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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The higher education system of the country, as an institution, and the university, as a social
organization in human society, bear the responsibility of meeting society's needs in terms of human
capital, protecting and preserving intellectual and scientific achievements, and transferring them to
future generations (Zare Shahabadi, 2017). In a broader perspective, the higher education system in
any country has the mission of training specialized and efficient human resources required by various
sectors of society, facilitating the achievement of social and cultural goals, enhancing the level of
public culture, expanding the boundaries of knowledge, meeting research needs, and providing
favorable conditions for the comprehensive development of society (Zare Shahabadi, 2017; Madahoshi
& Niazi, 2010). Therefore, skilled and specialized human resources form the foundation of economic
and social development in any country. In fact, specialized human resources are the fundamental
factor in transformation and evolution, as they pave the way for progress through scientific
understanding and recognition of the laws governing societal and natural phenomena.

Universities admit new students and graduate others each year. In this continuous cycle, attention to
educational quality holds a special place. However, unfortunately, with the increase in the number of
students in the country, other components of the higher education system have not experienced
coordinated growth alongside the student population (Changizi et al., 2019). Consequently,
deficiencies in higher education in nurturing talents and preparing the young generation for active
participation in educational domains manifest in various forms, including academic
underachievement. In Iran, despite the rapid growth in the number of students and higher education
institutions in recent decades, academic underachievement among students has become one of the
major challenges of the educational system (Fadavi Roodsari, 2020). Academic underachievement in
students is not merely an individual problem but a fundamental social issue, the consequences of
which will also affect society (Jolai et al., 2006). Even if underachievement does not lead to dropout,
given that one of the most important goals of university education is learning a profession, inefficient
graduates can pose numerous harms and risks to society and the country. Moreover, a decline in
educational levels in society can lead to increased unemployment, reduced income, and a drop in the
quality of human capital. This issue impacts social and economic inequalities and can have an inverse
relationship with sustainable development (Petrides, Chamorro-Premuzic, Frederickson, & Furnham,
2005). Therefore, academic underachievement is defined as a decline in student performance from a
satisfactory level to an unsatisfactory one, or from a higher level to a lower one in education—in
essence, failure to succeed in studies. Key indicators for detecting reduced academic performance
include grade point average decline, course repetition, prolonged duration of study, dissatisfaction
with the university, and probation, each of which represents significant manifestations of academic
underachievement (Esmaeilpour et al., 2017).

From a theoretical perspective,vincent Tinto's well-known model(Tinto,1975,1993,2012) views dropout
and underachievement as resulting from a lack of academic and social integration of the student with
the university. Economic factors disrupt this integration by reducing motivation, increasing financial
stress, and weakening social interactions. This view aligns with Becker's human capital theory (Becker,
1964), which regards education as an economic investment; when the expected returns on education
decrease (due to graduate unemployment and inflation), motivation to continue declines.

From a psychological viewpoint, Maslow's theory (Maslow, 1943) emphasizes that until basic needs
(such as financial security) are met, access to higher motivational levels like advanced learning is
impossible; economic pressures block these needs, leading to academic burnout (Schaufeli, 2009) and
reduced self-efficacy (Bandura, 1977). From a sociological perspective, Bourdieu (Bourdieu, 1986)
considers academic underachievement a product of the reproduction of cultural and economic capital
inequalities, while Durkheim (Durkheim, 1897) attributes it to anomie arising from economic
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instability. Additionally, digital inequality as a new economic gap (Hosseini, 2020) limits access to
online education and exacerbates underachievement.

Numerous domestic and international studies have been conducted on factors related to academic
underachievement, with researchers identifying various influential factors and presenting diverse
views from experts in the field. For instance, studies (Belen Gutiérrez, 2022; Aina, 2021) concluded
that the impact of social factors on academic status is significant, while other studies linked students'
cultural conditions to their academic performance (Agimana, 2016; Rahimi et al., 2014). In another
study, academic underachievement is not only an individual issue but a socio-economic problem that
can lead to reduced human capital quality, increased unemployment, and social inequality (Fadavi
Roodsari, 2020). The results of studies (Pahlavan et al., 2020) showed that students from low-income
families are 2.5 times more likely to face probation, with these factors being more influential than
individual issues. Additionally, a study by Zare Shahabadi (2017) on students at Yazd University
revealed that economic poverty (such as inability to cover educational costs and the need for part-
time employment) is directly associated with GPA decline and increased probation rates. The results
of Mirzaiekhah and colleagues (2021) indicated that students facing economic problems exhibit higher
rates of absenteeism and reduced academic motivation, although psychological factors were more
dominant.

Rahman et al. (2023) in Bangladesh demonstrated that parental income, family relationships, and
financial support are among the most important predictors of academic performance. Tarbes et al.
(2022) predicted academic failure with 85% accuracy using Bayesian networks. Wiborg et al. (2022) in
Norway found a significant relationship between parents' income and wealth and students' academic
performance. Morelli et al. (2021) in Italy emphasized that self-efficacy and institutional commitment
have a negative relationship with dropout. Huffman (2012) identified economic poverty and
dysfunctional family structure as primary factors in reduced academic motivation.

In Iran as well, studies highlight the prominent role of economic factors in academic
underachievement: Asghari-Ali et al. (2023) showed that inflation above 40% increases probation rates
by up to 25%. Mohammadi & Ghasemi (2021) identified individual economy as the central factor and
macroeconomic conditions as a cause of reduced concentration. Hosseini et al. (2020) reported that
40% of probation cases are linked to financial problems. Ahmadi et al. (2019) considered individual
financial pressure the strongest predictor of dropout and direct financial support a factor in reducing
dropout rates by 30%. Fadavi Roodsari (2020), Esmaeilpour et al. (2015), and Motlagh et al. (2005) also
emphasized the impact of poverty, concurrent employment, and reduced motivation due to economic
problems.

While previous studies have primarily examined psychological, family, educational, and cultural
factors, the role of economic factors has been addressed sporadically, often as control variables or
limited to theoretical analyses or general conclusions. Therefore, the innovation of the present
research lies in its simultaneous focus on three economic dimensions (individual economy,
macroeconomic society, and technology-related issues) and their effects on various aspects of
students' academic underachievement using a qualitative approach (thematic analysis), which has not
been examined in an integrated manner in previous domestic studies. Additionally, incorporating
technology issues as an economic factor distinguishes this research from prior ones, thereby filling
the existing gap in the comprehensive and structural examination of these factors (at macro,
individual, and technological levels), particularly in the context of Iran's recent economic crises (high
inflation, sanctions, and currency fluctuations) that have directly impacted students.

The practical necessity of the research stems from the fact that its results can serve as a basis for
policymaking to reduce academic underachievement, such as providing targeted financial support
(student loans, scholarships), improving educational technology infrastructure for low-income
students, and implementing counseling programs to prevent dropout. These interventions will not
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only increase graduation rates but also contribute to preserving human capital, reducing specialized
unemployment, and strengthening sustainable societal development.

The present study seeks to answer two main questions: 1. What are the components of academic
underachievement from the perspective of experts? 2. Which economic factors affect the academic
underachievement of students at universities in northwest Iran (Tabriz, Urmia, and Mohaghegh
Ardabili)?

Methodology

This research was qualitative and conducted with an inductive approach. The study population
consisted of educational experts at public universities in northwest Iran (Tabriz, Urmia, and
Mohaghegh Ardabili) during the 2023-2024 academic year. The inclusion criteria were at least 10 years
of experience in higher education and direct experience in counseling or managing students at risk
of academic underachievement or dropout. Sampling was carried out purposively and through
snowballing to ensure diversity in gender, discipline, and university affiliation. Ultimately, 19
individuals (11 men and 8 women) were interviewed. Each interview lasted an average of 45 to 75
minutes and was audio-recorded with the participants' consent. Additionally, field notes were taken
to record non-verbal observations. Data analysis was performed using Attride-Stirling's (2001)
thematic analysis method in MAXQDA software.

Findings

In analyzing this finding, it can be stated that the individual economy exerts the strongest and most
direct influence, as daily pressures (long working hours, sleep deprivation, poor nutrition) directly
reduce concentration and study time. The macroeconomic environment functions as a structural
backdrop, weakening intrinsic motivation through the creation of job despair and diminishing the
perceived value of a university degree. Technology-related issues, particularly following the COVID-
19 pandemic, have exacerbated inequality and deprived low-income students of equal access to
education. The combination of these three levels demonstrates that academic underachievement in
Iran is a structural phenomenon stemming from a multilayered economic crisis, rather than merely
an individual or educational issue. (Table 1).

Table 1. Basic Themes and Organizing Themes Related to Global Themes

Global Theme

Organizing Theme

Basic Themes (Complete)

Components of
academic
underachievement

Academic
performance decline

Increase in
psychological
problems

Increase in
behavioral and social
problems

Increase in likelihood
of dropout

Grade point average decline, course failure, unit repetition,
prolonged duration of study, weakness in learning course
materials, lack of concentration in class, midterm grade
drop, difficulty in solving exercises, inability to participate
in practical exams, reduced quality of assignments, inability
in group projects, severe decline in specialized courses,
difficulty in remembering materials, reduced learning speed
Exam anxiety, depression, reduced academic motivation,
feeling of worthlessness, persistent financial stress, fear of
future career, despair from studies, performance anxiety,
reduced self-esteem, persistent negative thoughts, stress-
induced insomnia, feeling of helplessness

Frequent absenteeism, aggression, social withdrawal, poor
relationships with classmates, substance use, cheating in
exams, conflicts with professors, cutting off communication
with university friends, risky behaviors, reduced
participation in group activities, tendency toward complete
isolation

Serious thoughts of dropout, not registering for the next
semester, complete discontinuation of studies, shifting to
full-time work instead of continuing education, discussing
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dropout with family, seeking full-time employment, not
renewing registration, final decision to leave university

Individual economy Inability to pay tuition, prolonged student work, debt, lack

(personal and family  of family financial support, poor nutrition, difficult renting,

financial problems) high transportation costs, inability to purchase books and
course materials, financial problems due to family illness,
bank debt, excessive part-time work, sleep deprivation due
to night work, reduced study time due to work, family
pressure for financial assistance, inability to attend paid
remedial classes, student housing problems, personal
medical expenses

Economic factors Macroeconomic Severe inflation and high costs, parental unemployment,
affecting academic society reduced family purchasing power, prioritizing basic needs
underachievement over education, lack of suitable job market, rising living

costs, economic sanctions, devaluation of national
currency, economic instability, increased youth
unemployment rate, shortage of discipline-related job
opportunities, social pressure for early employment, impact
of COVID-19 on family economy, reduced family income,
increased private educational costs
Technology-related Lack of suitable laptop or phone, weak or expensive
issues internet, falling behind in online classes, addiction to social
networks, difficulty accessing educational platforms, high
internet costs, insufficient familiarity with online tools,
frequent internet outages, inability to purchase necessary
software
Figure 1. Thematic network of economic factors affecting academic underachievement (Source:
Authors’ elaboration)

1The figure shows individual /family economy as the central mediator, with macro-economy and
technology issues feeding into a vicious cycle leading from performance decline — psychological
distress — behavioral problems — dropout[

Economic factors directly trigger performance decline and psychological distress, while indirectly
contributing to behavioral issues and dropout. Individual /family economy emerged as the strongest
and most proximal driver.

The findings of the present study confirm that economic factors at the individual, macroeconomic,
and technological levels play a pivotal role in causing and exacerbating academic underachievement,
transforming this phenomenon into a negative cycle encompassing performance decline,
psychological problems, behavioral-social issues, and ultimately dropout. These results are consistent
with previous research and theoretical frameworks such as Tinto's model, Becker's human capital
theory, and Bourdieu's perspective, emphasizing the structural nature of academic underachievement
in Iran's current economic conditions.

From a practical standpoint, the results suggest that higher education policymakers and universities
design targeted interventions: providing direct financial support (interest-free loans, scholarships),
strengthening educational technology infrastructure (free internet and digital equipment for low-
income students), and expanding psychological counseling services to manage financial stress and
prevent dropout. Implementing these interventions will not only increase graduation rates but also
significantly contribute to preserving the country's human capital and reducing socio-economic
inequalities.
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