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Extended Abstract:

1. Introduction

The lIranian National University Entrance Exam (Concour) is a highly
competitive national test (Farrokhi-Khajeh-Pasha et al., 2012) that imposes
significant emotional and physical pressures on students and their families
(Watson et al., 2014). This exam can negatively affect applicants’ general
health and self-esteem (Motamedi, 2006) and lead to various economic,
psychological, and educational consequences (Parviz, 2023). From parents’
perspective, the Konkour impacts family economics and social activities
(Ahmadi Safa & Sheykholmoluki, 2023a). Moreover, exam-related stress has
been identified as a major challenge among adolescents on the verge of
entering university (Hosseinkhani et al., 2021; Pienyu et al., 2024).

The family is considered one of the most influential factors in the Concour
experience (Akhavi Samarein & Hezarian, 2022). Research has shown that
family functioning is closely related to adolescents’ academic issues (Rezaei
Dehaghani et al., 2018), and the family communication space particularly
affects adolescents (Saraei & Yousefi, 2023; Aminah et al., 2023). Family
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systems theory emphasizes that communication patterns, through reciprocal
feedback, shape members’ mental health (Johnson et al., 2016; Oltean et al.,
2020).

Given that the Concour affects family communication patterns (Ahmadi
Safa & Sheykholmoluki, 2023b), and that family communication quality
influences academic performance (Rezaei Dehaghani et al., 2018; Vojdani
Hemmat & Gholami, 2025), and considering the prevalence of psychological
distress symptoms among these adolescents (Rajabi & Moradi, 2021),
qualitative research exploring their lived experiences of family communication
is necessary. Therefore, this study, using an interpretative phenomenological
approach, seeks to answer: How do children perceive communication patterns
in families with a child preparing for the university entrance exam?

Research Question(s)
How do children perceive communication patterns in families with a child
preparing for the university entrance exam?

2. Literature Review

Numerous studies have investigated the impact of the university entrance exam
(Concour) on various aspects of students' and families' lives. Motamedi (2006)
showed that the Concour negatively affects general health, self-esteem, and
symptoms of psychological disorders among applicants. Parviz (2023) identified
economic, psychological, and educational consequences of the exam. Ahmadi
Safa and Sheykholmoluki (2023a, 2023b) demonstrated in two studies that from
students' perspectives, the Concour targets their physical and psychological well-
being, while from parents' perspectives, it affects family economics and social
activities; moreover, the exam influences friendships and relationships with
teachers and family members.

Regarding the family domain, Akhavi Samarein and Hezarian (2022)
introduced family communication space as an important and influential
component concerning the Konkour. Rezaei Dehaghani et al. (2018) found a
significant relationship between family functioning and academic achievement.
Saraei and Yousefi (2023) emphasized the role of family communication
environment in adolescents' lives.

In the area of conflicts, Pereira Mosmann et al. (2023) showed that
adolescents perceive parental conflicts in two domains: parental role conflicts and
marital role conflicts. Additionally, Hanh (2023) reported that major family
conflicts with adolescents occur in the areas of education, social relationships,
finances, and technology.
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Regarding communication styles, several studies refer to the Satir model.
Allen et al. (2023) and Hasani et al. (2024) confirmed the effectiveness of the
Satir approach in improving family communication and adolescent mental health.
Despite these studies, a research gap remains concerning in-depth qualitative
exploration of family communication from the perspective of adolescents on the
verge of the university entrance exam.

3. Methodology

The present study employed a qualitative approach using an interpretative
phenomenological method (Bassett & Hebron, 2024). The research field
included students on the verge of the university entrance exam in Sanandaj city
during the academic year 2024-2025. Purposive criterion sampling was
applied. Inclusion criteria included: being a Concour-year student, residing in
Sanandaj, studying in theoretical disciplines, no history of chronic physical or
mental illness, and living with both parents (non-divorced). Exclusion criteria
included: unavailability for interview, being a repeat Concour taker, and being
outside the age range of 18-19 years. Sampling continued until data saturation,
ultimately selecting 17 participants (14 females, 3 males). Data saturation
occurs when no new data emerges to expand existing concepts (Burns &
Grove, 2018).

Data were collected using a researcher-developed semi-structured
interview (Holloway & Galvin, 2017). Interview questions were designed
based on expert opinions and protocol writing principles, with content validity
confirmed (Baniasadi & Salehi, 2019). Each interview lasted 45—-60 minutes.
Data analysis followed Diekelmann, Allen & Tanner's seven-step strategy
(Diekelmann et al., 1989). The steps included: multiple readings of transcripts,
uncovering hidden meanings, group discussion, resolving contradictions,
cross-interview comparison, extracting main themes, and final reporting. To
ensure trustworthiness, Guba and Lincoln's four criteria—credibility,
transferability, dependability, and confirmability—were applied (Guba &
Lincoln, 1994). Additionally, strategies such as prolonged engagement,
persistent observation, thick and rich description, negative case analysis, and
expert review were employed (Morse, 2015).

4. Results

Data analysis led to the identification of 63 initial concepts, 11 sub-themes,
and 4 main themes. The first main theme, "communication space,” included
three patterns: balanced-oriented families (calmness, joint planning, no
imposition), Concour-oriented families (excessive control, unrealistic
expectations, daily questioning about studying), and indifferent families
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(ignoring the situation, inviting to outings without understanding the pressure).
The second theme, "support styles,” included emotional support (being there
during disappointment), instrumental-technological support (providing books
and tests), informational support (discussing future career prospects), and
systemic support (all family members acknowledging the child's effort). The
third theme, "communication conflicts,” included interpersonal conflicts
(repeated advice, comparison, imposing aspirations) and intrapersonal conflicts
(quilt feelings, confusion, hypersensitivity). The fourth theme, "coping
strategies,” included individual-centered strategies (focusing on studying,
reducing social media use, consulting a counselor) and family-centered
strategies (logical dialogue, humor and laughter, prayer and trust in God,
allocating short daily leisure time).

The findings revealed that balanced-oriented families, by fostering
calmness, enhance students' experience and reduce conflicts; Konkour-oriented
families increase stress and interpersonal conflicts; and indifferent families
create feelings of loneliness and confusion. Moreover, support styles
(especially emotional and systemic support) play a significant role in reducing
intrapersonal conflicts.

5. Discussion
The findings revealed that the balanced-oriented communication space,
characterized by calmness and joint planning, aligns with Satir's congruent
communication, which enhances self-esteem. In contrast, Concour-oriented
families, with excessive control and unrealistic expectations, exemplify
incongruent styles (blaming and super-reasonable) that increase stress and
conflict. Indifferent families, through neglect, represent the irrelevant style,
leading to feelings of abandonment (Satir, 1983; Neil & Silverberg, 2012).
Regarding support styles, emotional and systemic support were more
effective than other types in reducing intrapersonal conflicts (guilt and
confusion). This finding is consistent with Yoo (2019) and Zablotsky et al.
(2024), emphasizing the role of social support in adolescent mental health.
Interpersonal conflicts primarily arose from comparison and imposition of
parental aspirations, while intrapersonal conflicts stemmed from pressure to
choose between parental expectations and one's inner voice (Pereira Mosmann
et al., 2023). Family-centered coping strategies (logical dialogue, humor) were
more effective than individual-centered strategies, as they foster a sense of
companionship and security (Folkman, 2013).
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6. Conclusion

Considering the themes derived from this study, strategies such as improving
communication methods, parenting styles, and informational environments
related to the exam appear effective in managing existing challenges within
families and overcoming this period, along with promoting psychological well-
being for all family members.
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