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Abstract

Purpose: This study aimed to explain the process through which adolescents in Tehran develop a tendency
toward educational migration and to propose an indigenous theoretical model of the interaction among
individual, familial, social, and structural factors.

Methodology: This qualitative study was conducted using Charmaz’s constructivist grounded theory
approach. The participants were 25 adolescents aged 15 to 18 years living in Tehran who had either a serious
tendency toward, or had taken practical steps for, domestic or international educational migration.
Participants were selected through purposive sampling and the snowball technique, and sampling continued
until theoretical saturation was achieved. Data were collected through in-depth semi-structured interviews
lasting between 45 and 90 minutes. Data collection and analysis were conducted simultaneously through
initial, focused, and selective coding, constant comparative analysis, and MAXQDA software. To enhance the
trustworthiness of the findings, credibility, dependability, confirmability, and transferability were considered.
Findings: The analysis generated 371 open codes, 25 focused concepts, and seven selective categories. The
selective categories included the construction of migratory aspiration, the field of family forces, the social
ecology of migration, push—pull structures, psychological self-regulation, motivational and identity
architecture, and operationalization and future orientation. The core category was identified as “educational
migration as a project of self-authentication within the tension between individual agency, family dynamics,
and structural pressures.” This theoretical model indicates that adolescents gradually transform migration
from an initial aspiration into a meaningful identity-oriented and future-directed project.

Conclusion: The findings suggest that Tehran adolescents’ tendency toward educational migration is not
merely an educational or economic choice, but a multidimensional identity-based process shaped by personal
aspirations, family negotiations, peer and digital networks, socioeconomic inequalities, dissatisfaction with
educational structures, and the search for agency. The proposed model may provide practical implications for
school counselors, families, and educational policymakers seeking to understand, manage, and respond to
adolescents’ educational migration tendencies.
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Detailed Abstract
Introduction

Educational migration has become one of the most consequential forms of youth mobility in contemporary societies, particularly because
it combines educational aspiration, identity formation, family investment, and structural dissatisfaction. Unlike general migration,
educational migration is not merely a spatial movement from one country or city to another; it is often imagined as a pathway toward
academic achievement, personal autonomy, social distinction, professional security, and a more desirable future. International scholarship
has shown that student mobility is embedded in broader transformations of global higher education systems, development inequalities,
labor market expectations, and the changing aspirations of young people (Borjesson, 2022; Weber & Van Mol, 2023). In this sense,
educational migration should be understood as a multidimensional process in which individual motivations intersect with family resources,

institutional conditions, and perceived opportunities in destination contexts.

Theoretical approaches to migration increasingly emphasize that migration intentions emerge through the interaction of aspiration and
capability. Young people may imagine migration as desirable, but this desire becomes meaningful only when they perceive that they or
their families possess sufficient resources, information, networks, skills, and institutional access to transform aspiration into action
(Bernard & Bell, 2018; Carling & Schewel, 2018). This perspective is especially relevant to adolescents, because their migration
tendency often begins before any formal decision is made. During adolescence, migration may first appear as an imagined future, a
comparison with peers, an emotional reaction to perceived limitations, or a family conversation about possible educational pathways.
Therefore, studying educational migration in adolescence requires attention not only to measurable predictors, but also to the subjective,

identity-based, and relational processes through which migration becomes thinkable.

Previous studies have identified several determinants of study-abroad intentions, including quality of education, employment prospects,
economic uncertainty, social prestige, peer networks, digital media exposure, and family expectations (Bodycott, 2009; Le & Le, 2026;
Mahatara, 2024; Potts et al., 2023). In the Iranian context, research has shown that migration intentions among students and young
people are associated with dissatisfaction with educational and professional conditions, concern about the future, perceived institutional
limitations, and the desire for a more stable or “normal” life (Koo, 2023; Nafari et al., 2017; Parvizi et al., 2025; Soltanizadeh et
al., 2025; Taherahmadi et al., 2023). Qualitative studies have further highlighted the emotional ambivalence, suspended identity,
future images, and decision-making tensions experienced by Iranian youth when thinking about migration (Maddahi et al., 2025; Taheri
Damaneh & Kazemi, 2018). Moreover, adolescent identity development is deeply affected by family dynamics, social context, and
environmental pressures (Azaditalab et al., 2025), while self-determination theory suggests that autonomy, competence, and
relatedness are central to motivational development (Ryan & Deci, 2017). Studies on migrant adolescents also demonstrate the
importance of emotional, relational, educational, and cultural needs in migration-related experiences (Rodriguez-Ventosa Herrera et
al., 2024; Valenzuela-Vergara, 2025). Although these studies provide valuable insights, most existing research has focused on
university students, young adults, or migrants after relocation. Less is known about how adolescents in the country of origin gradually
construct, negotiate, and operationalize the tendency toward educational migration. The present study addresses this gap by explaining

the process through which adolescents in Tehran develop a tendency toward educational migration.
Methods and Materials

This study employed a qualitative research design based on constructivist grounded theory. The target population consisted of adolescents
aged 15 to 18 years living in Tehran who had cither a serious tendency toward educational migration or had already taken practical steps
toward domestic or international educational migration. Participants were recruited through purposive sampling and the snowball
technique. Sampling continued until theoretical saturation was reached, and the final sample included 25 adolescents with diversity in
gender, age, socioeconomic background, educational setting, and geographical area of residence in Tehran. Among the participants, some
were oriented toward domestic educational migration, while the majority were considering or pursuing international educational

mi gration .

Data were collected through in-depth semi-structured interviews. The interviews explored participants’ first encounters with the idea of
migration, family discussions, peer influence, digital and informational resources, perceived barriers, emotional experiences, educational
dissatisfaction, destination images, practical preparations, and future expectations. Each interview lasted between 45 and 90 minutes, and
in some cases, a second interview was conducted to clarify or deepen the emerging categories. Data collection and analysis proceeded

simultaneously. The analytic procedure included initial coding, focused coding, and selective coding. The constant comparative method



was used to compare incidents, codes, categories, and eme ical relations. MAXQDA software was used to or

manage the qualitative data. To enhance trustworthiness, strategie mber checking, intercoder agreement,

analytical memo-writing, and attention to credibility, dependability,

ility, and transferability w

considerations included informed consent from adolescents and their parents, c of data, voluntar

right to withdraw from the study at any stage.
Findings

The analysis produced 371 open codes, which were subsequently organized into 25 focused concepts and fi cegrated into seven
selective categories. The first selective category was the “construction of migratory aspiration.” This category showed that adolescents’
migration tendency often began with an initial spark, such as exposure to successful migrants, family narratives, social media content,
international school images, or dissatisfaction with local educational opportunities. Over time, this initial attraction became more

structured and was transformed into an imagined future, a personal mission, or a concrete educational goal.

The second category was the “field of family forces.” Family appeared as one of the most powerful arenas in the migration process. Parents
and relatives could function as motivators, financial supporters, emotional anchors, decision partners, or sources of pressure. The
adolescents’ narratives revealed that educational migration was frequently experienced as a family project rather than an individual choice.
However, family support was often accompanied by guilt, fear of separation, awareness of parental sacrifice, and anticipatory

homesickness.

The third category was the “social ecology of migration.” Participants’ migration tendencies were shaped by peer groups, online
communities, school counselors, relatives abroad, migration consultants, and digital platforms. These networks provided both technical
knowledge and symbolic images of success. Adolescents learned about language tests, schools, visas, costs, countries, and alternative

pathways, while also internalizing social comparisons and narratives of progress.

The fourth category was “push—pull structures.” Participants described strong push factors in the origin context, including dissatisfaction
with the educational system, excessive exam pressure, limited opportunities for creativity, concerns about employment, social
restrictions, economic uncertainty, and perceived lack of meritocracy. Pull factors included educational quality, freedom of choice,

cleaner and more orderly environments, equal opportunities, cultural openness, safety, and future professional prospects.

The fifth category was “psychological self-regulation.” Adolescents were not passive recipients of structural pressure; rather, they actively
managed fear, doubt, anxiety, loneliness, financial concerns, and uncertainty. They used strategies such as planning, information-secking,

emotional reframing, comparison of alternatives, language preparation, peer learning, and resistance to discouraging feedback.

The sixth category was “motivational and identity architecture.” Educational migration was strongly tied to self-definition. Participants
interpreted migration as a path toward self-completion, independence, intellectual freedom, proving oneself, becoming globally
competent, or constructing a transnational identity. Migration was often narrated as a way to become the person they believed they were

capable of becoming.

The seventh category was “operationalization and future orientation.” Adolescents gradually moved from aspiration to action by studying
languages, preparing for tests, communicating with schools, examining financial requirements, searching for scholarships, contacting
migrants, and developing alternative plans. The core category emerging from these seven categories was “educational migration as a
project of self-authentication within the tension between individual agency, family dynamics, and structural pressures.” This core category
explains educational migration as a process through which adolescents seck to validate their authentic self and future potential while

negotiating family expectations and structural constraints.
Discussion and Conclusion

ncy toward educational migration among adolescents in Tehran is not a simple educational preference

nd the desire for self-realization.

al implications of the study is that adoles be recognized as active meaning-makers in migration decision-

though families play a decisive role in providing reso aping possibilities, adolescents are not merely following
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parental expectations. They actively interpret social conditions, evaluate educational systems, compare possible futures, and transform
emotional dissatisfaction into practical preparation. At the same time, the family remains a central field of negotiation, support, sacrifice,

and emotional tension. This duality explains why educational migration can be experienced simultaneously as empowerment and loss.

The proposed model suggests that educational migration tendencies should be addressed through integrated educational, counseling, and
policy responses. School counselors need to explore not only whether adolescents want to migrate, but why migration has become
meaningful for them. Families need guidance to distinguish supportive planning from excessive pressure. Educational policymakers should
also consider that adolescent migration aspirations may reflect deeper concerns about the perceived quality, flexibility, fairness, and future
relevance of the domestic educational system. Strengthening educational opportunities, career pathways, psychological counseling, and

future-planning programs may help adolescents make more informed and balanced decisions.

In conclusion, this study presents a grounded theoretical model of educational migration tendency among adolescents in Tehran. The
model shows that educational migration is constructed as a project of self-authentication in which adolescents negotiate personal agency,
family dynamics, peer and digital influences, psychological regulation, structural pressures, and future-oriented planning. This process-
based understanding can contribute to more nuanced research, counseling practices, and educational policies aimed at responding to

adolescents’ migration aspirations in a realistic and supportive manner.
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