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Introduction

Human capital is a critical driver of national growth and a shortage of skilled individuals can significantly impede progress in
developing countries. As a developing nation with a large, young, and educated populace, Iran faces a serious challenge in the
emigration of its university students and graduates. In recent decades, the number of Iranians studying abroad has risen
substantially. This trend is driven by domestic “push* factors—such as limited career prospects, inadequate academic infrastructure,
and socio-political constraints—as well as external "pull" factors, including superior education, research opportunities, and higher
living standards abroad. This phenomenon reflects not only individual aspirations for advancement, but also profound structural
weaknesses within Iran’s higher education and labor systems. Consequently, this study sought to identify and synthesize the primary
factors influencing the migration of Iranian students by systematically reviewing existing literature, thereby providing insights to

inform more effective national policies.

Materials & Methods

This study employed a qualitative meta-synthesis design to
systematically integrate findings from prior research on
Iranian student migration. Adhering to the 7-step
methodology established by Sandelowski and Barroso
(2007), the process comprised: (1) formulating the research
question; (2) conducting a systematic literature review; (3)
identifying and selecting relevant literature; (4) extracting
data; (5) analyzing and synthesizing the findings; (6)
evaluating the quality of the included studies; and (7)
presenting the integrated results. The approach emphasized
both integrative and interpretative dimensions, combining
convergent evidence from diverse sources while also
interpreting the data to elucidate underlying causal
relationships and contextual meanings.

Discussion of Results & Conclusion

The synthesis of findings revealed a complex, multi-layered
network of drivers behind Iranian students' migration
decisions, which could be organized into 7 overarching
categories: educational, research, cultural, social, economic,
political, and individual factors. Educational Factors: A
primary driver was the perceived disparity in educational
quality between Iranian and international universities. This
encompassed curriculum currency, access to advanced
technologies, international accreditation, and alignment with
global academic standards. The opportunity to study under
renowned scholars, engage in cutting-edge programs, and
obtain a degree with greater global currency was a powerful
motivator closely linked to enhanced career prospects.
Research Factors: Significant deficiencies in Iran's research
infrastructure—including limited funding, bureaucratic
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impediments, and a lack of international collaboration—were
identified as major deterrents. Conversely, the availability of
well-equipped laboratories, extensive open-access databases,
and robust research funding in host countries acted as a
compelling pull. Cultural and Social Factors: The appeal of
cultural  openness, social freedoms, and perceived
meritocratic academic environments abroad was frequently
cited. Many students expressed frustration with domestic
social constraints, systemic inequalities, and a lack of
transparency in academic and professional advancement.
Consequently, migration was often framed not just as an
educational pursuit, but as a quest for a lifestyle within a
more  liberal and  equitable  society.  Economic
Factors: Economic insecurity, high graduate unemployment,
and inadequate financial incentives within Iran strongly
propelled migration intentions. The prospect of higher
income, stable employment, and superior living standards
abroad served as a key counter-incentive. This economic
calculus was often intertwined with perceived limitations on
professional growth and entrepreneurial opportunity at home.
Political Factors: Restricted academic freedom, political
volatility, and government regulations on research and
expression were identified as crucial push elements. The
comparative political stability, institutional transparency, and
supportive immigration policies of destination countries
significantly enhanced their attractiveness. Individual
Factors: Personal characteristics—including age, gender,
marital status, and prior international exposure—were found
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to mediate the influence of broader structural factors.
Specifically, younger, unmarried, and more globally-oriented
students exhibited a stronger propensity to migrate.

The synthesis confirmed that student migration was not a
single-cause phenomenon but rather the outcome of
intertwined structural and individual dynamics. It reflected a
fundamental tension between national limitations and global
opportunities within higher education and labor markets.
From a policy perspective, addressing this challenge requires
a comprehensive, multi-sectoral approach. Key initiatives
should focus on:

« Strengthening the quality and international standing of
domestic universities;

* Increasing investment in research and innovation;
» Enhancing the alignment between academic curricula and
labor market demands;

» Fostering merit-based systems in academia and
employment;

* Promoting return migration through robust reintegration
programs and academic networks.

Ultimately, the strategic goal should not be to restrict
mobility, but to transform it into a circular flow of talent—
thereby converting a potential "brain drain" into a dynamic
process of "brain circulation" and knowledge exchange that
benefits both individuals and the nation.

Keywords: Migration, Abroad, Students, Meta-Synthesis,
Causes of Migration; Higher Education.
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Table 4- Findings extracted from selected documents
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