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Abstract

Introduction and Aim: The aim of this study was to identify and explain the
psychological factors influencing migration intentions among Iranian students within the
framework of social psychology.

Methodology: This qualitative study employed thematic analysis. Data were collected
through semi-structured interviews with 11 purposefully selected students, and sampling
continued until theoretical saturation was achieved. Data analysis was conducted in three
stages: extraction of basic themes, formation of organizing themes, and integration into
overarching themes. To ensure credibility, test-retest reliability, inter-coder agreement,
and expert evaluation using the Lawshe content validity ratio were applied.

Findings: The analysis resulted in ten overarching themes, including dissatisfaction and
social inequality, hopelessness and lack of future perspective, negative self and societal
perception, psychological insecurity, lack of social commitment, social pressure, desire
to improve quality of life, lack of belonging, meaning-making and self-discovery, and
identity-seeking. These findings indicate that migration intention is primarily rooted in
emotional, cognitive, and identity-related processes rather than purely economic
determinants.

Conclusion: Students’ migration intention reflects a complex, multilayered
psychological process shaped by social disintegration, perceived instability, and the
pursuit of meaning, dignity, and self-actualization. Understanding these dimensions
provides a foundation for developing educational, cultural, and policy interventions
aimed at strengthening belongingness and reducing migration tendencies.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction and Aim

Migration, particularly among highly educated
individuals and university students, has emerged as a
complex and multidimensional phenomenon shaped
by economic, social, cultural, and psychological
dynamics. In contemporary migration scholarship,
increasing attention has been directed toward the
subjective and psychological underpinnings of
migration intentions, moving beyond traditional
structural explanations centered on labor markets and
economic disparities (Castles & Davidson, 2020; Czaika &
Reinprecht, 2022). While macro-level drivers such as
globalization, labor  mobility, and uneven
development continue to influence migration patterns,
recent studies highlight the importance of individual
perceptions, emotional experiences, and identity-
related processes in shaping migration decisions
(Martin, 2022; Mavroudi & Nagel, 2023). In this context,
migration intention is understood not merely as a
rational choice but as a psychologically embedded
response to perceived opportunities, constraints, and
future trajectories.

In developing countries, including Iran, the increasing
tendency of students to consider migration has raised
significant concerns regarding human capital loss and
its implications for national development. Empirical
studies indicate that a substantial proportion of
university students actively contemplate migration as
a viable life strategy, often driven by dissatisfaction
with current conditions and aspirations for improved
quality of life (Alizadeh, 2025; Sadeghi Jafari & Shini
Mirzadeh, 2023). This growing inclination reflects not
only structural constraints but also deeper
psychosocial ~ processes, including  perceived
inequality, lack of future prospects, and diminished
trust in institutional systems (Chavan, 2024; Dissanayake et
al., 2025). The phenomenon is further intensified by
global narratives surrounding success, mobility, and
opportunity, which shape individuals’ expectations
and aspirations in increasingly interconnected
societies (Berhe et al., 2024; Buijs, 2024).

From a psychological perspective, migration
intentions are closely linked to the fulfillment of
fundamental human needs, including autonomy,
competence, and relatedness. When these needs are
thwarted, individuals may seek alternative
environments that promise greater satisfaction and
self-actualization (Villamin et al., 2025). Research has
demonstrated  that  perceptions  of  limited
opportunities, low life satisfaction, and constrained

personal growth are significant predictors of
migration intention (Kim, 2024; Wallace & Wu, 2019).
Additionally, emotional experiences such as
hopelessness, frustration, and perceived injustice
contribute to the formation of migration-related
attitudes and decisions (Chen et al., 2019; Holmes &
McKenzie, 2019). These findings align with broader
theoretical frameworks emphasizing the role of
subjective well-being and emotional regulation in
decision-making processes.

Another critical dimension of migration intention
concerns identity and belonging. Individuals who
experience a weak sense of attachment to their social
and cultural environment are more likely to consider
migration as a means of reconstructing identity and
achieving a sense of belonging elsewhere (Hombrados-
Mendieta et al., 2019; Onebunne & Alike, 2019). The concept
of ontological security further suggests that
individuals seek stable and meaningful frameworks
within which they can situate their identity and life
narratives (Alkopher, 2020). When such frameworks are
disrupted, migration may emerge as a strategy for
restoring coherence and purpose. Furthermore, social
pressures and normative expectations can reinforce
migration intentions, particularly in contexts where
migration is perceived as a marker of success or social
mobility (Kesane, 2019; Sarfi et al., 2023).

Despite the growing recognition of psychological
factors, much of the existing literature on migration
remains dominated by quantitative approaches that
prioritize measurable variables over lived experiences.
This has resulted in a relative neglect of the nuanced
and context-specific meanings that individuals attach
to migration (Czaika & Reinprecht, 2022). Qualitative
methodologies, particularly thematic analysis, offer a
valuable means of capturing these complexities by
exploring individuals’ narratives, emotions, and
interpretive frameworks (Kreienkamp et al., 2024). Such
approaches are especially relevant in the study of
student populations, who are often at critical junctures
of identity formation and future planning.

Given these considerations, the present study aims to
explore the psychological factors underlying
migration intentions among Iranian students through a
qualitative thematic analysis. By focusing on
subjective  experiences and  meaning-making
processes, this research seeks to contribute to a more
comprehensive understanding of migration as a
psychologically embedded phenomenon and to inform
interventions aimed at addressing its underlying
drivers.




Methodology

This study employed a qualitative research design
using thematic analysis to explore the psychological
factors influencing migration intentions among
Iranian university students. The research approach
was exploratory in nature, aiming to uncover deep-
seated meanings, perceptions, and emotional
experiences associated with the tendency to migrate.

Participants were selected through purposive
sampling based on specific inclusion criteria,
including having prior experience of considering
migration or actively planning for it, willingness to
discuss personal motivations and emotional
experiences, and the ability to communicate
effectively during the interview process. A total of 11
students participated in the study, representing diverse
academic levels, including undergraduate, master’s,
and doctoral students. The sample included both male
and female participants to ensure variability in
perspectives. Data collection continued until
theoretical saturation was reached, meaning that no
new themes emerged from subsequent interviews.

Data were gathered through semi-structured
interviews, which allowed for both guided inquiry and
flexibility in exploring participants’ responses in
depth. An interview guide consisting of open-ended
questions was used to facilitate discussion, focusing
on participants’ perceptions of migration, their
motivations, emotional experiences, and the
contextual factors influencing their decisions. All
interviews were conducted with informed consent,
recorded, and transcribed verbatim for analysis.

Thematic analysis was conducted in three systematic
stages. First, initial coding was performed by
identifying basic themes from meaningful units within
the transcripts. Second, these codes were grouped into
organizing themes based on conceptual similarities
and relationships. Finally, overarching themes were
developed to represent higher-level patterns and
structures within the data. To ensure the credibility
and reliability of the analysis, multiple strategies were
employed, including test-retest reliability, inter-coder
agreement, and expert validation using established
qualitative criteria. These procedures enhanced the
trustworthiness and rigor of the findings.

Findings
The analysis of interview data resulted in the

identification of ten overarching psychological themes
that collectively represent the core dimensions of
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students’ migration intentions. These themes reflect a
complex interplay of emotional, cognitive, and social
factors shaping participants’ perspectives and
decisions.

The first theme, dissatisfaction and social inequality,
captured participants’ perceptions of unfair treatment,
limited opportunities, and systemic barriers within
their environment. Many participants expressed
frustration with perceived inequalities in access to
education, employment, and social mobility. This
dissatisfaction often contributed to a sense of
stagnation and a desire to seek better conditions
elsewhere.

The second theme, hopelessness and lack of future
prospects, reflected a pervasive sense of uncertainty
and pessimism about the future. Participants described
feelings of despair regarding their ability to achieve
personal and professional goals within their current
context. This lack of optimism was a significant
driver of migration intention.

The third theme, negative self and societal perception,
highlighted the interplay between individuals’ self-
concept and their evaluation of the broader social
environment. Participants often internalized societal
limitations, leading to diminished self-esteem and a
belief that their potential could not be fully realized in
their home country.

Psychological insecurity emerged as another central
theme, encompassing feelings of instability,
unpredictability, and wvulnerability across various
domains of life. This insecurity extended to concerns
about economic stability, career prospects, and
personal safety.

The theme of lack of social commitment reflected a
perceived disconnect between individuals and their
society. Participants reported a reduced sense of
responsibility toward contributing to social change,
often viewing migration as a more viable personal
strategy than collective action.

Social pressure was identified as a significant
influence, with participants describing explicit and
implicit expectations from family, peers, and society
to pursue migration. In some cases, migration was
perceived as a normative or even necessary step
toward success.
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The desire to improve quality of life was a prominent
motivator, encompassing aspirations for better living
conditions, greater freedom, and enhanced well-being.
Participants associated migration with access to
improved opportunities and a more fulfilling lifestyle.

Lack of belonging was another key theme, reflecting
feelings of alienation and disconnection from the
social and cultural environment. Participants often
described a sense of not fitting in or being unable to
identify with prevailing norms and values.

Meaning-making and self-discovery emerged as
important dimensions, with participants viewing
migration as an opportunity for personal growth,
exploration, and the pursuit of a meaningful life. This
theme highlighted the existential aspects of migration
intention.

Finally, identity-seeking captured participants’ efforts
to redefine themselves and establish a coherent sense
of identity. Migration was often perceived as a
pathway to achieving greater autonomy and self-
realization.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study underscore the multifaceted
and deeply psychological nature of migration
intentions among university students. Rather than
being driven solely by external conditions, migration
emerges as a complex process shaped by individuals’
perceptions, emotions, and identity-related concerns.
The interplay between dissatisfaction, insecurity, and
aspirations for a better future creates a powerful
motivational framework that drives individuals
toward considering migration as a viable life strategy.

The prominence of themes such as hopelessness and
lack of belonging highlights the importance of

addressing emotional and relational dimensions in
understanding migration. These findings suggest that
efforts to reduce migration intentions should not focus
exclusively on structural reforms but also consider
interventions aimed at enhancing psychological well-
being, fostering a sense of belonging, and promoting
positive future orientations.

Moreover, the identification of identity-seeking and
meaning-making as central themes points to the
existential significance of migration. For many
students, migration represents not only a means of
improving material conditions but also a pathway
toward self-discovery and personal fulfillment. This
underscores the need for holistic approaches that
acknowledge the broader life aspirations and identity
concerns of young individuals.

The study also reveals the role of social context and
normative pressures in shaping migration intentions.
The perception of migration as a marker of success
can create a self-reinforcing cycle, where individuals
feel compelled to conform to prevailing expectations.
Addressing such dynamics requires a broader cultural
shift in how success and achievement are defined and
valued.

In conclusion, migration intention among Iranian
students can be understood as a psychologically
embedded phenomenon rooted in a combination of
dissatisfaction, insecurity, and the pursuit of meaning
and identity. By providing a nuanced understanding
of these factors, this study contributes to the growing
body of literature emphasizing the importance of
psychological perspectives in migration research. The
insights gained can inform the development of
targeted interventions aimed at improving students’
well-being, strengthening their sense of belonging,
and ultimately reducing the inclination toward
migration.
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