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beyond traditional linear frameworks. Using a systematic review method and analyzing 14
selected articles (published since 2014), this study reveals that multi-directional and multi-

stage migration has increasingly replaced traditional binary models, leading to more

Keywords: complex and diverse migratory trajectories. Structural factors, such as stricter border
Multi-stage migration policies and enhanced security controls, have significantly reshaped migration patterns.
patterns, However, instead of halting flows, these restrictive measures often divert migration toward
Systematic review, high-risk, informal routes, making patterns more complex and their outcomes more

Transit migration, contradictory. Simultaneously, migrant agency is highlighted by individual-level factors,

Onward migration, shaping a step-by-step decision-making process. Furthermore, the dominant, often
Migrant agency. Eurocentric, macro-narratives of migration tend to overlook internal and regional
dynamics. Evidence highlights the growing importance of intra-continental and multi-stage
(South-South) migrations in shaping current global trends. In Iran, too—given the long-
standing presence of Afghan migrants and frequent fluctuation in national migration
policies—similar multi-stage patterns are emerging. In conclusion, the findings suggest that
recognizing the multi-directional and processual nature of modern migration is essential
for a realistic understanding of migration today. The study highlights the critical need for

adopting flexible, nuanced, and multidimensional approaches to migration policymaking.

Introduction

In recent decades, the phenomenon of migration has shifted away from classical and linear patterns, becoming one of
the most complex and dynamic global processes. Earlier studies often analyzed migration using simplified dualistic

frameworks such as origin-destination, forced-voluntary, or legal-illegal. While these linear models helped describe
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traditional waves of migration, they fall short in explaining the current reality, where migration involves multi-stage
and complex pathways. Structural factors—such as increasingly restrictive border policies and heightened security
controls—combined with individual agency and step-by-step decision-making by migrants, have led to the emergence

of new migration patterns that cannot be adequately explained by traditional analytical frameworks.

Recognizing this shift, the present study suggests that restrictive migration policies do not necessarily stop
migration flows; instead, they tend to complicate migration patterns and generate contradictory outcomes. Moreover,
the dominant Eurocentric and grand narrative of migration have often ignored internal and regional dynamics,
particilarly South-South migration flows. In the case of Iran, given the long-standing presence of Afghan migrants and
the fluctuating nature of migration-related policies, phenomena resembling stepwise migration patterns are emerging.

Against this backdrop, the study employs a systematic review approach to address the following key question:
What are the main features of emerging migration patterns identified in research since 2014? Specifically, the paper
explores the driving factors, outcomes, and Iran’s role within these new trends. The conceptual framework is based
on the "stepwise migration" model, which highlights the interaction between structural forces (such as policies and
conflict) and migrant agency (like personal decisions and social networks). This model views migration not as a one-

time event but as an ongoing process involving pauses, secondary relocations, and ongoing decision-making.
Methods and Data

This study uses a systematic review methodology to analyze emerging migration patterns. The systematic review
approach seeks to comprehensively identify, assess, synthesize, and integrate all relevant studies on a specific topic
to develope an accurate typology of migration patterns and trends. Data collection and analysis were carried out

following the PRISMA (Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses) protocol.

In the initial phase, a set of targeted keywords—including transit migration, circular migration, fragmented
migration, immobility, irregular migration, secondary movement, and stepwise migration—was used to search
international databases including Web of Science, Scopus, Wiley, Science Direct, Springer, and EBSCO. This initial
search yielded 373 articles. After removing duplicates, 332 articles remained for preliminary screening. In the next
step, reviewing the abstracts led to the exclusion of 109 irrelevant articles. Among the remaining 223 articles, full-
text evaluations excluded 138 additional studies.

The exclusion criteria included: articles not written in English, studies publised before 2014, those focusing on
classical or binary migration models, internal migration, or topics such as integration or climate change without a
direct link to migration patterns. Ultimately, 14 articles directly addressing emerging migration patterns were selected
for the final qualitative review and analysis.

Findings

The analysis of the 14 selected articles revealed a paradigmatic shift in migration studies over the past decade, shifting
from binary models to fragmented, multi-dimensional approaches. The traditional linear and static origin—destination
framework is increasingly replaced by a dynamic, multi-step, and non-linear perspective. The emerging migration
patterns identified in this review include transit migration, irregular migration, fragmented migration, circular
migration, stepwise migration, and secondary movements. These patterns challenge classical migration concepts,
emphasizing the processual, complex, and multi-dimensional nature of human mobility .

The driving forces behind these new patterns can be analyzed at two interrelated levels: structural and agentive.
On the structural level, key determinants include restrictive border policies, the securitization of migration, the
externalization of border control, and political and economic crises. Instead of stopping migration flows, such
measures have diverted them toward informal and high-risk routes, inadvertently strengthening human smuggling
networks.

At the agentive level, migrants are not passive actors. Instead, they actively resist constraints and employ
creative strategies to navigate their journeys, relying on personal resources, transnational social networks, and
communication technologies. The dynamic interaction between structure and agency forms the core of these new
migration patterns, highlighting a more nuanced understanding of migration in contemporary contexts.
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The consequences of these emerging migration patterns are both complex and contradictory. On one side, there
are disruptive outcomes such as increased migration-related risks, exposure to violence, detention, and prolonged
periods of liminality and uncertainty. On the other side, empowering outcomes have also been documented, including
the growth of informal economies in transit regions, the development of collective identities, skill acquisition, greater
awareness and agency among migrants, and the creationg of resistance strategies. These findings indicate that single-
faceted policy approaches are inadequate to address the diverse nature of modern migration. In the case of Iran,
evidence suggests that, due to legal and economic restrictions, some Afghan migrants see the country not as a final
destination but as a temporary transit point within a broader multi-stage migration pathways toward other countries.

This highlights the increasing prevalence of multi-stage migration patterns within this population.
Discussion and Conclusion

This study, based on a systematic review of recent literature, reveals a major shift in migration patterns—from
traditional linear and binary models (e.g., origin—destination models) to complex, dynamic, and fragmented models,
including transit migration, stepwise migration, and fragmented mobility. This transformation is the result of an
ongoing interaction between macro-level structures (like restrictive border policies and political and economic
instability) and micro-level migrant agency (such as incremental decision-making, use of transnational networks, and
digital technologies).

The findings challenge the common view of migrants as passive victims, showing instead that migrants are
active agents who adapt, change routes, and seek alternatives when faced with obstacles. This new view highlights
the need for more detailed and layered migration policies that consider both structural factors and migrants' strategic
agency.

The findings of this study have important implications for policymaking and future research in Iran. First,
control-focused policies centered solely on border closures have proved not only ineffective in stopping migration
flows but also produced unintended consequences, including diversification of informal routes and heightened human
risks. This highlights the need for multidimensional, flexible, and evidence-based migration policies that recognize
and incorporate migrant agency. Second, although some domestic studies have implicitly examined certain dynamics
among Afghan migrants in Iran, there remains a clear research gap in systematically analyzing multi-stage migration
patterns in Iran. Future research in Iran should go beyond the narrow focus on traditional migration models and
instead explore the following areas:

1. Conducting longitudinal and qualitative studies to better understand stepwise migration trajectories and

patterns of temporary return;

2. Investigating the role of social networks and digital technologies in shaping migrants' decision-making

processes;

3. Critically assessing the impact of domestic policies—particularly the shifting policies toward Afghan

migrants—on the formation of complex migration patterns.

Employing qualitative methods such as in-depth interviews and ethnography can offer a deeper understanding
of migrants’ lived experiences and adaptive strategies within the Iranian context.

Ultimately, a detailed understanding of these emerging migration patterns is essential for designing more
humane and effective migration policies—policies that minimize human costs while leveraging economic and cultural

opportunities.
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