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Abstract

Illegal migration of Afghan nationals to Iran represents one of the most significant
national challenges for Iran. It also serves as a contentious issue in the relationship
between Iran and Afghanistan, while simultaneously exposing these migrants to
various vulnerabilities. The primary objective of this study is to examine the
challenges faced by undocumented Afghan migrants within a social process
framework. Using a grounded theory approach, this research was conducted
through semi-structured interviews with Afghan migrants residing in Tehran. A
total of 21 participants were selected via purposive sampling until theoretical
saturation was reached. Data analysis was performed using a three-step coding
process (open, axial, and selective coding), resulting in the identification of 180
concepts, 25 subcategories, and, ultimately, 5 core categories derived from the
relationships between subcategories: imposed constraints, unlawful actions, and
high-risk experiences (as conditions); multidimensional deprivation (as
consequences); adaptability (as strategies); and life in the shadows (as the central
phenomenon). The overall findings of this research indicate that undocumented
Afghan migrants in Tehran face multifaceted and high-risk challenges, pushing
their lives to the margins of society. To mitigate these challenges, effective
policies are required to manage legal migration, block illegal migration routes,
and combat trafficking networks. Additionally, improving living conditions,
regularizing the status of migrants, and providing opportunities for adaptation can
contribute to reducing social harm.
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Introduction

Migration is a historical, social, and
multidimensional phenomenon that has always
accompanied human existence and has played
a fundamental role in social, economic, and
cultural transformations of societies. In
Afghanistan, migration has increased
significantly in recent decades due to
prolonged wars, political and economic
instability, and the lack of employment
opportunities. A substantial proportion of
Afghan citizens have migrated to neighboring
countries, particularly Iran, such that more than
500,000 Afghan migrants entered Iran in 2021
alone.

Geographical proximity, religious and cultural
affinities, relatively low travel costs, and the
Iranian government’s relative support policies
are among the main factors attracting Afghan
migrants to Iran. Nevertheless, Afghan
migrants in lran face numerous challenges,
including problems related to legal residence,
housing, education, healthcare, employment,
and cultural conflicts. In many cases, these
challenges lead to negative consequences such
as lawbreaking behaviors, social disruptions,
and the formation of negative attitudes toward
the host government and society.

In addition to these issues, irregular migration
entails more severe risks, including various
forms of human exploitation, organ trafficking,
and exposure to unsafe and insecure
conditions. Therefore, a systematic and
scientific examination of this phenomenon and
the identification of its underlying factors are
essential for improving migrants’ living
conditions and reducing negative social
consequences. The present study adopts a
qualitative approach to explore the challenges
faced by Afghan migrants in Tehran.
Undocumented migrants in Iran, beyond the
dangers encountered during the migration
journey, face problems such as the lack of
identity documents, restricted access to
banking  services, and exposure to
discriminatory and inappropriate  social
behaviors. The aim of this study is to identify
and analyze these challenges scientifically and
to propose solutions for improving migrants’
conditions, thereby contributing to more
effective migration management and the
design of efficient intervention programs.

Osmani et al. (2026)

Materials and Methods

This study was conducted using an interpretive
approach with the aim of understanding and
explaining the challenges experienced by
undocumented Afghan migrants in the city of
Tehran. The research design is qualitative, and
its theoretical framework is grounded in
grounded theory methodology. Purposive
sampling based on the principle of maximum
variation was employed among undocumented
migrants, and participant selection continued
until theoretical saturation was achieved. Data
were collected through semi-structured
interviews and analyzed using open and axial
coding techniques to facilitate the development
of a comprehensive theoretical model. To
enhance the credibility and rigor of the
findings, trustworthiness criteria in qualitative
research and the evaluation strategies proposed
by Creswell and Miller were applied.

Discussion and Findings

The findings indicate that undocumented
Afghan migrants in Iran face a complex and
interrelated set of challenges, the most
significant of which is the incompatibility of
their residency status with the laws of the host
society and their deprivation of fundamental
human rights. Their undocumented status
intensifies  feelings  of  powerlessness,
insecurity, and social devaluation, while
severely restricting access to basic services.
Under such conditions, the absence of effective
support institutions deprives migrants of the
ability to claim and defend their rights, placing
them under constant threat of arrest and
deportation. Although some migrants attempt
to improve their living conditions through
creative strategies, these efforts are often
constrained by structural, legal, and social
limitations and rarely lead to sustainable
outcomes.

“High-risk experience,” identified as another
core category, refers to migrants’ exposure to
dangerous routes, border violence, and harsh
conditions throughout the migration process—
experiences that result in significant physical,
psychological, and social consequences. Many
migrants are compelled to accept serious risks,
such as traveling in unsafe vehicles and facing
direct gunfire, in order to cross insecure
borders. Moreover, within the host society,
they encounter discrimination and social
stigmatization, which exclude them from
active participation in social activities. This
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situation exacerbates feelings of isolation,
insecurity, and alienation, profoundly affecting
migrants’ mental health. “Imposed
constraints,” as a core category and a set of
causal conditions, encompass widespread
insecurity in Afghanistan, economic and
educational hardships, and, simultaneously, the
relative pull factors of Iran that compel
individuals to migrate. War, security threats,
limited employment opportunities, and lack of
access to  education—particularly  for
women—constitute major push factors in the
country of origin. Conversely, cultural and
linguistic proximity makes Iran a relatively
attractive destination for migrants; however,
upon arrival, migrants often face numerous
structural constraints that challenge their initial
expectations. “Multidimensional deprivation,”
identified as a major consequence of irregular
migration, includes the lack of access to
citizenship rights and basic services such as
education, healthcare, and housing. Migrants
are typically pushed into low-income,
informal, and insecure jobs and are excluded
from legal protections. Marginalized living
conditions and social isolation weaken their
familial and cultural ties, while constant fear of
arrest prevents the formation of a stable and
secure life. In this context, declining social
capital further increases migrants’
vulnerability to discrimination, exploitation,
and injustice.

Finally, in order to survive, migrants are
compelled to adopt strategies of “adaptability”
and flexibility in their lifestyles. By
conforming to the norms of the host society and
enduring discrimination and unfair conditions,
they strive to meet basic needs such as
employment and housing. Some migrants
attempt to regularize their residency status,
while others, under intense structural and
social pressures, are forced to leave the host
society. These actions reflect a form of
enforced adaptability aimed at coping with
adverse conditions and seeking a less
precarious mode of existence.

Conclusion

The results of this study demonstrate that
undocumented Afghan migrants in Tehran face
multidimensional and structural challenges, the
primary roots of which lie in their irregular
residency status and the lack of formal
institutional support. The absence of legal
documentation and official protection pushes

Osmani et al. (2026)

migrants into hidden forms of living and
informal labor markets, exposing them to
exploitation, poverty, life-threatening risks,
and interactions with human-smuggling
networks. This situation is, on the one hand, a
consequence of Afghanistan’s severe political,
economic, and security conditions, and on the
other hand, the result of restrictive policies in
the destination country that force migrants
toward dangerous and informal pathways.

To cope with these conditions, migrants resort
to strategies such as attempting social
integration or legalizing their residency status;
however, these efforts are often met with
serious legal, institutional, and social barriers.
Therefore, reducing the harms associated with
irregular migration requires the formulation
and implementation of comprehensive
migration policies, the strengthening of legal
protections, the prevention of exploitation, and
the establishment of effective mechanisms to
facilitate migrants’ social integration into the
host society.
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