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The lived experience of mother-students in family-friendly universities is a
multi-layered and complex issue. This article, based on a conceptual
framework grounded in the concepts of motherhood, role conflict and
strain, and family-friendliness, aims to answer two key questions: What
characteristics and indicators define a family-friendly university in the
experience of countries at the forefront of this idea? And what is the
relationship between family-friendliness and the experiences of mother-
students in university practice? This study uses a qualitative approach and is
based on semi-structured interviews with 19 mother-students. The data
were analyzed through thematic coding and analysis. The findings highlight
one main theme centered around the "relationship between the university
and family-friendliness," with two sub-themes and six concepts. Some of the
indicators in the family-friendly university policies are focused on women,
while others focus on the family and some on broader gender-related
concepts. Measures such as maternity leave, breastfeeding rooms, and
pregnancy support are primarily designed based on the assumption of
women’s caregiving roles, often referring to women and their gender roles
rather than family or gender in a broader sense. Some of the existing
indicators and measures in family-friendly universities belong to a broader
discourse on gender and gender justice, such as the design of flexible
educational programs for parents or facilitating men’s involvement in
caregiving roles. However, the support provided by universities is often
inadequate, scattered, and inconsistent, with little attention paid to the
family structure or a broader gender perspective. The research findings
indicate that the support universities offer in line with family-friendly
policies is mainly focused on mother-students, but these supports are often
insufficient, fragmented, and inconsistent. Most measures are limited to
facilitating the role of motherhood and give little attention to the family
structure or a broader gender perspective. For example, maternity leave is
the main support provided in universities, but its implementation is not
uniform. Distance learning and virtual education are still offered in a limited
and informal way, and curriculum planning does not provide sufficient
flexibility to accommodate the conditions of mother-students.
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INTRODUCTION

The participation of women in higher education in Iran has significantly increased
over recent decades, rising from 29.7% in 1971-1972 to 53.9% in 2004-2005. In the
academic year 2022-2023, women accounted for 50.2% of all students, surpassing
men for the first time. This trend highlights the expanding involvement of women,
especially mothers, in higher education. However, the overlap of academic studies
with marriage and childbearing periods presents numerous challenges for student
mothers. Research indicates that these women often experience role conflicts,
burnout, reduced sense of control, and strain in family relationships as they attempt to
manage simultaneous academic, maternal, and spousal roles. Although many student
mothers try to alleviate these conflicts by adjusting their lifestyles, the lack of
institutional support at the university level exacerbates their pressures. In many
leading countries, these challenges are addressed through the development and
implementation of “family-friendly policies” such as parental leave, childcare services,
flexible scheduling, family health insurance, and psychological support. Such policies
not only improve student mothers’ experiences but also enhance their productivity
and mental well-being. Given the absence of a formal framework supporting student
mothers in Iranian universities, this study asks: What are the defining characteristics
and indicators of family-friendly universities in global practice? And how do Iranian
student mothers’ lived experiences align with these models?

METHODOLOGY

This qualitative study employed thematic analysis to explore the experiences of
student mothers and to identify indicators of family-friendly universities. The
research was conducted in two phases: first, an examination of family-friendly
policies and criteria in five internationally recognized universities was carried out.
Second, semi-structured, in-depth interviews were conducted with 19 student
mothers across seven Iranian universities, including Allameh Tabataba’i, Tarbiat
Modares, Alzahra, International University of Religions, Science and Culture, Sharif
University of Technology, and Amirkabir University. Purposive sampling focused
on mothers with children aged from infancy to preschool, enrolled at
undergraduate, master’s, and doctoral levels. Data analysis involved familiarization
with the data, initial coding, theme extraction and revision, final naming of themes,
and report writing. To enhance the study’s trustworthiness, experiences from
multiple universities beyond the primary site (Allameh Tabataba’i) were
incorporated. Demographic details of participants, including age, number and age
of children, academic level, and university affiliation, are summarized in a table.

FINDINGS

The findings from interviews with 19 student mothers reveal that balancing
motherhood and academic responsibilities presents multiple challenges. Two main
themes emerged:



University Neglect of Motherhood: University structures and scheduling often lack
the flexibility necessary to meet the needs of student mothers. Rigid class times,
tight project deadlines, and mandatory in-person attendance create significant
obstacles. Additionally, physical infrastructure deficits, such as the absence of
elevators, mother-and-child rooms, and childcare facilities, make continuing
education difficult. Cultural and social conflicts further exacerbate the situation,
with mothers often facing stigma, blame, or pressure to conceal their maternal role.
Moreover, inadequate legal and policy support, including inflexible leave policies
and lack of academic accommodations, intensifies these pressures.

Requirements of a Family-Friendly University: Suggested solutions include
improving physical infrastructure (elevators, nursing rooms, on-campus childcare
or financial childcare support) and introducing flexible academic policies such as
appropriate leave options, virtual learning opportunities, and eased deadlines.
Support for student mothers should not compromise academic standards but aim to
create equitable and humane conditions allowing simultaneous fulfillment of
familial and academic roles. The findings emphasize that beyond facilities and
policies, universities must cultivate a responsible and empathetic attitude toward
student mothers to support their academic and personal success.

CONCLUSION
The study classifies family-friendly university policies into three primary levels:

1) Policies focusing mainly on women and their maternal roles, including
maternity leave, nursing rooms, and pregnancy support, aimed at facilitating
women’s education and employment alongside motherhood.

2) Policies designed to improve family life for all university members (students,
staff, and faculty), such as childcare services and family-oriented counseling.

3) Policies aimed at redefining gender roles and promoting gender justice within
universities, including gender-neutral spaces and encouraging men’s participation
in caregiving roles.

However, the lived experiences of student mothers in Iran reveal that current
supports are insufficient, scattered, and inconsistent, mainly centered on easing
maternal duties without a comprehensive approach to family and gender issues.
Maternity leave policies are unevenly implemented, with some mothers reluctant to
use them, signaling policy weaknesses. Virtual education, which could alleviate
pressures, remains unofficial and dependent on individual effort, creating confusion
and challenges. Inflexible curricula, limited childcare facilities, and stringent
university policies negatively impact mothers’ academic quality, placing the primary
burden of support on themselves. Consequently, the current situation falls far short
of the family-friendly university ideal.
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Considering Iran’s cultural and social context and the critical role of
motherhood, policymakers need to redefine university missions to simultaneously
enable personal development, social participation, and maternal responsibilities.
Universities, as normative institutions, can play a key role in transforming gender
attitudes. Yet, existing policies predominantly focus on women’s caregiving roles
without a holistic view of family and gender. Thus, family-friendly policies must
transcend superficial services and incorporate gender as a fundamental and cross-
cutting element in organizational structures, evaluation criteria, and institutional
culture. Gender-sensitive policymaking should recognize differences and address
structural inequalities to prevent perpetuating disparities. Finally, despite limited
efforts, supports remain at an early and fragmented stage, highlighting the urgent
need for structural reforms and broad cultural change. Universities must commit to
family-friendly policies while maintaining educational quality to balance support
for student parents—especially mothers—with educational equity.

NOVELTY

The main innovation of this article lies in its in-depth exploration of the lived
experiences of student mothers in Iranian universities, focusing on the unique
cultural and social context of the country. Unlike previous studies that primarily
address general family-friendly policies or women's issues in higher education, this
research uses a qualitative approach and in-depth interviews to provide a detailed
and tangible understanding of the challenges and needs faced by student mothers,
revealing significant gaps in existing university support policies. Furthermore, by
combining a comparative analysis of international family-friendly policies with the
local experiences of Iranian student mothers, the article proposes new indicators
and criteria for defining a family-friendly university that are practical and culturally
relevant to Iran. Another key contribution is the comprehensive critique of current
policies, highlighting that existing support mainly centers on women’s maternal
roles without adopting a broader, gender-sensitive view of family. Finally, the article
emphasizes the need to redefine university missions and develop gender-sensitive
policies that address structural inequalities. This interdisciplinary and innovative
approach offers valuable insights for higher education policy and gender justice,
paving the way to improve the academic and family lives of student mothers in Iran.
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