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Introduction
Alright, let's be honest. Announcing you're moving to Iran probably gets a slightly
different reaction than saying you're off to Italy or Canada. Expect raised eyebrows,
maybe a concerned "Are you sure?", or even a frantic Google search for the latest
headlines. And fair enough! Iran isn't exactly your typical expat destination. It’s a land
of stunning ancient history, breathtaking landscapes, famously warm hospitality, and
enough political complexity to make your head spin. It's Persia, after all – exotic,
intriguing, and, let's face it, a little daunting.

This guide isn't here to convince you whether to move; we're assuming you've already
made that slightly unconventional leap, at least mentally. Maybe you have a job offer
you can't refuse, family ties pulling you in, or just an adventurous spirit that scoffs at
the beaten path. Whatever your reason, you're likely past the "general tips for moving
abroad" stage. You know how to pack a box (we hope). What you need are the nitty-
gritty, Iran-specific details that most relocation guides politely gloss over.

Consider this your slightly irreverent, intensely practical companion to navigating the
beautiful chaos of setting up life in the Islamic Republic. We'll skip the generic advice
about labelling your moving boxes and dive straight into things like deciphering the
visa process (good luck!), figuring out how to pay for things when your international
cards are useless plastic rectangles, mastering the subtle art of taarof (complimentary
refusals that don't actually mean no), and understanding why that headscarf isn't just
a suggestion.

Now, about those headlines. We won't sugarcoat it. Moving to Iran, especially if you
hold a passport from certain Western countries or are a dual national, comes with
unique challenges and risks that need serious consideration. International sanctions
impact everything from banking to getting your hands on imported peanut butter. The
political situation can be tense, and several governments issue stark warnings about
the potential for arbitrary detention. This isn't the place for political naivety. We'll
touch on safety and security, not to scare you off (you're already reading this,
remember?), but to give you a realistic picture.

Think of this book as that friend who’s been there, done that, and isn't afraid to tell
you which bureaucratic hoops are on fire or how to really hail a shared taxi in Tehran
rush hour without losing a limb. We'll cover housing, work, healthcare, dealing with the
internet (or lack thereof), and the delightful eccentricities of daily life, all with a focus
on practical tips and a healthy dose of humor to keep you from weeping into your
saffron tea.
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One absolutely critical point before we dive in: Iran is a dynamic place. Laws
change, visa requirements morph, economic conditions fluctuate (wildly!), websites
get blocked or unblocked, and the price of pistachios goes up. Treat this guide as
exactly that – a guide, a starting point, a collection of insights based on experiences
up to the time of writing. It is NOT a substitute for checking official sources.
Always, always verify current visa regulations, legal requirements, banking rules, and
other critical information with the relevant Iranian embassies, ministries, or qualified
local advisors before making any concrete plans or decisions. Seriously. We offer wit
and wisdom, not legal immunity or consular assistance. Now, let's get started on your
Persian adventure... or ordeal. Sometimes it's hard to tell the difference.
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CHAPTER ONE: So, You're *Actually* Moving to Iran?
First Thoughts and Reality Checks
Right then. You’ve dropped the bombshell. You informed friends, family, perhaps a
bewildered pet, that you’re relocating to Iran. Cue the dramatic music, the awkward
silences, the rapid-fire questions usually reserved for people announcing they’re
joining the circus or taking up competitive cheese rolling. "Iran? Iran Iran? Are you
completely bonkers?" Let’s just acknowledge it: this isn't your run-of-the-mill move to
Dusseldorf or Dubai. It’s a choice that raises eyebrows, prompts worried frowns, and
possibly leads your mother to invest heavily in international calling cards and prayer
mats.

Presumably, you have your reasons. A job opportunity that sounds suspiciously
exciting, a spouse with persuasive arguments and excellent taste in Persian carpets, a
deep-seated fascination with Rumi that went slightly too far, or maybe you just really, 
really love saffron. Whatever propelled you towards this decision, you’re past the
initial ‘should I or shouldn’t I?’ phase. You’re now entering the ‘Oh my goodness, what
have I actually done, and how does one pack for a place where international news
headlines seem to be written by action movie scriptwriters?’ phase. This chapter is
your first cup of strong Persian tea – bracing, perhaps a little bitter, but necessary to
wake you up to the immediate realities before you dive headfirst into the visa maze or
apartment hunting chaos.

First things first: let’s talk about the pictures in your head. Perhaps they involve sun-
drenched mosques tiled in brilliant turquoise, bustling bazaars overflowing with spices
and silks, ancient ruins whispering tales of Cyrus the Great, and serene gardens where
poets once strolled. These images are real, they are spectacular, and you absolutely
should seek them out. But they are not the full picture of daily life in the modern
Islamic Republic of Iran. Juxtaposed with the millennia of history is a contemporary
reality shaped by revolution, theology, international politics, and surprisingly mundane
things like traffic jams and figuring out which button to press on the electricity bill
payment website.

Your romantic notions of Persia need to coexist with the practicalities of Iran. Think
less Lawrence of Arabia, more navigating Tehran’s metro at rush hour while trying to
remember the correct way to address an elderly shopkeeper. Expect stunning beauty
alongside surprising modernity in places, and frustrating inefficiency or decay in
others. Anticipate moments of profound historical connection followed swiftly by the
need to find a functioning ATM that accepts your local bank card (because, spoiler
alert, your foreign ones won't work – more on that financial fun later). Understanding
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this duality from the outset will save you considerable mental whiplash.

Now, about those preconceptions. Iran gets painted with a broad, often unflattering,
brush in international media. Depending on your news sources, you might envision a
uniformly grim, oppressive landscape or, conversely, a hidden paradise
misrepresented by biased reporting. The reality, as is usually the case, is far more
complex and nuanced. Yes, there are strict social and political controls, and we'll delve
into those because ignoring them is foolish. But there's also vibrancy, intellectual
debate (often behind closed doors), incredible artistic expression, and that legendary
Iranian hospitality, which is often overwhelming in its sincerity. Be prepared for
contradictions.

That famous hospitality, often manifesting as taarof, needs a quick mention here. It’s a
complex code of politeness involving offering things you don't expect accepted,
refusing things you actually want, and generally engaging in a verbal dance that can
baffle newcomers. You'll be offered food, tea, help, rides – often insisted upon multiple
times. Learning the basic steps of this dance early on is crucial for social navigation.
It's not insincere, just a different way of showing respect and generosity. Get ready to
politely refuse three times before accepting, and to offer payment for services only to
have it vehemently declined (though sometimes, eventually, accepted). Consider it
your first cultural immersion exercise.

Let's talk information sources. Where are you getting your picture of Iran? Be critical.
Sensationalist headlines rarely capture the rhythm of everyday life. While official
government warnings from your home country are essential reading (especially
regarding safety and detention risks – don't skip those!), they also present a specific,
often worst-case scenario perspective. Seek out blogs by expats who've lived there
recently, connect with people in relevant online forums (cautiously), and try to read
news from a variety of international and, if possible, domestic Iranian sources
(understanding potential biases in all). Building a balanced view requires effort.

Think about your digital umbilical cord. Are you someone who needs constant, high-
speed internet access for work, sanity, or streaming cat videos? Prepare for
adjustments. While internet access exists, it comes with caveats. Government
censorship is extensive, meaning many familiar websites and social media platforms
are blocked. Speed and reliability can be inconsistent. While Virtual Private Networks
(VPNs) are widely used by Iranians to bypass blocks, the government periodically
cracks down on them too. Don't assume you can just log on and operate as usual.
We'll cover the technicalities later (Chapter 19), but the initial reality check is: your
online life will change. Start thinking about essential offline resources now.

Packing requires strategic thinking beyond just seasonal clothing (though definitely
pack layers and modest options – Chapter 15 has the lowdown). Consider things that
might be difficult or impossible to find due to sanctions or import restrictions. This
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could include specific prescription medications (bring a plentiful supply and proper
documentation), high-tech gadgets (and their specific chargers/adapters), certain
brands of toiletries or cosmetics you can't live without, and maybe even some non-
perishable comfort foods if you have particular cravings (always check current
customs regulations before packing food items).

Conversely, think about what not to pack. Obvious no-nos include alcohol (strictly
illegal), pork products, and materials deemed pornographic or politically subversive by
Iranian authorities (use common sense – that Che Guevara t-shirt might be best left at
home). Be cautious with books, films, or music that could be considered anti-Islamic or
critical of the government. While personal items are usually fine, why invite scrutiny?
When in doubt, leave it out. Travel light, travel smart. You can buy most daily
necessities there, often quite cheaply.

Let's gently broach the language barrier. Yes, you might survive in Tehran or within an
international company bubble using only English, but your experience will be
significantly diminished, and your daily frustrations magnified. Persian (Farsi) is the
key to unlocking deeper interactions, navigating bureaucracy, haggling in the bazaar,
understanding cultural nuances, and simply getting around without constantly needing
a translator. Start learning basic phrases now. "Salaam" (Hello), "Merci" (Thank you –
yes, French!), "Baleh" (Yes), "Nah" (No), "Bebakhshid" (Excuse me/Sorry). Even
minimal effort is usually appreciated and opens doors. Think of it as essential mental
toolkit preparation (Chapter 13 will give you more tools).

The shadow of international sanctions looms large and affects life in ways both
profound and mundane. It's not just about big politics; it touches your wallet, your
shopping options, and potentially your job. Because Iran is largely cut off from the
global banking system, your Visa or Mastercard will be useless plastic rectangles.
Transferring money in or out is a complex affair. Certain imported goods are scarce or
exorbitantly expensive. While the country has adapted with local alternatives and
parallel systems, you need to factor this financial and logistical isolation into your
planning from day one. We’ll dissect the banking nightmare later (Chapter 4), but the
reality check is: prepare for a cash-based life and financial hurdles unlike anywhere
else.

This naturally leads to thoughts about the economy. You might have heard about high
inflation and the currency fluctuations. The official currency is the Rial (IRR), but
everyone talks in Tomans (1 Toman = 10 Rials). Prices for everyday goods can change
noticeably, making budgeting a dynamic sport. While the overall cost of living might
seem low compared to Western Europe or North America, especially if you earn
foreign currency, local salaries often don't keep pace with inflation. Don't just convert
your home salary and assume you'll live like a king. Understand the local economic
pressures that affect everyone around you. We'll tackle budgeting specifics in Chapter
5, but start adjusting your financial mindset now.
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Now, the elephant in the room: safety and security. Let's be blunt. Iran is generally
safe in terms of day-to-day violent crime. You're arguably less likely to get mugged in
Tehran than in many major Western cities. However, the risks highlighted by
numerous foreign governments, particularly concerning arbitrary arrest and detention,
are real and serious, especially for citizens of certain countries (US, UK, Canada, etc.)
and especially for dual nationals. This isn't about pickpockets; it's about political
tensions and the potential for individuals to become pawns. Understand your country's
travel advisories. Be aware of sensitivities around photography (especially near
government buildings), conversations (avoid politics with strangers), and your own
background (journalists, academics, those with government/military ties may face
extra scrutiny). Chapter 20 discusses street safety, but this political dimension
requires a different kind of vigilance from the moment you decide to go.

For dual Iranian nationals, the situation requires particular attention right from the
start. Iran does not recognize dual nationality. If you hold an Iranian passport, you are
considered solely Iranian by the authorities. You must enter and exit using your
Iranian passport. Your access to consular assistance from your other country of
citizenship while in Iran may be severely limited or non-existent. This has significant
implications, particularly concerning military service obligations for men and potential
travel restrictions. Chapter 3 is dedicated to this tightrope walk, but if this applies to
you, consider it your top priority reality check. Start researching the specific
implications immediately.

Let's talk bureaucracy. If you have an aversion to paperwork, long queues, seemingly
illogical processes, and the need for multiple stamps and signatures for seemingly
simple tasks, take a deep breath. Iran has a well-deserved reputation for complex and
often opaque bureaucracy. Getting visas, residency permits, driver's licenses, opening
bank accounts – almost any official process can feel like navigating a labyrinth
designed by Franz Kafka during a particularly gloomy period. Patience isn't just a
virtue here; it's a fundamental survival skill. Factor in extra time for everything.
Assume processes will take longer and require more documents than you initially
think. A sense of humor helps, though it might wear thin by your fifth visit to the same
office.

The cultural landscape requires immediate mental adjustments too, even before
you've mastered the art of haggling for a carpet. Modesty is key, not just in dress
(which we'll detail in Chapter 15) but in behaviour. Public displays of affection are
frowned upon. Interactions between unrelated men and women are generally more
formal than in many Western societies. Understanding the importance of family,
respecting elders, and navigating gender dynamics requires observation and
sensitivity. You're entering a society with deep historical roots and strong religious
foundations (predominantly Shia Islam), which permeate law and social customs.
Respecting these norms isn't just polite; it's often legally required.
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Consider your lifestyle back home. What are your non-negotiables? If your weekend
revolves around pub crawls, bacon sandwiches, and outspoken political debates on
street corners, Iran might require significant adaptation. Alcohol is illegal. Pork is
unavailable. Public dissent is risky. Social life often happens in homes, parks, or
teahouses rather than bars. Entertainment options exist – cinemas, concerts,
museums, fantastic restaurants (minus the wine list) – but the overall social rhythm is
different. Being aware of these differences upfront helps manage expectations and
avoid disappointment or accidental transgressions.

Think about healthcare. While Iran has a decent healthcare system, particularly in
major cities, and is even a hub for medical tourism for certain procedures, access for
expats requires planning. Your home country's public health coverage won't apply.
You'll likely need comprehensive private international health insurance that
specifically covers Iran, or a local private plan. Don't assume you can just walk into a
hospital and be treated seamlessly without logistical and financial arrangements in
place. We’ll cover the system in Chapter 11, but the initial reality check is: sort out
your health insurance well in advance and understand its limitations and coverage
within Iran. Bring copies of your essential medical records.

What about communication styles beyond taarof? Iranians often value indirectness
and politeness over bluntness. A direct "no" might be considered impolite;
disagreement is often phrased softly or circuitously. Reading between the lines,
paying attention to non-verbal cues, and understanding context are important skills.
This can be challenging in work environments or official dealings if you're used to
more direct communication. It’s part of the cultural learning curve – start tuning your
antennae now.

Transport is another area requiring a mental shift. While major cities have metros and
buses, and ride-sharing apps like Snapp are godsends, traffic can be legendary,
particularly in Tehran. Driving styles often appear chaotic and aggressive to outsiders,
with rules interpreted more as suggestions. Road safety statistics are sobering. If you
plan to drive, prepare for a steep learning curve and considerable stress (Chapter 14
will offer survival tips). If relying on taxis, learn the difference between shared (savari)
and private ones, and be prepared for adventurous rides.

Let's circle back to the "Why bother?" question. Reading through this litany of reality
checks – sanctions, bureaucracy, internet woes, political risks, cultural adjustments –
might make you question your sanity all over again. And that's okay. Moving to Iran is 
not easy. It requires more preparation, more resilience, and a greater degree of
adaptability than relocating to many other places. You will face frustrations. You will
have moments where you long for the simple predictability of home. You will
encounter situations that seem utterly baffling.
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But – and it’s a significant but – Iran offers experiences you simply cannot find
elsewhere. The sheer depth of history is palpable, from ancient Persepolis to the
mosques of Isfahan. The landscapes are diverse and stunning, from Caspian forests to
desert plains and snow-capped mountains. The food is a revelation (prepare for
pomegranate and walnut overload, in the best way). And the people, despite the
geopolitical headlines, are frequently welcoming, curious, and eager to share their
culture. Many expats find deep satisfaction in navigating the challenges and
discovering the richness beneath the surface.

This chapter isn't meant to dissuade you, but to equip you. Forewarned is forearmed.
Knowing about the potential potholes allows you to prepare, adjust your expectations,
and pack the right mental toolkit alongside your physical belongings. Think of it as
calibrating your internal compass before embarking on the journey. The path might be
more rugged than anticipated, but the destination offers unique rewards for those
willing to navigate its complexities. So take another sip of that metaphorical tea,
maybe add a sugar cube (or two), and let's get ready to tackle the next hurdle: the
infamous visa process.
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