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ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT
Received: 04 October 2025 In recent decades, Iran has hosted millions of Afghan migrants. Despite Iran’s significant role as a host
Accepted: 15 December 2025 country, this phenomenon has received less systematic attention from researchers and policymakers. The

present study aims to investigate the drivers of Afghan migration in Iran. This research employs a
qualitative methodology based on thematic analysis. The study population comprises experts in the field
Keywords: of migration, forty of whom were interviewed using a semi-structured approach via purposive sampling.
Afghan migration to Iran is a multifaceted and complex phenomenon, influenced by three main categories
of factors: economic, political-security, and socio-cultural. From an economic perspective, extreme
poverty, unemployment, and inequality in Afghanistan act as push factors, while Iran’s economy’s need

Afghan Nationals,

Civilizational Bonds,

Poverty, for low-skilled and cheap labor, coupled with its subsidized economy and low cost of living, function as
Transnational Migration, pull factors. From a political-security perspective, war, political instability, the Taliban’s ineffective and
Insecurity, Iran. exclusionary governance, as well as weak migration governance in Iran, have intensified migration.

Furthermore, socio-cultural factors such as shared civilizational and linguistic ties and social networks,
and Iran’s geopolitical position have acted as migration facilitators. Furthermore, socio-cultural factors
such as shared civilizational and linguistic ties, social networks and population growth in Afghanistan
have acted as migration facilitators. Accordingly, the continuation of Afghan migration to Iran is
inevitable, and its management necessitates the development of comprehensive and integrated policies.

Introduction

International migration has emerged as one of the most simultaneously as one of the countries that sends migrants
significant social phenomena in recent decades. The escalation  abroad. Accordingly, this study seeks to provide a
of military conflicts, economic inequalities, climate change, comprehensive and analytical understanding of the
economic globalization, and the expansion of transnational multifaceted driving forces behind the migration of Afghan
networks have all contributed to the unprecedented nationals to Iran.

acceleration of cross-border migration. Among the countries
] i o Methodology and Data
most closely involved with global migration flows, Iran holds a

distinctive position — a nation that, owing to its strategic This research was conducted within the framework of a

geopolitical location, has served not only as a major destination Qualitative approach utilizing the Thematic Analysis method.

for refugees, especially those from Afghanistan, but also The statistical population of the study comprised experts in the
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field of migration. Sampling was performed using purposive
and snowball sampling techniques. In 2025, semi-structured
interviews were conducted with 40 migration experts in
Tehran. Data were collected in person, and the interview
questions focused on the causes of Afghan migration to Iran, its
economic, social, cultural, and security consequences, and the
characteristics of the migrants. For data analysis, a three-stage
coding process, including initial coding (or open coding),
focused coding (or axial coding), and final coding (or selective
coding), was utilized to extract the core themes.

Findings

The results of the thematic analysis indicated that the migration
of Afghan nationals to Iran is a multi-dimensional and
interconnected phenomenon influenced by three primary
categories of factors: economic, political-security, and socio-
cultural.

1. Economic Dimension: Within the economic dimension, three
overarching core themes were identified:

- Fragile Livelihood Resulting from Structural Poverty in
Afghanistan: Migration, driven by severe poverty, the reduction
of international financial aid, and the scarcity of job
opportunities, constitutes one of the most significant
motivations for leaving that country.

- Structural Dependence of the Iranian Economy on Cheap,
Low-Skilled Labor: Experts believe that the need of specific
sectors of the Iranian economy—particularly those involving
strenuous manual occupations—for migrant workers, coupled
with the reluctance of the native workforce to engage in low-
wage jobs, creates a strong pull factor

- Subsidized Economy and Low Cost of Living in Iran: Subsidies
on goods and services, along with lower price levels in Iran, are
considered facilitating factors for Afghan migrants, enabling
them to save money and send remittances to their families.

2. Political-Security Dimension: In this section, the overarching
themes encompass a collection of critical conditions in
Afghanistan and policy challenges within Iran:

- Political Instability and Violent Regime Changes: War, the
occupation of Afghanistan, and ethno-religious conflicts has
driven migrants toward Iran.

- The Taliban Regime as a Traditional, Ineffective, and
Exclusionary Government: The deprivation of women’s access
to education and social participation, the repression of ethnic
groups, and the restriction of individual liberties are primary
factors causing the flight of elites and vulnerable groups.

- Crisis in Migration Governance and Weak Border Control in
a blend of

revolutionary idealism and geopolitical necessities, which

Iran: Iran’s migration policies represent

occasionally results in contradictions regarding the control of

2

migrant entry and management. The absence of effective
strategies for border control and social support, particularly
following the developments in Afghanistan in recent years, has
created significant challenges."

3. Socio-Cultural Dimension: This dimension is focused on the
identity and civilizational factors that facilitate migration:

- Shared Civilizational and Linguistic Ties, Religious and
Cultural Similarities: The commonali in religion, the Persian
language, and cultural values between Iranians and Afghans are
significant factors in selecting Iran as the destination for
migration.

- Social and Familial Networks of Migrants: The presence of
strong support networks established by previous migrants
makes access information and

to job cheaper living

accommodations possible, thereby mitigating the risks
associated with migration.

- This set of factors operates interactively; in such a way that
the economic and security crises in Afghanistan intersect with
the social and cultural pull factors in Iran, ensuring the

continuity of the migration flow.
Discussion and Conclusion

The findings show that Afghan migration to Iran results from

the intersection of economic, political, cultural, and
geopolitical factors; none of these dimensions alone are capable
of explaining the phenomenon. The observed pattern reflects a
form of reciprocal interaction between push factors in
Afghanistan (structural poverty, instability, ethnic and gender-
based oppression) and pull factors in Iran (employment
opportunities, relative security, cultural affinity, and labor
market for immigrants). From a theoretical perspective, the
findings align with the assumptions of Dual Labor Market
Theory and Migrant Network Theory; specifically, migrants are
predominantly employed in the secondary sectors of the
Iranian labor market, which require low-wage labor lacking
social protection, yet their social networks reduce the costs of
adaptation. From a policy standpoint, the continuation of this
trend without adequate planning could lead to new waves of
migration. This necessitates the formulation of comprehensive,
humane, and integrated migration policies that, while
effectively controlling borders, also consider the human and
civilizational dimensions of this phenomenon. Iran can benefit
from migrants’ potential contributions in the labor market and
the strengthening of grassroots relations with Afghanistan
through an approach based on regional cooperation and
support for legal migrants. Thus, migration can be redefined
not merely as a crisis, but as an opportunity for shared

economic and cultural development.
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Table 1. Thematic Analysis of the Economic Causes of Afghan Migration to Iran
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Table 2. Political-Security Factors Underlying the Migration of Afghan to Iran
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