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In recent decades, the field of international education and academic
mobility has undergone a significant transformation, marked by a shift
from temporary student mobility to long-term student migration. This
shift reflects broader global socio-economic and political changes,
evolving immigration policies in destination countries, and the
aspirations of international students. This study focuses on Iranian
students, analyzing the dynamics and key factors contributing to the
transition from academic mobility to student migration. By employing a
mixed-method approach—combining quantitative and qualitative
research, theoretical modeling, and policy analysis—this research
examines the changing patterns of student mobility in Iran. Analytical
and comparative methods, along with international data analysis and
the integration of push-pull theory, human capital theory, and network
theory, help provide a deeper understanding of the complex dynamics
driving student migration. The findings highlight that economic, social,
and political challenges, along with limited job opportunities in Iran, act
as push factors, while favorable immigration policies, high-quality
education systems, and attractive labor market opportunities in host
countries serve as pull factors. The study reveals a remarkable increase
in the number of Iranian students studying abroad in recent years,
accompanied by a shift in preferred destinations—from traditional
choices like the United States to emerging destinations such as Turkey.
This research views the growing trend of Iranian student migration not
merely as an educational endeavor but as a strategic investment for
long-term residency and career advancement abroad. By offering
insights into the evolving relationship between education and
international migration, this study contributes to the academic literature
on student mobility and migration while providing valuable
perspectives for researchers and policymakers in both sending and
receiving  countries.  Finally, the study proposes policy
recommendations, including facilitating brain circulation and
enhancing international collaboration between origin and destination
countries, to mitigate the negative effects of student migration (brain
drain), particularly in countries like Iran, where underlying challenges
have intensified this trend.



INTRODUCTION

Over the past two decades, and especially in recent years, international education
has undergone a profound transformation, marked by a shift from "academic
mobility" to "student migration." This evolving paradigm redefines the role of
international education, moving beyond temporary academic exchanges to become
a strategic pathway for long-term settlement and career development in host
countries. This shift is driven by a complex interplay of push and pull factors. On
one hand, economic instability, political and social restrictions, and limited job
opportunities in students’ home countries serve as strong push factors compelling
them to seek education abroad. On the other hand, pull factors such as welcoming
immigration policies, world-class educational institutions, structured post-
graduation employment pathways, and higher living standards make destination
countries increasingly attractive.

Iran has witnessed a significant transformation in student migration patterns in
recent years. The growing number of Iranian students pursuing education abroad is
largely fueled by domestic economic challenges, including high inflation, rising
unemployment, and currency devaluation. These conditions reduce the incentives
for students to pursue higher education and career opportunities within Iran. At the
same time, host countries have become more appealing due to affordable education
options, streamlined immigration frameworks, and promising career prospects.
This paper examines the evolving trends in Iranian student migration, analyzing the
underlying drivers of this shift from academic mobility to long-term educational
migration. By assessing both the domestic challenges in Iran and the opportunities
in destination countries, this study provides a comprehensive understanding of how
international education is increasingly viewed as a permanent migration strategy
rather than a temporary study experience.

METHODOLOGY

This study employs a mixed-methods approach, combining quantitative and
qualitative research, theoretical modeling, and migration policy analysis to examine
the transformation of academic mobility into student migration in Iran. The use of
comparative analytical methods, international data analysis, and the application of
push-pull theory enhances the understanding of this paradigm shift. The study
integrates both quantitative and qualitative data analysis, enabling the examination
of student migration trends through statistical data and a more in-depth analysis
through policy document review. The research framework is built upon three key
theoretical models: Push-Pull Theory, which explains the economic, social, and
political forces that drive student migration; Human Capital Theory, which views
education abroad as an investment in future career prospects; and Migration
Network Theory, which emphasizes the role of social connections and established
communities in facilitating migration. Drawing on international statistical data and
qualitative descriptive analysis, this study provides a comprehensive understanding

University Studies

Vol. 2
Issue 2
Winter 2024




University Studies

Extended Abstract

of Iranian student migration trends. The deductive-analytical approach employed
in this research offers a clearer comprehension of the structural differences between
academic mobility and student migration in Iran.

FINDINGS

The findings of this study reveal profound changes in academic mobility and student
migration patterns in Iran. The number of Iranian students studying abroad has
significantly increased, reaching an unprecedented 120,000 in 2024—representing a
100% growth compared to 2019. This rapid rise within just five years is particularly
noteworthy and signals a major wave of student migration in recent years.

This trend aligns with the paradigm shift from "academic mobility" to "student
migration" among Iranian students, meaning that students are no longer seeking
merely an education abroad but are also using it as a pathway to permanent
residency and integration into the labor markets of host countries. This shift is
influenced by a combination of push factors (such as Iran’s internal economic and
social crises) and pull factors (such as attractive immigration policies and
educational and employment opportunities in destination countries).

Findings also indicate that Turkey and Italy have emerged as attractive new
destinations for Iranian students. Turkey, due to its geographical proximity, cultural
similarities, affordable tuition fees, and numerous scholarship opportunities, has become a
primary destination. Similarly, Italy has gained popularity among Iranian students.

Additionally, the transition from academic mobility to student migration is
reflected in the increasing presence of Iranian students in traditional destination
countries such as Canada, Germany, and Australia, which offer high-quality
educational opportunities and favorable immigration policies that facilitate
employment and permanent residency after graduation.

Another key finding of this study is the comparative analysis of student mobility
patterns between Iranian and Chinese students. While both groups seek high-
quality education abroad as a strategy to enhance human capital and access better
job opportunities in global and local labor markets, significant differences exist in
their migration dynamics. In China, strong domestic pull factors encourage the
return of graduates to the country, whereas in Iran, powerful internal push factors
and strong external pull factors drive sustained student migration.

Furthermore, investment in higher education in China has improved graduate
employability within domestic labor markets. However, in Iran, the accumulation of
human capital among students does not necessarily lead to better job prospects at
home due to limited employment opportunities. Consequently, Iranian students
focus on securing positions in international labor markets. Additionally, while the
Chinese diaspora plays a crucial role in facilitating the return of graduates to China,



the Iranian diaspora primarily reinforces the migration trend, encouraging Iranian
students to remain abroad rather than return home.

CONCLUSION

This paper, based on existing evidence, highlights the paradigm shift from "academic
mobility" to "student migration” among Iranian students. This change in Iran has
profound implications for the future of higher education and the country's economy. It
has not only led to an increase in Iranian student migration to various countries but has
also posed challenges for domestic policymakers. The main challenge is how to
effectively manage the student migration flow to prevent the loss of human capital.
Therefore, a key priority for Iran is to adopt innovative and effective policies to retain
and optimally utilize its human capital as soon as possible. On the other hand, for host
countries, implementing policies that not only attract international talent but also
sustainably integrate them into the labor market is crucial. Thus, understanding this
phenomenon (the paradigm of student migration) and developing appropriate
strategies to address it is vital to ensure that the benefits of student migration are
maximized for all stakeholders, both in the source and destination countries.

NOVELTY

There is a significant gap and lack of insights in the existing theoretical and empirical
literature regarding the specific factors that lead to the shift in students’ approach
from temporary mobility to long-term migration, especially in countries like Iran.
This paper, while expanding the growing literature on the relationship between
academic mobility and student migration, significantly contributes to the body of
knowledge by studying Iran, a country that has witnessed notable changes in the
migration patterns of its students. Furthermore, this paper, by analyzing the push-pull
dynamics specific to Iranian students, helps in understanding the intersection of
education, migration, and the global labor market. In this way, it contributes to a
deeper understanding of the complexity and synergy between the migration factors
and motivations in origin countries and the immigration policies in destination
countries, while also examining how these policies influence the decision-making of
migrant students. Therefore, this research, by simultaneously combining the push-
pull theory, human capital theory, and migration network theory, significantly helps
in identifying and explaining the motivations, pathways, and consequences of
international student mobility and migration across different regions of the world.
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