged backgrounds. These strategies were
not mutually exclusive; many students moved between them over time, illustrating the “persistent fluctuation” of

adaptation.

Three main consequences emerged. Cultural ambassadorship: students transmitted images of [ran—both positive
and negative—back to Afghanistan through their narratives, dress, language and behaviour, influencing bilateral
perceptions. Generation of persistent incompatibility: unresolved fears about future prospects and prolonged hardship
sometimes deepened alienation and academic disengagement. Management of limitations: conversely, some students
developed resilience, creativity and social capital, transforming dormitory experiences into opportunities for personal

growth and cross-cultural competence.
Discussion and Conclusion

This study confirms and extends prior research about dormitory life. Consistent with Iranian and international studies,
overcrowding, loss of privacy, and financial stress undermine well-being and academic success. However, by focusing
on Afghan male students, it revealed additional dimensions: the interplay of migration history, unstable homeland
conditions, and role conflict regarding return; the oscillating nature of adaptation rather than a linear acculturation
path; and the dual role of dormitories as places of strain and laboratories for social learning. The paradigmatic model
illustrates how micro-level experiences (roommate relations, noise, and food) are embedded in meso-level institutional
settings (university policies and dormitory management) and macro-level forces (immigration regulations and
Afghanistan’s instability).

Living in university dormitories represents a pivotal stage in Afghan male students' migration and educational
trajectories. This study reveals a complex, oscillating process of adaptation shaped by pre-migration expectations,
environmental pressures, migrant status, and homeland instability. Students employ various strategies—from goal-
focused perseverance to withdrawal—to navigate these challenges, leading to varied outcomes in resilience,
alienation, and cultural representation. Recognizing and supporting this process can enhance student well-being and
strengthen cross-national relations. The results reflect the richness of participants' narratives and the grounded theory
model derived from them, intended to inform scholars, policymakers, and practitioners concerned with international

student adaptation in dormitory settings.
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