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Background and Objective: The migration of Afghans to Iran is one of
the most persistent and influential migration flows in the region, shaped
by a variety of factors. The aim of this study is to identify the most
important uncertainties affecting the future management of Afghan
nationals’ migration to Iran over a 10-year horizon.

Methods: This applied, analytical-exploratory study was conducted
using a mixed-methods approach. Data were collected through library
research, an expert panel, and in-depth interviews with experts in the
political, security, economic, and social fields. The relationships among
the variables were analyzed using MICMAC software.

Findings: In the first stage, 40 factors influencing the future of migration
were identified within eight main dimensions at two levels—Afghanistan
and Iran. Structural analysis revealed that approximately 64% of the
relationships among variables had direct or potential influence. Among
these factors, four key uncertainties were identified: Iran’s macro-level
approaches toward migrants, the policy time horizon, international
recognition of the Taliban government, and the degree of public order and
stability in Afghanistan.

Conclusions: The results showed that the future of Afghan nationals’
migration to Iran is shaped not by the individual effect of these factors,
but by their interactions. The simultaneous occurrence of instability in
Afghanistan, non-recognition of the Taliban, a containment-oriented
approach, and reactive policymaking may intensify social, border, and
security risks. In contrast, a development-oriented approach and
comprehensive, forward-looking policymaking can increase the
management capacity and resilience of the migration system, even under
conditions of instability.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Afghan migration to Iran represents one of the most persistent and complex migration
flows in the region. Its evolution is shaped by interacting political, security,
economic, and socio-cultural conditions in both Afghanistan and Iran. Continuing
political and economic instability in Afghanistan, transformations in governance, and
simultaneous changes in Iran's migration policies and institutional capacities have
made the future of this migration flow highly uncertain. Its implications also extend
beyond migration itself to the labor market, public resources, social cohesion, border
management, and national security. Consequently, short-term and reactive
approaches are insufficient for addressing its long-term consequences. Foresight
provides an appropriate framework for examining alternative futures and replacing
linear prediction with adaptive and anticipatory policymaking. Accordingly, this
study seeks to identify the most important uncertainties shaping the future
management of Afghan migration to the Islamic Republic of Iran over a ten-year
horizon.

Methodology

This applied, analytical-exploratory study employed a mixed-methods design. The
qualitative phase combined a literature review with 12 semi-structured in-depth
interviews conducted until theoretical saturation was achieved. Participants were
selected through purposive and snowball sampling and consisted of experts in
political, security, economic, and socio-cultural issues relating to Iran and
Afghanistan, each with at least 20 years of professional experience. Five expert-panel
sessions were subsequently conducted to assess the relationships among the identified
factors. In the quantitative phase, structural analysis and MICMAC software were
used to construct and process a cross-impact matrix and evaluate the variables in
terms of their direct and indirect influence and dependence. The research adopted a
ten-year time horizon. To enhance the credibility and reliability of the results,
triangulation was performed across interview findings, expert-panel assessments, and
computational outputs, while participant review was also used to validate the
findings.

Findings and Results

The first stage identified 40 factors affecting the future of Afghan migration to Iran.
These were classified into eight broad dimensions covering Afghanistan's political-
security, economic, and socio-cultural environment; migrants' knowledge-
psychological characteristics; Iran's political-security, economic, and socio-cultural
environment; and the managerial and policymaking dimension. The breadth of these
factors demonstrates that migration cannot be explained solely by conditions in the
country of origin. Rather, it operates within an interconnected system involving
origin-country dynamics, destination-country conditions, migrant characteristics, and
migration-governance capacity.

In the quantitative phase, a direct cross-impact matrix was constructed for the 40
factors, generating 1,560 potential relationships. Expert assessments indicated that
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approximately 64% of these relationships exhibited direct or potential influence,
demonstrating a relatively dense network of causal interdependencies between the
Iranian and Afghan components of the migration system. Analysis of indirect
relationships further demonstrated that consideration of chain effects substantially
changes the structural importance of several variables. For instance, Afghanistan's
governance model moved from sixth to fifth place in the ranking of influential factors
when indirect effects were included. Similarly, the variable concerning challenges
associated with Iranian society's acceptance of Afghan migrants rose from eleventh
place in direct dependence to fifth place when indirect dependencies were considered.
These changes indicate that the significance of some factors cannot be adequately
captured through their immediate effects alone, as their systemic importance is
generated through multi-stage causal pathways.

A criteria-based procedure was subsequently used to identify the key uncertainties.
Variables located simultaneously in the high-influence/high-dependence area of the
structural maps were initially selected as candidates. Structural position alone,
however, was not considered sufficient. The final selection also considered
conceptual characteristics of uncertainty in futures studies, including ambiguity in the
direction of change, conflicting patterns of actor behavior, policy instability,
unpredictability of consequences, and the possibility of multiple future trajectories.
Four key uncertainties were consequently identified: Iran's overarching strategic
approaches toward migrants; the type and time orientation of Iran's migration
policymaking; the degree of international recognition of the Taliban government; and
the level of public order and stability in Afghanistan.

Iran's strategic approach toward Afghan migrants emerged as the most critical
uncertainty. Over time, this approach may vary among expansion-oriented,
development-oriented/capacity-based, and contraction-oriented/security-control
models. The second uncertainty concerns whether migration governance continues to
be episodic, reactive, and crisis-driven or moves toward a comprehensive, stable, and
anticipatory policy framework. The third uncertainty, the international status and
recognition of the Taliban government, is primarily exogenous from Iran's
perspective but may affect migration through Afghanistan's economic conditions,
international interactions, and internal stability. The fourth uncertainty, public order
and stability in Afghanistan, exhibited the highest level of indirect influence and
therefore has the capacity to alter the scale, composition, and characteristics of
migration flows.

The interaction of these uncertainties generated four alternative images for the 1415
SH horizon: a desirable and managed future; fragile stability with reactive
management; instability accompanied by adaptive governance; and crisis with
securitization. The most favorable configuration combines relative stability in
Afghanistan, some degree of international recognition of the Taliban, a development-
oriented Iranian strategy, and anticipatory migration policymaking. Such a
configuration could support more legal and targeted migration, voluntary return,
improved social integration, more effective monitoring, and stronger migration
governance. Conversely, the simultaneous occurrence of instability in Afghanistan,
limited international recognition, a contraction-oriented approach in Iran, and
reactive policymaking could intensify irregular migration, pressures on border
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regions and metropolitan areas, social tensions, transnational security risks, and
institutional exhaustion.

Discussion and Conclusion

The central finding of the study is that the future of Afghan migration to Iran cannot
be explained by any single driver. Instead, alternative outcomes emerge from the
interaction between uncertainties originating in Afghanistan and strategic and policy
choices made within Iran. This systemic interpretation shifts the focus from simply
“controlling migration flows” toward governing a complex and adaptive migration
system.

The findings also demonstrate that instability in Afghanistan does not automatically
produce an unmanageable migration crisis. A development-oriented strategic
approach, comprehensive and forward-looking policymaking, effective registration
and monitoring systems, legal organization of migration flows, selective use of
migrants' human and economic capacities, and greater inter-agency coordination can
improve institutional resilience even under unfavorable external conditions. By
contrast, combining short-term reactive policymaking with predominantly restrictive
or security-centered approaches under conditions of instability may increase irregular
migration, border pressures, social polarization, institutional costs, and governance
vulnerabilities.

Migration policy should therefore be repositioned within a broader strategic
framework governing Iran-Afghanistan relations rather than treated as an isolated
administrative issue. Such a framework should incorporate scenario capacity and
sufficient flexibility to respond to changes in Afghanistan's stability, the international
position of the Taliban, and domestic Iranian policy orientations. Future research may
extend the present findings through systematic scenario development and by
combining structural analysis with Delphi techniques, system dynamics, and network
analysis. Comparative studies involving other major migrant-hosting countries in the
region may also contribute to the development of uncertainty-based migration-
governance models.
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