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ARTICLEINFO | Abstract

Article type: Comprehensive and theory-driven research addressing both the entrepreneurial
Research Paper processes of Afghan migrants and the spatial-regional disparities of this
phenomenon remains limited. This study aims to explain the process and
structure of Afghan migrant entrepreneurship within Tehran’s informal economy
and its implications for regional planning. Using Grounded Theory (Strauss and

Article history: Corbin’s approach), semi-structured in-depth interviews were conducted with 11
Received: June 16, 2026 Afghan migrant entrepreneurs, selected through purposive and theoretical
Revised: August 27, 2026 sampling across nine districts of Tehran. Simultaneously, a regional analysis was
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Published: September 28, 2026 performed based on the spatial differentiation of informal activities and urban

development documents. Following the coding process, 239 open codes, 45 axial
codes, and 12 selective codes were extracted, categorized into five groups: causal

Keywords: conditions, intervening conditions, contextual conditions, strategies, and

Migration Regional consequences. The core category identified is “Entrepreneurial Survival and
Planning Informal Dynamism based on Mutual Trust within Informal Cover Systems.” Regional
Economy Tehran City findings indicate that informal entrepreneurial patterns in southern and

southwestern Tehran are more concentrated and dependent on ethnic networks,
with over 45% of interviewees lacking legal identity—most of whom operate in
these very districts. Conversely, in the central and northern districts, patterns of
brokerage and informal services are associated with a higher level of legal
identity. From a regional planning perspective, these findings underscore the
necessity of designing distinct spatial policies for different districts of Tehran.
This research demonstrates that without accounting for intra-urban regional
differences in Tehran, uniform support policies are not only ineffective but may
also exacerbate spatial insecurity.
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Introduction

Migration is a practice undertaken
individually or collectively for various
reasons, with migrants embarking on this
journey in an effort to build a new life. Social
life, communication, characteristics, and the
way migrants are welcomed in new regions
are among the factors that influence the
transition  process from laborer to
entrepreneur. Social scientists have proposed
various theories regarding the transformation
from a worker to an entrepreneurial migrant.
By focusing on local entrepreneurial
opportunities and leveraging elements such as
ideas, skills, capital, and social -capital,
migrants can transform into more confident
entrepreneurs in their host geography—a
phenomenon observable among Afghan
entrepreneurial migrants in Iran. The
migration of Afghans to Iran has attracted the
attention of researchers from economic,
social, and cultural perspectives in recent
years. A review of the existing literature
indicates that, although numerous studies
have been conducted on the employment,
identity, and resilience of Afghan migrants,
there is a lack of comprehensive and
theoretical research that simultaneously
addresses the lived entrepreneurial experience
and the spatial-regional disparities of this
phenomenon. Aiming to explain the process
and structure of entrepreneurship among
Afghan migrants within the informal economy
of Tehran, this study seeks to generate a new
conceptual paradigm and, in its final stage,
derives the implications for regional planning
in the city of Tehran.

Methodology

Recognizing the limitations of quantitative
and traditional methods in explaining the
complex socio-economic phenomena of
migration, this study employs Grounded
Theory as an appropriate methodology for
theory generation in under-researched areas,
following the Strauss and Corbin approach,
where the theory is discovered and extracted
directly from the data. The primary focus was
on continuous and comparative coding to
reach more abstract concepts and, ultimately,
the final paradigm. The statistical population
in this study consisted of Afghan migrants
residing in Tehran with entrepreneurial
backgrounds. Consequently, to obtain optimal

and appropriate data, semi-structured in-depth
interviews—accompanied by observation and
note-taking—were conducted with 11 Afghan
migrants who were engaged in entrepreneurial
activities across 12 neighborhoods in 9
different districts of Tehran (Districts 2, 3, 4,
5, 6, 18, 19, 20, and 21). These participants
were selected through purposive and
theoretical sampling to gain access to their
subjective and semantic worlds and to
understand their perceptions and experiences
of entrepreneurship and business.
Simultaneously, a regional analysis was
conducted based on the spatial distribution of
informal activities and urban development
plan documentation.

Results and Discussion

239 open codes, 45 axial codes, and 12
selective codes were extracted, categorized
into five groups: causal conditions,
intervening conditions, contextual conditions,
strategies, and consequences. The core
category was identified as “Entrepreneurial
survival and dynamism based on mutual trust
within informal protective systems.” Beyond
generating a grounded theory, the findings
have direct implications for regional planning
in Tehran. An analysis of the spatial
distribution of the interviewees by district and
neighborhood  reveals that  informal
entrepreneurship patterns are not uniform
across Tehran, and this spatial diversity
necessitates the design of differentiated spatial
policies. Based on field data (extracted from
actual districts and neighborhoods) and urban
development plan documents, key districts
were divided into three categories: North,
Central-East, and South-West, and relevant
regional planning proposals were presented.
Regional findings showed that informal
entrepreneurship patterns in the southern and
south-western districts (Districts 19, 20, and
21) are more concentrated, vulnerable, and
dependent on ethnic networks. Notably, 5 out
ofthe 11 interviewees (over 45%) lacked legal
residency status, with most operating in these
specific districts. In contrast, in the central and
northern districts (Districts 3, 4, 5, 6, and 18),
patterns of brokerage and informal services
are associated with a higher level of legal
status.

Conclusion
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Based on the spatial-regional findings of this
study, it can be argued that overlooking the
diverse patterns of informal entrepreneurship
across different districts of Tehran has been a
primary reason for the ineffectiveness of
uniform support policies in recent decades.
Urban planning in Tehran has historically paid
little attention to “zoning based on the
informal economy of migrants,” which has led
to the consolidation of many informal
businesses in the southern and south-western
districts (particularly District 19, Abdol-
Abad, with 22 informal personnel) without
any prospect for formalization. This study
demonstrates that each district in Tehran
requires a different “regional policy package”
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