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Abstract

Reports and statistics on brain drain from Iran indicate a surge in the tendency of
highly skilled individuals to emigrate following the COVID-19 pandemic.
According to the World Bank, Iran loses an estimated $50 billion annually due to
this phenomenon. This study aims to identify the root causes of brain drain and
propose solutions to mitigate its impact. Employing a meta-synthesis approach, the
researchers analyzed relevant Persian and English research articles published
between the start of the pandemic (2019) and March of 2024. The extracted factors
contributing to brain drain and corresponding countermeasures were categorized
into six themes: economic factors, social and cultural factors, political factors,
educational system issues, urban infrastructure issues, and attractiveness of
destination countries. The findings of this meta-synthesis reveal two crucial points:
1) Social scientists have made minimal contributions to research in this critical
social domain, especially during the post-COVID-19 era. 2) The pandemic, which
has profoundly impacted global social life, has further intensified the brain drain
phenomenon. Furthermore, a comparison of the meta-synthesis results with
previous meta-analyses reveals that additional factors, including intensifying
financial instability, economic deterioration, country risk, human development, and
globalization, have emerged as key drivers of brain drain from Iran.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction

In today's competitive world, retaining skilled professionals is crucial for a nation's
scientific and economic progress. However, the phenomenon of brain drain, where
educated individuals emigrate, poses a significant challenge. This study examines the
impact of COVID-19 on brain drain from Iran, with a particular focus on the
economic costs and the underlying reasons behind this trend. Iranian brain drain
carries a hefty economic burden, with the World Bank estimating annual losses of $50
billion. A recent survey conducted in May and June 2021 among students, graduates,
doctors, nurses, professors, researchers, and startup entrepreneurs revealed a
concerning rise in emigration desires following the COVID-19 pandemic. Notably,
55% of startup activists and 37% of students and graduates expressed no intention of

returning to Iran.

Data and Method

This study employed a meta-synthesis method, utilizing the PRISMA protocol, to
extract the causes of elite migration and potential solutions. Scientific research articles
published between 2019 (shortly after the official COVID announcement) and March
2024 were evaluated. The search encompassed Iranian databases (Normags, Ensani,
Jihad University's scientific information database, and Irandoc), as well as

"won

international sources (Google Scholar). Keywords included "migration," "escape,"
"brain drain," and "elites" in both English and Farsi. Articles were then refined based
on three criteria: relevance to the Iranian brain drain, status as scientific research, and
publication date after the COVID-19 crisis (2019 onwards). After removing irrelevant
articles, 18 Persian and 3 English articles remained. A search for relevant Persian
theses yielded one candidate; however, the full text was unavailable, leading to its
exclusion from the analysis. The remaining 21 articles were thoroughly reviewed, and
their content was coded using MAXQDA 2020 qualitative data analysis software.
Coding followed a three-stage approach (open, axial, and selective), resulting in 264
codes across all the articles. To ensure the accuracy of data coding and analysis, a

second analyst provided supervision.
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Findings

The research community's focus on elite migration over the past four COVID-19
years hasn't shown a significant yearly increase. Interestingly, over half of the studies
were authored by men, reflecting a persistent gender gap in research on this topic,
compared to a decade ago. Notably, the fields of medicine, natural sciences, and
political science contributed the most researchers to the topic, aligning with the
observed emigration trends among medical professionals. This suggests a potential
lack of participation from social scientists, whose insights could be invaluable.
Furthermore, research methods lacked significant diversity, with 62% relying on
descriptive-analytical and library approaches. Only eight studies employed

quantitative or qualitative field methods to generate new data.

The analysis categorized the factors driving elite migration into economic, social,
and cultural, political, educational system and structure issues, urban planning
shortcomings, and the attractiveness of destination countries. Solutions to mitigate
brain drain were proposed based on these identified causes. Comparing these factors
with pre-COVID meta-analyses revealed a significant impact of the pandemic. New
reasons for emigration emerged, including intensified financial instability, economic
deterioration, national risk concerns, and the influence of globalization. This
comparison suggests that existing policies haven't effectively addressed the root causes

and might even be inadvertently contributing to the rise in brain drain.

Conclusion

The data suggests a concerning lack of substantial scientific contributions from
social scientists on this critical social issue. Additionally, only 28% of the studies
conducted in the post-COVID era employed field research methods. The overreliance
on documentary studies detaches research from the realities on the ground. This
presents a valuable opportunity for social science researchers specializing in national
surveys to delve deeper into this topic and generate field-based research that can
inform practical solutions. Furthermore, the comparison of pre- and post-COVID
migration patterns highlights the emergence of new factors, including financial
instability, national risk perception, and globalization. Addressing these evolving

reasons is crucial for developing effective strategies to curb brain drain in Iran.
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