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Student dormitories are the place where students from different
socioeconomic and cultural backgrounds, are willingly or unwillingly
placed together for a relatively long period of time. This coexistence
and gaining new experiences, while moving away from family
support and supervision and relatively distancing themselves from
the facilities and amenities of family life, can include privileges and
benefits on the one hand and deprivations or problems on the other
hand, for their lives and especially their health. Continuing their
education is considered a type of secondary socialization, but for
students who are forced to settle in a new social space, this
socialization also takes on deep and different dimensions, which are
important to identify. Identifying the lived experiences of female
students regarding dormitory life, with an emphasis on the
dimensions of health and healthy behavior, has formed the goals of
the present study. By adopting a qualitative methodological approach,
in-depth individual interviews and focused group discussions were
used to collect field data. The participating unit in the research was
female students living in a student dormitory at one of the public
universities in Tehran. Finally, qualitative data obtained from
interviews with 22 female students living in a dormitory in Tehran
were analyzed using thematic analysis. The research findings were
categorized into several categories, including: "dominance of the
psychosocial dimension of health”, "dormitory subculture and
health", "feeling of lack of belonging or boredom with the dormitory”,
"gender considerations in dormitory management’, "lack of
socializing space and boring leisure time", "use of unconventional
literature”, and "unmet expectations and dissatisfaction (health,
nutrition, exercise, ...)". Although students living in dormitories are
usually healthy due to their youth, due to the common lack of
attention to health maintenance and promotion considerations, the
vulnerability of students living in dormitories increases in the
dormitory environment. This necessitates the attention of higher
education institution officials and their more intelligent policy-
making to monitor student health within the framework of student
dormitory management policy-making.
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INTRODUCTION

Student dormitories play a crucial role in the lives of university students,
particularly those who must relocate from their hometowns to pursue higher
education. These dormitories serve as living spaces where students from diverse
socioeconomic and cultural backgrounds co-reside, often facing both advantages
and challenges. While dormitory life can foster independence, personal growth, and
re-socialization, it also presents difficulties related to health and well-being. Female
students, in particular, experience unique challenges due to the specific regulations,
social norms, and expectations imposed on them within dormitory environments.

Health is a multifaceted concept encompassing physical, mental, and social
dimensions. While many young individuals assume they are naturally healthy due
to their age, their lifestyle choices, living conditions, and stressors can significantly
impact their long-term health. The transition to dormitory life often leads to
changes in students’ routines, including eating habits, sleep patterns, social
interactions, and coping mechanisms for stress. Understanding how female
students perceive health, what behaviors they associate with well-being, and how
dormitory conditions influence their lifestyle choices is essential for improving
student health policies.

This study explores the lived experiences of female students residing in a public
university dormitory in Tehran. By adopting a qualitative approach, the research
aims to uncover the social and environmental factors that affect students’ health-
related decisions. Through interviews and discussions, the study examines students’
definitions of health, their perceptions of healthy and unhealthy behaviors, and the
challenges they face in maintaining their well-being while living in shared
accommodations.

METHODOLOGY

To gain an in-depth understanding of female students’ experiences, this study
employed a qualitative research approach. Data collection involved in-depth
individual interviews and focus group discussions, allowing participants to openly
express their thoughts, concerns, and observations regarding dormitory life.

The study included 22 female students who had lived in a student dormitory for
at least one year. This criterion ensured that participants had sufficient experience
with dormitory life to provide meaningful insights. The thematic analysis method
was used to process and categorize the collected data, identifying key themes that
reflect the main challenges and adaptations students encounter.

FINDINGS

The study’s findings were categorized into several major themes, each highlighting a
specific aspect of dormitory life and its impact on health:



1. Dominance of the Psychosocial Dimension of Health

One of the most significant findings of the study was the emphasis participants
placed on mental and social well-being rather than just physical health. While
traditional definitions of health often focus on the absence of disease, students
viewed health as a state of emotional stability, strong social connections, and a sense
of purpose in life.

Key insights from participants included:
1. Health

Health means avoiding excessive stress and pressure from academic and social

demands.

Well-being is closely linked to having positive relationships and enjoying social

interactions.

A healthy person is someone who has clear goals, motivation, and a sense of direction

in life.
Despite this awareness, students admitted to neglecting preventive health
measures, such as regular medical check-ups or balanced nutrition. Many assumed

that their youth protected them from serious health risks, leading to low
engagement in proactive health behaviors.

2. Dormitory Subculture and Its Impact on Health

Living in a dormitory creates a distinct social environment with its own norms,
routines, and challenges. Students gradually adapt to the dormitory subculture,
which often influences their lifestyle choices, including:

Unhealthy eating habits: Due to poor-quality dormitory food and limited cooking
facilities, many students consumed fast food, instant meals, and processed snacks rather
than nutritious home-cooked meals.

Disrupted sleep patterns: Noise levels, late-night socializing, and lack of personal space
contributed to chronic sleep deprivation, which in turn affected students’ energy levels

and academic performance.

Hygiene challenges: Shared facilities and differing cleanliness standards among

roommates made it difficult to maintain personal hygiene and a clean living space.

Many students described gradually adapting to these conditions, often compromising
their previous health habits in order to fit into the dormitory lifestyle.

3. Sense of Disconnection and Discontent with Dormitory Life

Several participants reported feeling detached from their dormitory environment,
viewing it as a temporary and restrictive space rather than a comfortable second
home. Factors contributing to this disconnection included:

)
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Lack of personalization: Students were not allowed to decorate their rooms or create a
sense of personal space, reinforcing the feeling that they were living in an impersonal
and temporary residence.

Frequent relocations: Some students were required to change rooms or dormitories
periodically, preventing them from establishing a sense of belonging.

Comparison with better-equipped dormitories: Students compared their dormitory’s
inadequate facilities to those of other universities or private housing options, leading to
increased dissatisfaction.

4. Gender-Based Policies and Restrictions

Female students faced stricter dormitory regulations compared to their male
counterparts, which many perceived as unfair and restrictive. Examples of gender-
based policies included:

Earlier curfews: Female students were required to return to the dormitory several hours
earlier than male students.

Increased supervision: Late arrivals often resulted in phone calls to students’ families,

adding stress and limiting their freedom.

Limited nighttime activities: Female students were prohibited from ordering food

deliveries or stepping outside after curfew, even for essential needs.

These policies created a sense of inequality and frustration, as students believed
they were being treated as less responsible or less capable of personal safety than
their male peers.

5. Lack of Social and Recreational Spaces

The dormitory lacked sufficient common areas for socializing, studying, and
engaging in recreational activities. As a result, students resorted to passive or
unhealthy pastimes, such as:

Excessive mobile phone use and social media engagement.

Smoking, drinking, or experimenting with drugs as a form of stress relief or social
bonding.

Unstructured, monotonous leisure time, leading to boredom and frustration.

Some students emphasized the need for better recreational facilities, including
sports areas, social lounges, and organized community events.

6. Use of Informal and Unconventional Language

A noticeable cultural shift occurred in students’ communication styles. Due to
prolonged exposure to informal dormitory interactions, students reported:

Increased use of casual, slang, or even offensive language in daily conversations.



A shift away from formal or respectful speech patterns, especially when speaking with
peers.

Challenges readjusting to formal communication styles when interacting with family
members.

While some viewed this linguistic shift as a natural part of dormitory bonding,
others expressed concern over the normalization of inappropriate language.

7. Unmet Expectations and Dissatisfaction

The study identified widespread dissatisfaction with dormitory facilities, including:
Low-quality food and inadequate dining options.
Poor hygiene in shared bathrooms and kitchens.
Lack of maintenance for gym equipment, laundry machines, and study areas.

Students felt that dormitory management failed to address their concerns,
leading to frustration and a sense of neglect.

CONCLUSION

This study highlights the complex interplay between dormitory conditions and
students’ health behaviors. Despite recognizing the importance of well-being,
students often compromised their health due to environmental limitations, social
norms, and institutional policies.

To improve dormitory life, several recommendations were proposed:

Infrastructure improvements: Upgrading dormitory facilities, creating green spaces,
and improving soundproofing.

Health-focused policies: Providing healthier food options, better hygiene standards, and
accessible medical and psychiatric support.

Gender-equal regulations: Ensuring fair curfews and supervision policies for all
students.

Community engagement: Organizing recreational activities, student clubs, and peer
support programs.

By implementing these changes, universities can create a healthier and more
supportive dormitory environment, promoting students’ overall well-being and
academic success.
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1. Health Belief Model (HBM)
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1. Focus Group Discussion
2. Bebi
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