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Introduction

One of the main pillars of competition among
higher education institutions around the world in the
field of internationalization is attracting more
international students. In this competitive market,
universities of various countries have realized that
innovative marketing and strategic arts are vitally
important in attracting and retaining a higher
number of international students. On the other hand,
more than any other time, students seek to gain a
high-quality international educational experience
that would ultimately lead to an opportunity for a
better life and occupation and even long-term
immigration (1). One of the benefits of accepting
international students is a contribution to the
economy of the country since these individuals have
a considerable economic share in the destination
country through life costs and registration fees (2).
For instance, the international education industry
accounts for 15% of the revenue of Australian
universities, which is the third export revenue
source in Australia (2). Australia’s sector of
international development programs has anticipated

global demand for international education in about
7.2 million students by 2025 (3). This intense
competition among higher education institutions in
global markets is one of the globalization challenges
that requires taking students’ satisfaction into
account as customers and monitoring their needs
(4).

Customer orientation is so important that has led
to fierce competition among organizations (5). In
addition, student satisfaction has been identified as
an important factor for maintaining universities and
institutes’ ability to attract students (6). In this
respect, student satisfaction depends on certain
conditions and factors that exist in the university.
Given the fact that student satisfaction is a complex
structure and has no single global definition,
researchers have generally defined this notion as the
result of students' mental evaluation of the different
results and experiences related to their educational
environment services. Meanwhile, the educational
environment’s support is very important in their
academic success (7). In a research by Aslam et al.
performed in five public universities of Pakistan to
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assess the factors affecting the satisfaction of
students with semester system of the universities,
professors, among the variables affecting students’
behaviors, efforts, and satisfaction, had the main and
significant impact on student satisfaction (8).

Regarding the satisfaction of foreign medical
students in Iran, Moghadan et al. (2016) pointed out
in a research conducted in Isfahan University of
Medical Sciences that the educational problems of
foreign students in the quality section in the
mentioned study were low Farsi proficiency, the
difference in the educational system, improper
teaching method of professors and dissatisfaction
with educational books (9). Moreover, Kheradmand
et al. (2015) conducted a research in Tehran
University of Medical Sciences to assess the
satisfaction of medical students, reporting a
favorable status in eight main areas of acceptance
and registration process, education and learning,
Farsi language teaching, library and information,
facilities, IT equipment of the university, sports
facilities and accommodations. In addition, the
overall satisfaction of students was reported around
70% (10).

Iran is a country that has had a long experience
of higher education; for instance, Ahvaz
Jundishapur University of Medical Sciences of Iran
was the center of scientific and research activities of
Iranian, Indian and Greek scientists in the fifth
century, which shows the high potential of the
country to attract international students, especially
in Asia continent. On the other hand, the
development and dissemination of science and
technology and the education of students at the
international level and the establishment of a
balance and the promotion of the quality of higher
education and research and technology have been
mentioned in the upstream documents and the sixth
five-year plan of the Islamic Republic of Iran (in
paragraph c of Article 4 and in section 12: Articles
64 and 66) (11). Moreover, serious attention has
been paid to the internationalization of education in
the 20-year vision plan of Iran (2025) (11). Given
the fact that the world's population of international
students will reach eight million by 2025 (3), it
remains to be seen what Iran's share in this
competitive market will be and how can we increase
the number of attracted students. While the world’s
most reputable universities have been successful in
student attraction, Iran's share of this market has
been small, according to the latest statistics, in a
way that the share of foreign students in the country
in 2016-2017 was reported at 3804 individuals by
the ministry of science, research, and technology.

According to the statistics, the share of foreign
students in Iran in 2017 was 0.8%, which must

increase to 1.8% by 2021, and 10 universities of Iran
must be among the top 100 universities of the world
by that time (12). Therefore, since foreign students
are the main and immediate applicants for
international  higher education services and
understanding their opinion is very useful and
necessary for monitoring the quality and
recognizing the weaknesses and strengths of higher
education services, the present study aimed to
recognize the factors for the satisfaction of foreign
medical students in Tehran, Iran. The current
research aimed to take effective steps toward
reaching macro educational goals by announcing the
results and making them applicable for heads and
international education directors of universities.
With this background in mind, this study aimed to
identify the satisfaction factors of foreign students in
medical sciences disciplines in three universities of
Tehran, Iran and Shahid Beheshti in the academic
year of 2018-2019.

Materials and Methods

This was an applied research in terms of
qualitative data collection and had a conventional
content  analysis  method regarding  the
implementation technique. Subjects were selected in
the second semester of the academic year of 2018-
2019 via purposeful sampling. In addition, the
criteria for theoretical saturation in interviews were
applied to determine the sample size. Ultimately,
semi-structured interviews lasting for 45-60
minutes, up to data saturation interviews were
carried out with 17 foreign medical students in
Tehran University of Medical Sciences, Shahid
Beheshti University of Medical Sciences, and Iran
University of Medical Sciences in the second
semester of the academic year of 2018-2019. The
interviews would start with a general and open
question such as “could you please compare this
university with other universities?” and would
continue with prompts including “could you
elaborate on that?”. Extracting and analyzing data
from interviews were carried out using the
conventional content analysis method concomitantly
with the data collection process based on five steps
by Granheim & Lundman. In this respect, the
interviews were first recorded separately and
transcribed fully. Simultaneously, preliminary codes
were extracted, and classes categories and
subclasses subcategories were determined by
subsequent interviews.

Data validation was evaluated using the
verifiability method and review technique by the
participants and peer were reviewed by the
professors of the research team. Validity and
reliability in the qualitative content analysis were
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presented by considering four criteria for evaluating
the obtained results, including credibility,
transferability, dependability, and conformability.
Credibility refers to the adequate representation of
the social structure that the researcher seeks to
examine. Several strategies are used to vyield
credible results, including long-term study and
engagement with data, continuous monitoring,
assessing data from different aspects, contrasting
data analysis, review of raw data interpretations and
dialogue with colleagues.

Transferability is similar to the generalizability
of results in a quantitative approach to research,
whereas dependability refers to the stability of
results over time. On the other hand, conformability
refers to the level of confirmation of the
characteristics of the data studied by the researcher
by the readers (13). In this research, we applied the
constant comparative analysis (CCA) method to
validate the results. In addition, the researcher
ensured the accuracy, consistency, stability,
significance, and feasibility of the research model
and results by going back and forth between coding
stages, asking questions again and comparing them
again. The necessary modifications were made by
the CCA method up to this stage, and the final
model had conceptual density and distinction, which
led to its necessary explanatory power (14).

Ethical considerations included voluntary
participation in the study, the ability to withdraw

from the research at any time, explaining research
objectives to the participants and ensuring them of
the confidentiality terms regarding their personal
information during interviews. In addition, the
researcher cited the participants’ statements and
views with no change and avoided selective action
in choosing interviews or statements. Moreover, the
researcher sought to remain unbiased in scientific
arguments, avoid siding blindly with dialogues and
observe accuracy and fairness in translating texts
and phrases into Farsi. Notably, the present study
was approved by the ethics committee of Islamic
Azad University, Science and Research Branch,
Tehran on January 13th, 2019.

Results

According to the results obtained from
interviews performed with 17 foreign medical
students (57% female and 43% male subjects) using
contractual content analysis method, a total of 680
open codes were classified in six classes and 25
subclasses including language problems, lack of
financial support, weakness of educational-academic
and managerial processes, weakness of counseling
and information processes, welfare problems, and
inappropriate encounters and interactions. These
results are presented in the table below. The
mentioned classes are explained below:

Table 1: Results of the factors affecting the satisfaction of foreign students in medical sciences in Tehran

No Main Category

Sub Category

Language problem (Persian language weakness of foreign students)

Language problem

Teaching professors in Persian and exams in Persian (problem of teaching in

Persian)

[ Downloaded from edujournal.zums.ac.ir on 2026-06-13 ]
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Weakness of English language professors in teaching
The problem of providing foreign exchange for tuition and its risks
Impossibility to pay tuition due to currency fluctuations
Not distinguishing between different types of foreign students
Obtaining dollar tuition (and not equivalent in Rials) by the university
Low internet speed and quality
Impossible to spend internet time in their country
Inadequate exam schedule (little time to study) and final semester pressure
Separation of Iranian students from foreigners (being classmates with Iranians)
Teaching irrelevant courses in medicine at the university
Lack of necessary student counseling
Lack of coordination and planning - disorder
Lack of proper and timely guidance of students about educational processes
Lack of proper information & change of rules and programs
Lack of proper sports and recreational facilities
Ignoring students' emotional and mental health issues (reducing stress)

2 Lack of financial support

Weakness educational-academic and
3 managerial processes

Weakness of counseling and
4 information processes

5 Welfare problems Dormitory problems (relocation of dormitories and stress in students and the

problem of providing dormitories)

Lack of leisure and tourism tours
Staff and manager behavior - communication problems with employees
Teachers pay more attention to Iranian students
6 Improper encounters and interactions  Inadequate interaction between professors and foreign students in the classroom
Inadequate interaction of dormitory university officials with foreign students
Inadequate interaction of Iranian students with foreign students
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3.1. Farsi Language Problems

In this study, 15 students interviewed referred to
this problem. This high frequency shows that the
language issue has led to the dissatisfaction of
foreign students as a pervasive problem. This
problem mainly affects the learning process and
academic performance of foreign students. In this
respect, the following must be taken into account:

Language Problem (Low Farsi Proficiency of
Foreign Students):

“This place is great, but everything is in Farsi
and we do not understand the language.”

“There was a public Farsi language class. They
only hold one class for us and no further classes
were held after that. Therefore, we are forced to turn
Farsi into English, which is very difficult for us.
Studying is very hard for us since we have to change
everything from Farsi into English.”

“The teaching method of professors is good but
we cannot learn what we are supposed to learn
because we do not understand them. | mean, it takes
time to understand them. The professor proceeds in
teaching the curriculum but we get stuck where we
did not understand. Our educational content is in
Farsi and | do not understand what it says at all.
Therefore, | have to translate it into English first to
realize what the topic is. On the other hand, my
Iranian friend reads the handouts in a few hours.”

In addition to low Farsi proficiency, teaching in
Farsi is another issue that has led to the
dissatisfaction of foreign students. In this regard,
one of the students stated:

“Before registration, they told us that the classes
are held in English. Now that we are in lIran, the
classes are held in Farsi. We want the classes to be
held in English.”

In terms of language problems, another issue
was low English proficiency of professors:

“Because we registered through the international
education process, all of our classes are held in
English. However, the problem is that our professors
had a low English proficiency and were unable to
speak English fluently. While they have a good level
of scientific knowledge, they fail to convey the
contents to students in English.”

3.2. Lack of Financial Support

Another reason for the dissatisfaction of foreign
medical students is issues related to funding and
receiving fees in USD in the universities of Iran.
This has sometimes posed serious risks to foreign
students and has caused them dissatisfaction. In
interviews with students, the researcher realized that
this is a serious problem and has led to the
dissatisfaction of many interviewees (the frequency
of this class was 14 individuals). In this regard, the
following examples can explain the current situation

of these problems.

The first aspect of the financial problem is
related to the problems of providing foreign
exchange for tuition fees:

“We have serious problems in this area because
finding currency (USD) is an issue for us.”

“Some time ago, a medical student was attacked
with a knife. He had received $3700 for his tuition
fee. Then, it was reported that the dealer selling him
currency had sent his accomplice to attack the
student and steal his money.”

Not only foreign students (especially Afghan
students, some of whom lived in Iran and their
families earned revenues in Rial) dealt with the
issue of providing foreign exchange for tuition, but
also they believed that universities should receive
fees in Rial and do not involve students in providing
foreign exchange. The university's disobedience in
this regard has been one of the reasons for the
students' dissatisfaction:

“Our issue was to find a way to eliminate USD
so that international students could pay the
equivalent amount of their tuition fee in Rials,
similar to the students born in Iran, or pay in the
amount of government USD (4200 Rials per
dollar).”

“Many students dropped out because of their
lack of ability to pay the tuition fee in USD”.

Another cause of students’ inability to pay the
tuition fee (especially for students with no
scholarships) was currency fluctuations in recent
years in Iran:

“We came to classes with a low USD rate (3000
Tomans per dollar). Now, each dollar is 12,000-
13,000 Tomans, which is very difficult for us. Each
semester’s fee is about 40 million Tomans. In other
words, wemustpay 90-100 million Tomans per year.”

Another cause of dissatisfaction was the lack of
differentiation between different foreign students in
universities. Some of the foreign students
(especially Afghan and Iragi students) are born in
Iran and their families are often in Iran (and earn
income in Rial). Even some of these students are
enrolled in medical courses by taking the nationwide
university entrance exam of Iran. However, the
university considers no privilege for these students
(especially in terms of paying tuition fees in Rial
instead of USD or a discount on the fee or
estimating the tuition fee based on government
currency rate). This issue has led to the
dissatisfaction of international students:

“Another differentiation between students must
include those born in Iran, who earn income in this
country, and those coming from other countries. Our
concern was eliminating USD and receiving the
equivalent amount of the tuition fee in Rial for those
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born in Iran or receiving the tuition fee based on the
government USD rate (4200 Tomans per dollar).”

“I told them that the international students from
overseas must be differentiated from the students
living in Iran and those entering the university by
taking the nationwide university entrance exam of
Iran. All | say is that a person who has dedicate
efforts to take the exam and enroll in the course
must be treated the same as Iranians. If they do not
receive fees from Iranian students, they should not
receive fees from these foreign students as well or
receive a lower amount.”

3.3. Weaknesses of Educational-Academic and
Managerial Processes

Another issue repeatedly cited by international
students as reasons for dissatisfaction (42 times) was
related to the educational, administrative,
managerial and organizational processes of
universities. According to the students, these
processes lacked the necessary quality or
effectiveness and sometimes caused dissatisfaction
for international students. Issues such as a short time
to study before exams, lack of opportunity to pass
tests from their home country via the Internet
(which logically has to do with the patients of their
own country), and the Internet speed, which is
presented in Table 1, were mentioned as the causes
of dissatisfaction in students.

Examples in this regard include:

Internet Speed:

“Another issue is that some of our tests are held
online but the Internet speed is very low and we
cannot work with it. The mobile phone internet is
also very poor and we cannot talk to our families.”

Improper Exam Schedule and Final Semester
Pressure on Foreign Students

“We have a very short time for our exams. We
all know that the medical field is very hard. We
have tests every day but cannot study for them
properly due to a lack of time. We just study to pass
the exam and cannot fully learn the content. We
must have time to deeply understand the topic.”

Lack of Possibility to Pass the Internship in
Home Country

“It was better if we could pass the internship
course in our own country. We must work in
hospitals in our home country.”

Separating Iranian Students from International
Students (being classmates with Iranians)

“First, we were in the same class as lIranian
students. After a while, they separated our class
from Iranians and put them in day-time classes”.

3.4. The weakness of Counseling and Information
Processes

It is clear that international students that study

and live in another country and are not fluent in the

language of that country need counseling, guidance,
and information more than other students. These
individuals often lack the ability to comprehend
news, announcements and notifications, guidelines
and rules. Therefore, they expect to be guided by the
university system on time and correctly.
Unfortunately,  international  students  were
dissatisfied with the information, guidance and
counseling processes of universities in lIran (13
times). Issues and processes such as student
counseling, information about rules or changing
rules, and lack of coordination in student planning
and student confusion (disruption in planning) are
some of the issues mentioned by international
students in this regard:

“We are informed very late about changes in
courses and tuition fees and no one takes
responsibility for this inadequacy.”

“You can see that we have been depressed but
no one cares about it. We have no counselors and |
just cry sometimes.”

3.5. Welfare Problems

Welfare and leisure issues and extracurricular
programs and psychological counseling make
students happy, lively and fresh and significantly
affect their mental state and spirit. The frequency
(repetition) of thiscomponent was 41, which showed
that this issue significantly affected the satisfaction
ordissatisfaction of international students.

In other words, the mental health of students
largely depends on the development of university’s
welfare facilities (e.g., dormitories, dining hall, and
gyms) and the presence of psychological counseling
mechanisms and educational support and guidance
systems. The international students were dissatisfied
with the overlooking of their need for a decrease in
stress by the university system. The following
sentences are examples of the emphasis on the
existence of many problems in this field:

Lack of Attention to Emotional Issues and
Mental Health of Students (Stress Reduction)

“Mental and psychological problems occur with
each displacement. For instance, we were five
international students in the beginning but two of us
were sent to another dormitory, which was harder on
us than themselves. They cannot come to see us
since it is against the law. We really need to study
for exams with each other.”

“There is zero attention to the mental and
psychological health of students in dormitories.”

Dormitory Problems (Displacement and Increase
of Stress in Students and Problem of Supplying
Accommodation)

“We had no room in the university’s dormitories
and they gave us a temporary room in a hotel. After
that, we were transferred to another place for almost
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a semester but we were informed that the building
was being closed. Therefore, they took us someplace
else. Time is also another concern for us since the
semester is almost over and we must dedicate our
short time to data collection and preparation of our
proposals.”
Lack of Time for Leisure

We have no time for leisure. In the past, we
could have some fun after one-two months but now
we have no time. There is no suitable tour.
Meanwhile, there are many places to see in Iran.”
3.6. Improper Encounters and Interactions

The behavior of Staff and Managers-
Communication Problem with the Staff

- For instance, whenever we visited the person
responsible for costs, he would say that no one has
sent you invitations to come and study in this
country and you can go back to your own country.”

Improper Behavior of Some Professors- Focus of
Professors on Iranian Students

- Some professors say in the class that they are
against the presence of international students. Some
of them study hard and have changed the opinion of
professors. However, some professors still have this
attitude to foreign and international students and
show it in scoring their exams.”

Improper Behavior of Iranian Students with
International Students

- Evensome of the Iranian students treat us badly.

Comparison to Iranian Students

- What is more important for us is being
compared to Iranian students accepted in day-time
courses. We do not want to be compared to them.
We want to be compared to ourselves.”

- We do not want to compete but we want to study
better. Wealwaysget depressed when we see them.

Authorities Threatening to Cancel Scholarship in
Case of Complaints by Students

- They say that they will cancel our scholarship
if we complain.

Figure 1: Foreign student’s dissatisfaction factors in the fields of medical sciences in Tehran
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Discussion

This study aimed to identify the factors affecting
the satisfaction of international students studying in
medical fields in Tehran. According to the results,
universities face many challenges regarding the
satisfaction of international medical students, which
are mostly in educational, financial, welfare,
managerial, counseling and information areas. The
majority of the participants had low language
proficiency. In this regard, the main factors
recognized as the causes of international students’
dissatisfaction were lack of financial support,
weaknesses in educational-academic and managerial
processes, weaknesses in  counseling and
information processes, welfare problems and
improper encounters and interactions. Language
problems are among the most challenging aspects of
academic learning and social interactions for the
majority of international students (15). Difficulty in
listening and establishing verbal
communications and lack of knowledge of the
domestic vocabulary of the destination country
reduce the self-confidence of international students
(16). Assessing the international students’
satisfaction by Fuzzy performance analysis, Wang
and Tsang (2011) (17) reported that international
students were dissatisfied with their inability to
communicate appropriately in their interactions with
classmates and professors, as well as their inability
to read and write.

In the present research, one of the most
important challenges was low language proficiency,
pointed out in two levels including low Farsi
proficiency of students in the comprehension of
educational content and low English proficiency of
professors. Kheradmand et al. (10) and Yamani et
al. (19) also reported that poor language efficiency
was among the most important challenges of
international  students.  Another  factor  for
dissatisfaction among the participants was the lack
of financial support. Given the political issues,
students had problems in providing currency due to
a lack of reliable currency exchange centers and a
lack of safety to convert their currency. On the other
hand, the international students residing in Iran
received income in Rial and were frustrated with the
increased currency rate, demanding a solution to
deal with the issue of inflation since they had to
drop out in case of a lack of solving this issue.
Another factor for the dissatisfaction of international
students was the decrease and elimination of
discounts and scholarships (20, 21).

According to the results of the study, weaknesses
in educational-academic and managerial processes
were among the factors for the dissatisfaction of
international students. The low speed of the Internet

in communicating and receiving and sending
scientific content, as well as in communicating with
their families, caused students to protest. In
addition, class schedules and several cancellations
from one hand, and a low amount of time to study
for exams, on the other hand, increased mental
pressure and stress in these individuals. According
to the participants, studying books and booklets in
Farsi was more difficult and took more time.
Therefore, compared to Iranian students, the
international students were more dissatisfied with
the content preparation method in classes and felt
that they fell behind, compared to their Iranian
classmates. As such, they demanded being separated
from and not being compared to Iranian students.
Furthermore, they requested the elimination of
courses irrelevant to their field of study or the ability
to select their desired courses.

The international students participating in the
present study demanded online course to pass in
their home country since passing these courses in
the hospital of Iran was extremely difficult and
would fail to meet their scientific expectations due
to their low Farsi proficiency. In this regard, our
findings are congruent with the results obtained by
Parahoo in terms of the effect of infrastructural
features and academic facilities and educational
services on the satisfaction of students (22). The
effectiveness of the educational programs of
universities and behaviors of administrative staff on
the satisfaction of students was also confirmed by
Virasinje & Fernando (2018). Another problem of
international students was improper encounters and
interactions of professors and staff with these
individuals. Behaviors and interactions between
professors and students and staff in international
educational institutions around the world are
considered to be influential dimensions in the level
of student satisfaction. According to the results
obtained by Gkhal et al. (2017), scientific and
educational support, in other words, the interaction
between teacher and student, is one of the most
important dimensions in the level of satisfaction of
international students (24). While international
students tend to be more friendly and interactive
with the hosts, and they often get discouraged when
their expectations of this friendship and local
communication are not met (25). In the present
research, international students complained about
some behaviors of Iranian students.

Discrimination against international students by
native professors and students has been a major
issue for researchers, including Marginson (26). In
addition, Yamani (19) reported a sense of
discrimination in some of the international students,
in a way that affected their educational status. In the
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current research, the participants stated that their
professors paid more attention to Iranian students
and overlooked international students. In addition,
references were more in the form of booklets and
the content was taught in Farsi. Therefore, it seems
effective to hold cultural workshops for native
professors and students to reduce discrimination in
universities. Welfare problems were other important
challenges for international students. Despite the
fact that considering the welfare of international
students is one of the important dimensions in
educational institutions, unfortunately, there are
problems in this dimension that have caused
students' dissatisfaction. For instance, being
transferred to another dormitory, especially during
the exams, was identified as a stressful factor
reported in the present study for these individuals.
Meanwhile, all participants were satisfied with the
behavior of their dormitories’ authorities and even
considered them as a shoulder to cry on during
difficult times. Assigning rooms to too many
students and inhibiting the visit of their friends
during exams for group study were among other
issues that must be considered by managers and
policymakers.

Siahrivar (2016) pointed out that variables such
as economic considerations, safety, residential
status, technology, and international student services
independently affect the satisfaction level of
international students (21). Several other studies
have shown that a lack of social support might have
a significantly negative effect on the mental health
of international students. In addition, stressful life
conditions caused by familiarity with a new
environment lead to  hopelessness  and
disappointment (27). Therefore, the presence of
counselors and psychological-emotional support
seems crucial for these individuals. Moreover,
providing a high-quality social support system is
necessary to emotionally support students to
overcome their mental stress (22).

In the present study, most international students
complained about a lack of support for their mental
health and emotional issues, which must be taken
into account by decision-makers in terms of
providing emotional and mental counseling for
international students. In 2011, a research was
performed to evaluate the positive effects of
extracurricular educational courses on students. In
the mentioned research, the effective factors and
extracurricular  activities were sports, clubs,
discussion, play, publications, student council and
other social occasions (28). In the current study,
international students demanded the establishment
of gyms and cultural tours.

Conclusion

According to the results of the study, by
recognizing some of the most important factors for
dissatisfaction of international students studying in
medical fields in Tehran, including language
problems, lack of financial support, weaknesses in
educational-academic and managerial processes,
weaknesses in  counseling and information
processes, welfare problems and improper
encounters and interactions, we can eliminate the
issues to improve satisfaction in these individuals
and attract more students, especially in three
universities of Tehran University of Medical
Sciences, Shahid Beheshti University of Medical
Sciences, and Iran University of Medical Sciences.
On the other hand, our findings can be used by
managers and heads of universities and higher
education policymakers to learn about the current
status of students and make short and long-term
decisions. Therefore, periodic assessment at various
academic levels seems crucial to achieve this
important issue. In addition, more studies must be
carried out to assess the satisfaction of international
medical students at various academic levels
separately in each university.
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