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Abstract

The attraction of international students is considered one of the indicators of the development and internationalization of
universities. However, the continued presence and academic success of these students requires identifying and addressing the
challenges they face. This study aimed to identify the key obstacles facing international PhD students in Iran and provide a
model for optimizing their educational experience. This research was conducted with a mixed approach and in two qualitative
and quantitative phases. In the qualitative phase, in-depth semi-structured interviews were conducted with 15 international
PhD students using a phenomenological method. Qualitative data were analyzed using content analysis and coding in
MAXQDA software. In the quantitative phase, the statistical population included all the aforementioned students, 1200
people, of whom 291 were selected as a sample using the Cochran formula using a stratified random sampling method. The
research instrument was a 42-item researcher-made questionnaire based on qualitative findings. Quantitative data were
analyzed using exploratory and confirmatory factor analysis and structural equation modeling in SPSS and SmartPLS
software. Based on qualitative analysis, barriers were categorized into five main dimensions: 1. Structural-administrative
barriers (including complexity of administrative processes, inefficiency of the support system, and lack of integration in
service provision); 2. Communication-cultural barriers (including language gap, culture shock, and limitations in social
interactions); 3. Academic-educational barriers (including mismatch of educational expectations, inadequate quality of
supervision, and limited academic resources); 4. Livelihood-welfare barriers (including housing, transportation, and nutrition
problems); 5. Psychological-adaptive barriers (including homesickness, intercultural tensions, and psychological stress). The
final model based on path analysis showed that structural-administrative and communication-cultural barriers have the most
negative impact on the academic experience. The results indicate that the challenges facing international students are
multidimensional. The presented model can be a basis for developing operational strategies for universities to transform
threats into opportunities and improve the satisfaction and retention of international students.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The internationalization of higher education has made the recruitment of international students a key
indicator of university development. However, ensuring their continued presence and academic success
requires identifying and addressing the multifaceted challenges they face. This study moves beyond the
prevalent focus on "student competencies™ and instead investigates the barriers that hinder international PhD
students' success in Iran, aiming to develop a holistic optimization model.

Methods and Materials

This research employed an exploratory sequential mixed-methods design. The qualitative phase involved in-
depth semi-structured interviews with 15 international PhD students, selected via maximum variation
sampling. Data were analyzed using thematic analysis in MAXQDA. In the quantitative phase, a researcher-
made 42-item questionnaire, derived from qualitative findings, was distributed to a stratified random sample
of 291 students from a population of 1200. Data were analyzed using Exploratory and Confirmatory Factor
Analysis (EFA, CFA) and Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) in SPSS and SmartPLS.

Findings

Qualitative analysis identified five main dimensions of barriers: 1) Structural-Administrative (e.g., complex
bureaucratic processes, inefficient support systems); 2) Communicative-Cultural (e.g., language barrier,
culture shock, limited social interaction); 3) Academic-Educational (e.g., mismatched expectations, quality
of supervision); 4) Welfare-Livelihood (e.g., housing, transportation, food); and 5) Psychological-Adaptive
(e.g., homesickness, acculturative stress). The quantitative path analysis model revealed that Structural-
Administrative (B = 0.32, p < 0.01) and Communicative-Cultural (f = 0.29, p < 0.01) barriers had the most
direct and strongest negative impact on the academic experience. Psychological-Adaptive barriers acted as a
significant mediating variable.
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Discussion and Conclusion

Discussion and Conclusion: The study concludes that optimizing the international student experience
requires a systemic approach that addresses root causes, particularly inefficient structures and cultural
isolation, rather than just symptoms. Universities are advised to create integrated support offices, enhance
pre-arrival language and cultural training, develop robust mentorship programs, and provide culturally
sensitive psychological counseling. The proposed model serves as a strategic roadmap for policymakers and
administrators to transform challenges into opportunities, thereby enhancing student satisfaction, retention,
and the overall success of internationalization efforts in Iranian higher education.
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