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Abstract

Background and Aim: The "feminization of migration" has assumed new dimensions in recent years, particularly
among healthcare professionals. In Iran, this phenomenon holds heightened significance given the structural,
professional, and gender-based inequalities within the healthcare system. This study systematically identifies and
analyzes the factors shaping the migration intentions and actions of female healthcare workers based on existing
empirical evidence.

Data and Method: A systematic review was conducted by searching national (2005-2025) and international (2015-
2025) scientific databases. Following rigorous screening against predefined inclusion and exclusion criteria, 25 eligible
studies were selected. Extracted data were synthesized and interpreted using thematic analysis, anchored in push-
pull, human capital, and globalization theoretical frameworks.

Findings: The findings reveal that female healthcare workers' migration stems from the interaction between domestic
push factors—including low remuneration, restricted career advancement opportunities, heavy workloads, gender
discrimination, and institutional instability—and foreign pull factors, such as superior working conditions, job
security, higher quality of life, and gender equality in destination countries. Additionally, age, educational attainment,
and prior migration experience functioned as moderating variables in migration decision-making.

Conclusion: Based on the synthesized model, the migration of female healthcare workers in Iran cannot be reduced to
a mere economic reaction. Rather, it reflects the structural and gendered limitations of the health system in offering
sustainable professional and social horizons for female specialists. Within this context, migration represents a strategic
mechanism to reclaim professional and social agency, rather than simply a loss of human capital.

Keywords: Female healthcare professionals; Migration; Healthcare workforce; International migration; Iran.

Key Message: The migration of female healthcare workers reflects shifting professional and gender expectations
among Iranian female specialists—a process whose ramifications extend beyond human capital flight to directly
impact health system sustainability and social policy-making.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The international migration of health professionals has emerged as a major challenge for
health systems in many low- and middle-income countries. In Iran, this phenomenon has
increasingly taken on a gendered character, particularly among women employed in the
health sector. Women'’s migration cannot be explained solely by economic factors—such as
inadequate salaries—or by individual career ambitions. Instead, it reflects a complex social
process shaped by the intersection of gender inequalities, institutional uncertainty, restricted
professional opportunities, and limited recognition of women’s expertise and contributions.

Female health professionals, particularly nurses and physicians, play a central role in
sustaining and reproducing the healthcare system. However, when their educational
achievements and professional commitments fail to translate into equitable career
opportunities, job security, or meaningful advancement, migration may become a rational and
strategic response to perceived constraints. In this context, migration represents not only a
search for improved economic conditions but also an attempt to achieve professional dignity,
autonomy, and greater control over one’s future.

This study examines the feminization of international migration among the Iranian health
workforce through a systematic review of existing evidence on the factors shaping women'’s
migration intentions and decisions. Rather than simply categorizing these factors as isolated
push and pull forces, the study seeks to understand how economic, professional, social,
cultural, and institutional conditions interact with gendered structures to shape migration
trajectories. From a sociological perspective, women’s migration from the health sector is
closely related to unequal access to opportunities, gendered labour market structures, and
declining confidence in institutional support. Accordingly, this review develops a
multidimensional interpretation of female health workforce migration in Iran by emphasizing
its structural and gender-specific foundations, rather than relying solely on purely economic
explanations.

Methods and Data

This study used a systematic review design with thematic synthesis. The search strategy
covered both Iranian and international databases, including studies published in Persian-
language sources between 2005 and 2025 and in English-language sources between 2015 and
2025. The search terms were designed to identify relevant research on international
migration, health workforce mobility, brain drain, female health professionals, women
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healthcare workers, nurses’ migration, physicians’ migration, migration intentions, push and
pull factors, and gender and migration.

The review adopted a broad conceptual scope, including not only studies directly examining
women’s migration from the health sector but also research on educated women, highly
skilled groups, and comparable populations, with findings that offered theoretical and
analytical insights relevant to the present study. After removing duplicates and systematically
screening titles, abstracts, and full texts, 25 studies were selected according to the inclusion
criteria. The included studies employed qualitative, quantitative, and mixed-methods
approaches. Most focused on nurses, physicians, medical students, or highly educated women,
while a smaller proportion specifically examined migration among women working in
healthcare professions.

The methodological quality of the included studies was assessed using appraisal tools
appropriate to each study design, including the Critical Appraisal Skills Programme (CASP)
checklist for qualitative research. Thematic synthesis was then used to identify recurring
patterns, compare findings across studies, and develop analytically meaningful themes.

The interpretation of findings was informed by an integrated theoretical framework. Push-
pull theory was used to examine how unfavourable conditions in the country of origin and
perceived opportunities in destination countries influence migration decisions. Human capital
theory provided a framework for understanding migration as a response to limited
institutional returns on educational and professional investments. Gender-sensitive migration
perspectives highlighted the influence of discrimination, gendered expectations, and unequal
opportunities for professional advancement. Finally, globalization theory offered a broader
lens for examining how transnational labour markets and global professional imaginaries
contribute to making international migration increasingly visible, desirable, and attainable for
educated women in the health professions.

Findings
The thematic synthesis identified five major clusters of factors that influence women's
migration from Iran’s health sector.

The first and most consistently reported theme was economic dissatisfaction coupled with
professional stagnation. Across the reviewed studies, female healthcare workers frequently
described a growing mismatch between their educational qualifications, professional
responsibilities, and the material and symbolic rewards available to them in Iran. Low income,
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declining purchasing power, job insecurity, and limited opportunities for career advancement
contributed to a growing sense of frustration and professional disillusionment. In this context,
migration was rarely portrayed as an impulsive choice; rather, it emerged as a calculated
response to the limited institutional recognition of women’s professional expertise. Many
women interpreted their future prospects in Iran through the lens of constrained mobility, in
which high educational attainment did not necessarily lead to professional recognition,
advancement, or a clear career trajectory.

The second major theme concerned the quality of the work environment and experiences of
institutional exhaustion. Across the reviewed studies, healthcare workers reported heavy
workloads, staff shortages, inadequate organizational resources, and insufficient managerial
support. These conditions contributed to burnout, declining job satisfaction, and weakened
attachment to healthcare institutions. Importantly, qualitative studies suggested that many
women did not perceive these challenges as temporary difficulties but rather as enduring
characteristics of the organizational culture within health institutions. Under these
circumstances, migration represented an opportunity to leave behind persistent workplace
pressures and seek professional environments where effort, expertise, and responsibility are
accompanied by greater organizational support and recognition.

The third theme concerned gender inequality and women’s pursuit of professional agency.
The reviewed literature indicates that female healthcare professionals often encountered both
explicit and subtle forms of gender-based disadvantage, particularly in relation to promotion
opportunities, access to leadership positions, and recognition of professional authority. These
inequalities were frequently linked to broader expectations surrounding women'’s caregiving
responsibilities, family roles, and socially appropriate behaviour. Consequently, migration
was not understood merely as a means of achieving better economic conditions; for many
women, it also represented a pathway to restoring professional identity and challenging
experiences of symbolic undervaluation. Leaving Iran was often framed as an attempt to enter
environments where women'’s expertise and professional contributions would receive greater
recognition.

The fourth theme highlighted how macro-level instability shapes migration intentions.
Economic uncertainty, political unpredictability, institutional instability, and concerns about
family futures contributed to a widespread perception of insecurity. Several studies found
that women increasingly viewed long-term planning in Iran as difficult, as future conditions
appeared uncertain and hard to anticipate. This uncertainty extended beyond employment
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concerns and affected broader aspects of life planning, including family formation, children's
education, housing, and overall quality of life. In this context, migration was perceived as a
strategy to achieve greater predictability, reduce future risks, and create a more secure life
trajectory.

The fifth theme concerned the symbolic and practical attractiveness of destination
countries. Across the reviewed studies, destination societies were often portrayed as places
offering greater professional opportunities, fairness, security, and quality of life. Improved
working conditions, stronger employment protections, institutional support, safer
environments, and greater gender equality contributed to the appeal of migration. However,
these motivations extended beyond economic benefits. Destination countries were also
associated with dignity, autonomy, social recognition, and a more balanced relationship
between professional and family responsibilities. In several studies, these countries were
imagined as alternative institutional environments characterized by clearer rules, greater
transparency, and fairer treatment. Individual characteristics, including age, educational
background, and previous migration experiences, influenced the importance attached to these
factors and shaped the transition from migration aspirations to concrete plans.

Overall, the findings suggest that women’s migration from Iran’s health sector is a
multidimensional process shaped by the interaction of structural constraints, gendered
experiences, and transnational opportunities. Migration does not result from a single
motivating factor; rather, it develops through the accumulation of professional dissatisfaction,
experiences of unequal recognition, and the perception that alternative futures may be more
attainable elsewhere.

Conclusion and Discussion

The findings of this systematic review demonstrate that the feminization of international
migration among Iran’s health workforce cannot be adequately explained by economic
motivations alone. Although financial dissatisfaction is an important factor, women’s
migration decisions are embedded in a broader sociological context shaped by gender
inequalities, restricted professional mobility, limited organizational support, institutional
uncertainty, and declining confidence in domestic systems. Female healthcare professionals
migrate not only in pursuit of higher incomes but also in search of professional autonomy,
social security, and institutional environments that better support their aspirations.
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From a sociological perspective, migration can be understood both as an exit from
unfavourable conditions and as a response to unequal opportunity structures. The issue is not
simply that the healthcare system loses skilled personnel; rather, it reflects the failure of
institutions to provide many female professionals with a credible pathway to recognition,
advancement, and long-term security. In this regard, migration signals a gradual weakening of
institutional trust. When professional qualifications, effort, and commitment are perceived as
insufficiently rewarded, migration becomes an understandable and rational strategy through
which women seek to regain control over their future.

The findings also highlight important policy considerations. Strategies to retain female
healthcare workers should go beyond financial incentives. Effective retention requires
addressing the institutional conditions that drive migration, including transparent promotion
mechanisms, equitable compensation, manageable workloads, supportive organizational
cultures, gender-responsive leadership, and meaningful opportunities for women’s
participation in decision-making. Policies that strengthen work-life balance and provide
greater family support may also reduce the perception that migration is the only pathway to
professional dignity and personal stability.

More broadly, this study suggests that the concept of “brain drain” offers only a partial
explanation for women'’s migration from Iran’s health sector. The process involves not only
the movement of skilled professionals but also a gradual decline in confidence in domestic
institutional arrangements. For many female healthcare workers, migration is an effort to
preserve professional identity, expand future possibilities, and pursue a more equitable social
environment. This interpretation contributes to sociological debates on gender, labour, and
mobility by showing that migration is shaped not only by objective economic and institutional
conditions but also by how these conditions are experienced, interpreted, and evaluated by
female professionals themselves.

Ethical Considerations
Compliance with Ethical Guidelines

This study was conducted as a systematic review of previously published research and did
not involve direct contact with human participants; therefore, informed consent was not
applicable. Nevertheless, the study strictly adhered to academic ethical standards by ensuring
accurate citations, faithful interpretation of original findings, appropriate acknowledgment of
primary authors, and rigorous synthesis of evidence without misrepresentation. No
confidential, sensitive, or personally identifiable data were collected or analyzed.
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