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Abstract

Technological transformations and the expansion of the digital economy ecosystem
have fundamentally reshaped the classical patterns of elite migration in the health
sector. Today, physicians, researchers, and healthcare professionals can participate
in international medical services and global research projects through telemedicine
platforms and virtual collaborations—without physical relocation. This study aims
to provide a strategic analysis of the future scenarios of Iranian health elites'
migration within the platform economy. Employing a descriptive—analytical and
futures studies approach, the research utilizes Cross-Impact Analysis (CIA) to

identify key variables and construct plausible future scenarios. The findings

indicate that, under current conditions, Iran's health elite migration lies in a semi-
critical state of "survival under constraint." In this context, a portion of health
professionals remain in the country but operate globally via digital health
technologies. Nevertheless, weak communication infrastructures, regulatory
restrictions, and macroeconomic instability hinder the full realization of this

potential. The results highlight that smart health governance, the strengthening of
digital health infrastructure, and the creation of motivational and incentive
frameworks for medical elites can pave the way from a crisis-prone state toward a

model of "brain circulation" and sustainable enhancement of national human
capital in healthcare.
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Extended Abstract

Purpose

Today, the concept of “place” is undergoing a profound redefinition. For centuries,
geography was destiny; national borders shaped the fundamental framework of
identity, opportunity, and economic activity. The labor market, innovation
ecosystems, and social interactions were all confined within the boundaries of
physical sovereignty. Yet, the rise of the platform economy as a disruptive force
has challenged this long-standing paradigm. Global digital platforms—from
freelance marketplaces such as Upwork and Toptal to knowledge-based networks
like GitHub and Kaggle—are constructing a "secondary realm," a transnational
ecosystem where capital, knowledge, and talent circulate with far less friction than
in the physical world. This global transformation has propelled the classical
phenomenon of elite migration into a new stage of complexity. In the past,
migration meant the physical relocation of individuals from one geographic point
to another; today, we are witnessing the emergence of new patterns of "movement."
Top talents no longer need to cross physical borders to access opportunities. They
can remain in their home countries while participating in international projects,
earning foreign income, and integrating into global professional communities. This
phenomenon—what may be termed "platform presence"—has blurred the boundary
between staying and leaving, fundamentally reshaping the power dynamics
between nation-states and the new actors of the digital sphere. Within this rapidly
transforming global landscape, Iran faces a distinctive mixture of challenges and
opportunities. On one hand, the country possesses one of the largest populations of
young, educated, and technology-oriented professionals in the region—a valuable
human capital that serves as the driving force behind any knowledge-based
economy. On the other hand, Iran struggles with structural constraints in its
domestic economy and persistent barriers to engagement with the global economic
system. This contrast has rendered the platform-based economy ecosystem a dual
space for Iranian elites: simultaneously a "lifeline" that enables them to circumvent
internal limitations and connect to global opportunities, and a "gateway" that
facilitates and accelerates their physical migration abroad. The principal purpose of
this study is therefore to map and analyze plausible future scenarios for the
migration of Iranian elites within the platform economy ecosystem. To this end, the
paper pursues one central question: how might Iran's current and future policies
toward the Internet and global platforms—ranging from interactive to restrictive
approaches—combined with the degree of elite engagement and dependence on
these digital ecosystems, shape divergent futures for the country's political
economy?

Design/methodology/approach

The present study is applied in purpose and descriptive—analytical in method,
employing a futures studies approach. Aimed at mapping plausible scenarios for
the future of elite migration in interaction with the platform economy, the research
integrates a combination of qualitative and quantitative techniques. Data collection
was conducted through both library-based and field methods, and analysis was
performed using cross-impact analysis techniques supported by the specialized
software tools Micmac and Scenario Wizard. In the first stage, variables and
driving forces influencing the research topic were identified through a
comprehensive literature review. These drivers were subsequently validated and
refined via expert interviews. In the next step, the final set of variables was
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organized in the form of a cross-impact matrix questionnaire, the results of which
were analyzed in Micmac to determine the key variables of the study. Thereafter,
for each key variable, alternative states ranging from critical to desirable were
formulated and presented to experts through another researcher-designed cross-
impact questionnaire, enabling them to evaluate the interrelations among these
states. Finally, the data obtained from these questionnaires were processed using
Scenario Wizard, where consistency analysis was applied to extract and interpret
coherent and plausible scenarios for the future trajectories of elite migration. A
comprehensive identification of key variables and driving forces was conducted
across four dimensions: economic (8 variables), political and legal (8 variables),
infrastructure and technology (7 variables), and social (12 variables), resulting in a
total of 35 identified variables.

Findings

The data analysis indicates that the most plausible future involves the emergence of
a transitional, complex, and paradoxical condition—a scenario characterized by
chronic economic instability, high inflation, and severe currency fluctuations. This
condition creates a substantial and persistent gap between the value of foreign and
national income, emerging as the most powerful motivational driver for elites to
orient their professional activities toward international markets and foreign
currency earnings. Such foreign income functions as a protective shield against the
erosion of purchasing power caused by the devaluation of the national currency,
thereby securing their economic survival at a level substantially higher than the
societal average. In effect, earning foreign currency enables elites to cover essential
living costs and, in many cases, exceed them, providing a relative margin of
security that discourages immediate or definitive decisions to emigrate.

However, access to and liquidation of foreign income face serious structural
obstacles. Due to the absence of official international banking channels, elites are
compelled to rely on intermediary companies and indirect financial solutions.
While these channels make international transactions possible, they simultaneously
expose elites to operational risk, high transaction costs, and constant uncertainty.
Consequently, significant time, energy, and resources are diverted away from their
core activities toward managing financial processes and navigating restrictions.
These difficulties are further aggravated by the state of Iran's digital infrastructure.
The low quality and unstable connectivity of the Internet—marked by recurrent
disruptions and unreliable speed—constitute an everyday and exhausting barrier.
This infrastructural weakness not only reduces productivity but also undermines
professional credibility in global interactions and escalates indirect operational
costs for those working remotely from inside Iran. Within this tense ecosystem, an
important intangible asset operates as a moderating factor: the social status of
elites. They enjoy substantial public respect and esteem, serving as a psychological
anchor and a non-monetary source of motivation. Nevertheless, this social prestige
does not translate into tangible or institutional support from governing structures.
The gap between symbolic social recognition and lack of structural backing thus
becomes a major source of systemic frustration.

Ultimately, the interaction of these contradictory forces produces a future
defined by persistent limbo. Elites find themselves neither in a total crisis urging
immediate departure nor in sufficient stability to pursue long-term planning.
Consequently, their decision to stay or leave is not a final choice but a continuous
cost-benefit calculation. They maintain their base in Iran yet keep foreign
alternatives constantly accessible and strategically activated as potential escape
routes. This future does not represent a decisive victory for either the forces
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encouraging retention or those driving emigration; rather, it constitutes a fragile
equilibrium in which opposing dynamics neutralize each other without being
eliminated. The dichotomy between "remote brain circulation” and “physical
migration” loses its efficiency. In practice, the likely future is neither of these states
in a pure form but rather a hybrid mixture. Realizing the idea of remote circulation
presupposes stability, reliable infrastructure, and transparent financial and legal
channels—conditions that are currently absent. The activities of elites therefore
resemble continuous crisis management more than structured, constructive
participation. Simultaneously, the appeal of foreign currency income postpones full
and immediate emigration for a considerable portion of this group, turning
migration into a permanent contingency—a standing alternative always under
consideration.

Research limitations/implications

This study has several limitations that should be acknowledged. First, the futures
studies approach, while robust for scenario building, relies on expert judgments
that may be subject to biases and may not fully capture the complexity of real-
world dynamics. Second, the identification of 35 variables, while comprehensive,
may not exhaustively cover all possible driving forces affecting elite migration in
the platform economy. Third, the study's focus on the Iranian context means that
findings may not be directly transferable to other countries with different political,
economic, and technological environments. Fourth, the rapid pace of change in
digital platforms and Internet governance means that scenarios may require
frequent updating. Accordingly, it is suggested that future research conduct
comparative studies across different countries to identify contextual factors that
moderate the relationship between platform economy participation and elite
migration, update and refine the scenario framework periodically as new data and
technological developments emerge, conduct empirical studies surveying elites
directly to validate the identified driving forces and scenario assumptions, and
explore the specific experiences of different elite subgroups (e.g., by profession,
age, gender) to capture intra-group variations.

Practical implications

Building on the empirical findings, the study offers practical implications for
Iranian policymakers, economic planners, and digital governance authorities. The
findings suggest that addressing the structural obstacles to elite participation in the
platform economy—particularly the absence of official international banking
channels, unstable Internet infrastructure, and regulatory uncertainty—could
significantly alter the migration calculus of elites. Policy interventions that improve
Internet quality and stability, establish transparent and accessible financial channels
for foreign currency income, and provide regulatory stability for digital businesses
could transform the current "limbo" scenario into a more favorable outcome.
Additionally, recognizing the strategic importance of the platform economy for
retaining elite talent, policymakers should consider developing targeted programs
that support elite engagement with global platforms while addressing the
operational and psychological costs of remote work from Iran. The study also
highlights the need for a coherent national strategy toward the platform economy
that balances security concerns with the imperative of retaining human capital.

Social implications

The study reframes elite migration not merely as a matter of individual choice but
as a complex systemic phenomenon shaped by the interplay of economic, political,
technological, and social forces. For Iranian society, the findings highlight a
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widening divide between the state and elite groups. To sustain themselves, elites
increasingly construct autonomous, parallel operational spaces—digital enclaves
supported by alternative tools and informal networks—thereby maintaining relative
independence from the formal economy. This phenomenon strengthens a skill-
based shadow economy which, though effective for individual survival, fosters
alienation from governance structures and diminishes social belonging and civic
responsibility in the long term. The study warns that such an erosive future will
trap the nation's most valuable resource—its talented human capital—in a perpetual
struggle for mere survival rather than constructive innovation, turning potential
engines of development into actors preoccupied with sustaining existence within an
uncertain and turbulent environment. At the level of overall policy, the central
recommendation is to recognize that the platform economy is not merely an
economic phenomenon but a social and political force that fundamentally reshapes
the relationship between citizens, elites, and the state.

Originality/value

The novelty of the paper lies in offering the first comprehensive futures study that
specifically maps and analyzes plausible scenarios for the migration of Iranian
elites within the platform economy ecosystem. In contrast to prior studies, which
have either addressed elite migration in traditional terms (physical relocation) or
examined the platform economy in isolation from migration dynamics, this
research provides a systematic and multidimensional scenario framework that
integrates 35 variables across economic, political-legal, infrastructural-
technological, and social dimensions. The identification of the "limbo" scenario—
characterized by fragile equilibrium, chronic uncertainty, and continuous cost-
benefit calculation—offers a novel conceptualization of the elite migration
phenomenon in the digital age. The study's integration of cross-impact analysis and
scenario planning methodologies provides a rigorous and replicable approach for
future research in this domain. Its value accrues to policymakers, economic
planners, digital governance authorities, researchers interested in migration studies
and platform economy dynamics, and elites themselves who are navigating these
complex choices.

Keywords: Elite migration, platform economy, futures studies, scenario planning,
brain drain, digital governance, Iran, remote work, cross-impact analysis.
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