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Abstract
This study investigates the interplay between spatial components and students’
decisions to migrate or remain in Tehran, focusing on their lived experiences in
urban spaces. Employing a phenomenological approach, the research explores
meanings derived from semi-structured interviews with students who have lived in
Tehran and another city (domestic or international). Findings highlight urban
capacities such as independence, cultural diversity, natural settings, and
opportunities for advancement as fostering place attachment, while challenges like
social disconnection and urban issues (e.g., traffic, distance) contribute to feelings of
isolation. Framed within the anthropology of space and place, the study reveals how
Tehran’s metropolitan characteristics shape a dual narrative of attachment and
alienation. These dynamics inform students’ migration or retention decisions,
offering insights for urban policymakers to enhance social connectivity and
retention.
Keywords: Place attachment, urban connectivity, urban architecture, retention,

migration, Tehran.

INTRODUCTION

Student migration from Iran, particularly among the intellectual elite, has drawn
significant media and public attention. A report by the Hataf Think Tank indicates
that over 78% of top-ranked students in mathematics and physics do not return to
Iran af ter migrating (Ghorghanloo, 2022). Many of these students, having studied in
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Tehran’s prestigious universities, face decisions about staying in the capital,
returning to their hometowns, or migrating abroad. Similarly, students relocating to
Tehran from other cities for education must decide whether to remain or return.
Tehran offers unique eco nomic and cultural opportunities, yet students’ experiences
vary, with some developing place attachment and others facing negative encounters.
A survey by Tehran Munici pality, cited by DidebanIran (2018), found that 58% of
residents wished to leave due to housing issues. As a hub for Iran’s elite, Tehran
must foster conditions that promote positive experiences to encourage retention.
Urban features, such as aesthetics and modernity, influence migration decisions.
Mohsenpour’s (2015) study on urban aesthetics suggests that appealing cityscapes en
hance citizens’ experiences and civic pride, promoting retention. While economic
and political factors are significant, this study focuses on spatial and experiential
dimensions, exploring how students’ lived experiences in Tehran shape their sense
of place attach ment and influence their decisions to stay or leave. The central
research question is: How do students’ lived experiences in Tehran’s urban spaces

influence their sense of place attachment?

Purpose

This study aims to examine how spatial components in Tehran influence students’
sense of place attachment and their decisions to remain or migrate. It seeks to
uncover the meanings derived from students’ lived experiences in urban spaces,
identifying factors that foster positive emotions (e.g., independence, cultural
engagement) or negative ones (e.g., isolation). The research provides insights for
urban planners and policymakers to enhance Tehran’s urban environment,

promoting retention among students.

Methodology

This study adopts a qualitative approach to explore students’ lived experiences in
Tehran and their impact on place attachment and retention decisions. This method
was selected for its ability to probe individual experiences and meanings associated
with social phenomena (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015, p. 24). Data were collected via
semi-structured interviews, conducted in-person or virtually, with flexibility to adapt
questions based on participants’ responses (Creswell, 2015, pp. 163-164). The
sample included 16 students who had lived in Tehran and at least one other city
(domestic or international), selected through purposive sampling to ensure

comparative insights. Interview transcripts were analyzed using qualitative content
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analysis, coding for key themes and sub-themes related to urban experiences, within

the anthropology of space and place framework.

Findings

The findings reveal a complex interplay between Tehran’s urban characteristics and
students’ migration or retention decisions, shaped by a perceived “hegemony” of
Tehran as a superior, opportunity-rich hub, often amplified by media. Non-Tehran
students arrive with idealized views of the city, expecting cultural richness and
opportunities. Participant 3 (male, 24, Utrecht, Netherlands) described Tehran as
initially “fascinating,” though expectations faded over time. Participant 1 (male, 31,
Toronto, Canada) noted media portrayals of upscale urban life as shaping his
perceptions. However, this hegemony often collapses when faced with realities like
outdated infrastructure or unmet expectations of luxury, leading to disillusionment.
Challenges include time constraints, social disconnection, and urban issues (e.g.,
traffic, pollution). Participant 4 (married, employed) cited a lack of time to engage
with urban spaces, while Participant 1 described Tehran’s “harsh” pace. Small,
outdated dormitories (e.g., Tehran University’s married dormitories) and difficulties
forming social connections were also reported, contributing to isolation.

On The Other Hand, Tehran Fosters Place Attachment Through Independence
(Participant 7: “I Felt Independent, Which Was Exciting”), Cultural Diversity
(Participant 3: Exposure To Diverse Lifestyles), Natural Settings (Participant 13:
Mountains As A Draw), And Opportunities For Advancement (Participant 5:
“Tehran Felt Like A Mini-Version Of Migrating Abroad”). These Capacities Create
Meaningful Experiences, Encouraging Retention.

Social connections are critical for place attachment. In Tehran, students valued
academic and cultural networks but struggled with local ties (e.g., Participant 9 on
weak neighborly relations). Abroad, cultural and linguistic barriers led to loneliness
(Participant 3: “I feel lonely in Utrecht”). Hometown connections, rooted in family
and memories, fostered strong attachment (Participant 3 on Birjand). Loneliness was
prevalent in Tehran for working students (Participant 4) and abroad (Participant

12), often driving return decisions.

Conclusion
This study demonstrates that spatial components significantly shape students’
migration and retention decisions in Tehran. Framed within the anthropology of

space and place, the findings reveal that urban spaces serve as both physical and
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cultural mediums, carrying meanings that influence place attachment. Tehran’s
metropolitan characteristics create a hegemonic image of progress and
sophistication, often misrepresented in media. This image attracts students but leads
to disillusionment when realities—such as traffic, distance, and social
disconnection—emerge. Positive experiences, such as independence, cultural
diversity, and professional opportunities, foster place attachment and encourage
retention. However, challenges like loneliness and weak social connections drive
migration or return to hometowns. The study highlights a duality in Tehran’s urban
environment, where the same metropolitan features that cultivate attachment can
also hinder social connectivity. Similar dynamics apply to life abroad or in
hometowns, where social ties significantly influence decisions. Policymakers should
prioritize improving urban infrastructure and fostering social interaction to enhance

place attachment and reduce migration among students.

Novelty

This research offers a novel contribution by applying a phenomenological approach
within the anthropology of space and place to explore students’ lived experiences in
Tehran. Unlike prior studies emphasizing economic or political migration drivers,
this study focuses on spatial and experiential factors shaping place attachment. By
examining the interplay between Tehran’s hegemonic image and lived realities, it
highlights how urban spaces simultaneously foster independence and cultural
engagement while posing barriers to social connectivity. These insights provide a
foundation for urban policymakers to design interventions—such as improved
community spaces and infrastructure—that enhance place attachment and

encourage retention among Iran’s intellectual elite.
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