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FOREWORD  
 

Afghanistan is in a period of rapidly changing migration dynamics 

The era of large-scale refugee returns is over, while internal displacement is increasing, and 

Afghanistan is itself starting to host refugees in considerable numbers.  At a moment in which 

displacement dynamics are changing, this report provides a timely insight into the motivations driving 

the decisions and movements of returnees and Internally Displaced Persons (IDPs).  

 

Urbanisation is taking place at a rapid ς and uncontrolled ς pace.  The study provides further evidence 

of the rise in importance of peri-urban areas in Afghanistan requiring development actorsΩ ƛƴǇǳt. Key 

Informant Interviews highlighted the positive impacts of urbanisation and its potential to serve as a 

motor for development while providing improvements to quality of life. Afghan respondents were 

more likely to view it as a potentially destabilising process that Afghan cities are ill-prepared for. The 

different perspectives on displacement show that there is still much awareness raising and 

information sharing to be done on what constitutes forced migration in Afghanistan. 

 

Migration decisions are based on multiple motivations ς external assistance is not one of them 

The incentives for refugees to return to Afghanistan appear to be diminishing and are now largely 

driven by a combination of push factors and emotional rather than material considerations.  Insecurity 

is, unsurprisingly, the principle factor driving internal displacement, yet economic considerations also 

play a role and most moves were not the result of a single incident. 

 

According to the findings of the study, external assistance has little impact on migration decisions. 

Only around half of all IDPs surveyed received any external assistance and those that leave in smaller 

groups are least likely to receive support.  This suggests that small-scale displacement may not be 

being adequately captured or addressed by the tracking systems currently in place.  

 

Local authorities play only a very marginal role in providing support to returnees or IDPs ς a key factor 

for consideration in a period of transition, decreasing donor funding and attention away from 

Afghanistan to other humanitarian crises in the world: the needs of the displaced are not covered by 

their government, although the Government of Afghanistan remains the main duty bearer.  

 

Future returns will be directed towards peri-urban areas: A negotiated group decision 

Urban areas are seen to offer greater employment opportunities, security and public services, while 

those living in rural areas are likely to have been attracted by ethnic ties, the presence of friends, 

relatives, and cheaper accommodation. For those who do not own their own land in rural areas, life 

in cities was a significant improvement. The number of returnees returning to reclaim land (as a 

percentage of the total sample) has halved in the past four years indicating that future returns are 

likely to be even more directed towards urban areas.   

 

Networks play a huge role in both influencing migration decisions and facilitating integration.  

Surprisingly though only around one in twenty families had close members that were absent (mostly 

young men working in Iran). This highlights further changing patterns, with families leaving together 
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rather than choosing splitting up as a strategy. The decision-making unit is wider than the family alone: 

it is, in most cases, a negotiated group decision.  

IDPs and women are the most vulnerable, yet success stories exist and can be learned from 

The study confirms earlier findings1 that IDPs are a key vulnerable group.  IDPs have exceptionally low 

literacy, while returnees have average literacy levels (though still low by international standards).  IDPs 

are worse off than returnees in earnings, assets and home ownership.  Nevertheless there is large 

diversity within the sample and not all IDPs are vulnerable ς some also show agency and self-reliance: 

factors to be built upon to enhance resilience among the displaced. 

 

The findings of the study paint a concerning picture for women.  Female literacy, education and 

participation in the labour market are exceptionally low.  Women who lived in Iran however are an 

important exception.  They are much more educated (indeed they have literacy levels above the male 

Afghan average) and while fewer than one in ten is in work this is still considerably higher than female 

returnees from Pakistan or IDP women. Their particular profile is one to learn from ς and build upon 

ς in attempts to engage in cross-border strategies of return. 

 

Migration remains a successful coping strategy ς with its discontents 

Few respondents regret their migration decisions.  However there are clear exceptions to this rule.  

Returnees from Iran and those living in Land Allocation Scheme (LAS) sites stand out and are 

comparatively far less satisfied with their situation since moving. These findings suggest that, while in 

a wider sense migration seems to have positive impacts, experiences are not uniform and are likely to 

depend on individual circumstances and expectations prior to leaving. 

 

WƻǊǊȅƛƴƎƭȅ ƘƛƎƘ ƴǳƳōŜǊǎ ƻŦ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ŀǊŜ ǎǘƛƭƭ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ǎŎƘƻƻƭΣ ŀǎ ƴƻǘŜŘ ŀōƻǾŜ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ƭŀōƻǳǊ ƳŀǊƪŜǘ 

participation is almost non-existent, and access to healthcare in rural areas remains limited.  Further, 

low levels of formal or even informal land tenure characterise many of the groups surveyed and there 

are high numbers who have no choice but to illegally occupy land, thereby increasing the 

precariousness of their situation and inhibiting future development of their property and community. 

All of these findings have important implications for future programming. 

 

Despite all of this however, a huge majority (92%) plan to stay living where they are currently. These 

results have important implications for response strategies as they suggest a clear preference for local 

integration as opposed to return or resettlement. 

 

 

 

 

 

John Morse   

 Director  

  DACAAR  

      

                                                           
1 See for example the following Samuel Hall studies: (2012) Challenges of IDP protection in Afghanistan for NRC/IDMC/JIPS; (2013) 

Evaluation of the UNHCR shelter assistance programme with Maastricht University/MGSOG; (2013) Cash programme review for IDPs in the 
KIS for the Dansih Refugee Council; additionally, World Bank/UNHCR (2011)  Research study on IDPs in Urban Settings ς Afghanistan. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
 

Between 1979 and 2002 over 6 million Afghans fled their homes to seek refuge, contributing to the 

largest, and longest lasting, refugee caseload in the world.  From 2002 onwards, following the fall of 

the Taliban regime, over 5.7 million Afghans chose to return home, representing almost one quarter 

of the current population of Afghanistan.  Despite both an expectation that refugees would return to 

their region of origin, large numbers ƻŦ ǊŜǘǳǊƴŜŜǎ ŎƘƻǎŜ ƛƴǎǘŜŀŘ ǘƻ ΨǊŜǘǳǊƴΩ to urban areas.  

Settlement patterns are ǊŜƭŀǘŜŘ ǘƻ ŀ ŎƻƳōƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǊŜŦǳƎŜŜǎΩ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ƛƴ ŜȄƛƭŜΣ ǳǊōŀƴ-oriented 

lifestyles and skills-sets, loss of connections to previous areas of origin, perceptions of greater 

economic potential in urban areas, and the formation of networks.  Further, even for those who did 

return to rural areas of origin, up to two thirds later suffered secondary displacement2 and many 

ended up in cities.  

While the numbers of new returns has dropped off steadily in recent years, internal displacement has 

risen dramatically. Around 873,000 people are currently displaced3 (though the actual totals are 

thought to be much higher) and of those around 40% are in urban locations4.  While municipal 

authorities often regard IDPs as a temporary, transitory population, many have little or no intention 

of returning to their villages. The combination of massive returns and growing internal displacement 

has led to a high, and potentially unsustainable, rate of urbanisation that poses a number of risks, as 

well as benefits, to the Afghan economy and society. 

No in-depth study within Afghanistan has ever been carried out to analyse the decision-making 

process behind these choices.  Such information has numerous implications for future policy-making 

and development assistance.  It can enable policy makers to anticipate trends, and potentially also 

influence them to make them more sustainable.  Further it enables them to meet the needs of 

returnees and IDPs by focussing attention on the aspects that populations consider most important 

to their future life ς and their transition out of displacement. 

 

A. OBJECTIVES ς Supporting the transition out of displacement 

How do returnees and IDPs make their decision about settling down in Afghanistan, and how can these 

decisions be supported to alleviate displacement-related vulnerabilities? This study aims at supporting 

the transition out of displacement in target areas that are known to be the most popular sites of 

ǊŜƭƻŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƳƻƴƎ !ŦƎƘŀƴƛǎǘŀƴΩǎ ŘƛǎǇƭŀŎŜŘΦ ¢ƘŜ ƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜǎ ŀǊŜ ǘƻΥ 

1. Investigate the decision making process for returnees/IDPs to settle in rural or urban areas 

2. Comment on the livelihood situation for returnees and IDPs   

3. Inform organisations working with returnees and IDPs in developing appropriate strategies 

 

                                                           
2 Amnesty International (2012) Fleeing war, finding misery : the plight of the internally displaced in Afghanistan. 
3 UNHCR (2015) Monthly IDP update, April 2015 
4 OCHA (2013) 2014 Afghanistan Humanitarian Needs Assessment 
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B. STUDY FOCUS AND SCOPE 

The focus of the study is on the decision-making process ǘƘŀǘ ƭƛŜǎ ōŜƘƛƴŘ ǊŜŦǳƎŜŜ ǊŜǘǳǊƴŜŜǎΩ ŀƴŘ L5tǎΩ 

choices of destination.  This research identifies factors that influence whether a returnee/IDP 

individual, family or community chooses to move to an urban or a rural location. The study presents a 

nuanced analysis of the combination, and interaction, of different influences and variables in affecting 

migration decisions to urban or rural areas. 

The secondary focus of the study is on the livelihoods situation of displaced populations. The aim is 

not to provide a comprehensive assessment of skills and employment ς rather to bring clarity to the 

influence of migration on livelihoods. The study considers both the economic and social impacts of 

movement to urban or rural areas and compares these to the prior expectations of returnees/IDPs.  

Finally, the study provides a policy dimension to inform future programming for returnees and IDPs ς 

at a time of significant policy developments in Afghanistan: with the implementation of the National 

IDP Policy.  The policy analysis presents macro-trends and the views of key stakeholders on migration 

dynamics, and concludes with a section on policy recommendations for future action.  

The scope of the study is:  

¶ Limited to IDPs and refugee returnees.  This does however include non-VRF returnees from 

neighbouring countries.  

 

¶ Purposely does not include the non-displaced as agreed upon in the inception phase: rather 

ǘƘŀƴ ŎƻƳǇŀǊƛƴƎ ǊŜǘǳǊƴŜŜ ŀƴŘ L5tǎΩ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ that of the local population, this study goes 

in depth in the decision making process, and the elements of choice, even in a forced 

migration context.  

 

¶ Spread out across urban, peri-urban and rural areas in the main regional hubs and provinces 

of Afghanistan (see Methodology for further detail). 

 

C. METHODOLOGY 

This research is based on a large statistically representative quantitative survey conducted in all 

regions of Afghanistan for a broad coverage representative of the geographic, ethnic and social profile 

of returnees and displaced persons in Afghanistan. Given the assumption that people on the move 

tend to gravitate around main hubs with the increasing insecurity levels in Afghanistan, the study 

focuses on four of the five main provincial centres of Afghanistan.   

Both quantitative (survey) and qualitative research were led by a team of researchers in four provinces 

of Afghanistan in November 2014 ς covering the main return and resettlements hubs:  

o Central region ς Kabul 

o Western region ς Herat 

o Southern region ς Kandahar 

o Eastern region ς Nangarhar 
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Sampling 

The study findings are based on results of over 900 interviews, a statistically representative sample.  

The quantitative data has been evaluated by Samuel Hall statisticians to identify trends and to assess 

the statistical significance of findings. The survey sampled returnees and IDPs in rural, peri-urban and 

urban areas of the target provinces to obtain comparative data at provincial and local levels.   

At Samuel Hall, we define peri-urban in the Afghan context as districts neighboring the capital district 

of a province. In other country contexts, the definition may vary. How can practitioners better define 

a common in-between zone between rural and urban centers? How can we recommend appropriate 

programmes and policies in these zones? 

With local contexts closely in mind, the sampling was defined to include a representative proportion 

of each of the main category of respondents targeted ς namely returnees, IDPs, both male and female, 

both from groups of recent and past returnees. 

Each province was divided into Primary Sampling Units (PSU). In each PSU, field teams reported first 

to the local community leader then dispatched field interviewers ς starting from a landmark (mosque, 

school, or community center), and knocking on doors of households. No gender breakdown was 

imposed to maintain statistical rigour: instead, the first qualified respondent was chosen. However, 

ǘƘŜ ŦƛŜƭŘ ǘŜŀƳΩǎ ƎŜƴŘŜǊ ōŀƭŀƴŎŜ ŜƴǎǳǊŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƻƳŜƴ ŎƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿŜŘ ōȅ ǿƻƳŜƴ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŜŘ 

in our sample. 

In most locations there were much higher numbers of either returnees or IDPs present.  In particular 

IDP camps and Land Allocation Scheme (LAS) sites tended to have, unsurprisingly, much higher 

numbers of IDPs and returnees respectively (three LAS sites were included in the survey, Saodat in 

Herat, Sheikh Mesri in Nangarhar, and Barikab in Kabul and plots of land in these sites were in theory 

reserved for returnees with VRF forms).  In addition, teams had difficulties in locating rural IDPs in 

Herat and Kabul provinces, hence the relatively higher number of surveyed returnees, compared to 

IDPs, as a percentage of the total in rural areas.  

Fieldwork

Survey

Interviews 
(FGDs & 

Case 
Studies)

KIIs

Area 
Observati

ons

In total 870 interviews were conducted 

with returnees, IDPs and in some cases 

with both returnees-turned-IDPs. The 

report voices their decision making 

process, livelihoods and needs. 

 

In addition to 9 Focus Group Discussions 

and 9 Case Studies (two per province, 

and three each in Kabul).   

 

Additionally 34 Key Informant 

Interviews were conducted in the four 

provincial capitals of key migration 

experts and relevant stakeholders. List of 

organisations provided in the annex.   
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D. THE LACK OF CLARITY SURROUNDING KEY TERMINOLOGY 
 
Many of the key terms on which the study is based denote broad concepts that are not understood in 

the same way in Afghanistan. Among these are the central ǘŜǊƳǎ ΨǊǳǊŀƭ ŀƴŘ ǳǊōŀƴΩΤ ΨƛƴǎŜŎǳǊƛǘȅΩΤ 

ΨǊŜǘǳǊƴŜŜǎΩ ŀƴŘ ΨL5tǎΩΦ  hŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘƛƻǳǎ ŀǇǇŜŀǊǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ǘƘŜ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǿƘƻ ƛǎ ŀƴ L5tΣ 

and what impact this classification should have in terms of assistance (see targeting).  

Rural/Urban ς the invisible internal border and the power of terminology 

Due to a decade of massive and prolonged urban 

growth, most Afghan cities have expanded well 

beyond their established municipal borders.  

According to the World Bank, the urban population 

of Afghanistan will represent 40% of the overall 

population by 2050 ς with a significant strain on 

absorption capacities and service delivery, as well 

as access to land and housing. The population of 

Kabul city alone has gone from 500,000 in 2001 to 

estimates ranging between 3.5-5 million today: 

with a rise of informal settlements, as well as 

peripheral settlements on the outskirts of many 

cities. 

Many locations on the periphery of cities continue 

to be referred to as villages but would now more 

accurately be described as part of a wider urban 

sprawl ς what the study refers to ŀǎ Ψperi-ǳǊōŀƴΩ ς  

and their local economies have become intricately 

linked to the urban economy.  District capitals, many once little more than large villages, have also 

grown and taken on urban characteristics.  In addition investment in infrastructure, particularly for 

main roads and highways, has made it much easier and less costly in many rural areas to commute to 

work in cities.  As a result the urban/rural divide in Afghanistan has been eroded, making it less easy 

to classify areas as fully rural, or for that matter to distinguish easily between urban and peri-urban 

areas. 

A further complication is provided by the classification of many Land Allocation Scheme (LAS) sites as 

urban and hence outside the remit of rural development programmes, due to their formal designation 

as townships (a word that has an urban connotation in Dari, as in English), whereas in fact most LAS 

sites are more or less rural.  The classification of urban or rural remains a key obstacle to the 

integration of IDPs and returnees in full-fledged national priority programmes like the Ministry of Rural 

wŜƘŀōƛƭƛǘŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ 5ŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘΩǎ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎŦǳƭ bŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ {ƻƭƛŘŀǊƛǘȅ tǊƻƎǊŀƳƳŜ όb{tύΦ  

The understanding of the impact of peri-urban life on households is central to the Afghan context, 

providing both benefits and disadvantages to inhabitants. As seen in a recent STEPS Centre study, how 

the peri-urban is viewed will have implications for social justice and sustainability and rapid change 

may run the risk of increasing marginalisation.  

 

Box 1.  

The failure of integrating land allocation sites 

in rural development programmes: how 

terminology can exclude the displaced 

A bone of contention between returnees and 

IDPs in Land Allocation Sites (LAS) and 

government representatives is the 

categorization of LAS as rural or urban 

settlements. Land Allocation Sites, in Dari, are 

ǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ ǘƻ ŀǎ άshahrake mohajereenέΣ 

indicating townships. But not all LAS are near 

urban areas. Community leaders have been 

lobbying for their sites to be included in 

bŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ tǊƛƻǊƛǘȅ tǊƻƎǊŀƳƳŜǎ όǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ aww5Ωǎ 

NSP) without success. MRRD does not 

integrate them as they are defined (by name 

only) as urban settlements. 
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Insecurity ς a catchall term and a dominant lens for viewing migration 

¢ƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ΨƛƴǎŜŎǳǊƛǘȅΩ ŀǇǇŜŀǊǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ǳǎŜŘ ōǊƻŀŘƭȅ ƛƴ !ŦƎƘŀƴƛǎǘŀƴΣ ōƻǘƘ ōȅ ŀŦŦŜŎǘŜŘ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ōȅ 

policy actors, to cover a wide range of loosely-connected dynamics that may influence movement 

decisions. As elsewhere in the world, insecurity in Afghanistan takes on many forms.   

The traditional conception of displacement due to insecurity tends to refer to movements of whole 

communities caught in the crossfire between opposing forces.  This certainly occurs in Afghanistan, 

yet alongside these more visible moves exist many other forms of insecurity that may induce people 

ǘƻ ƭŜŀǾŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƘƻƳŜǎ ŀƴŘ Ƴŀȅ ǊŜǎǳƭǘ ƛƴ ƳƻǊŜ ΨŎǊŜŜǇƛƴƎ ŘƛǎǇƭŀŎŜƳŜƴǘΩΦ  {ǳŎƘ ƛƴǎŜŎǳǊƛǘȅ Ƴŀȅ ǘŀƪŜ ǘƘŜ 

form of regular crime unconnected to the insurgency (though still linked to a general lack of law and 

order); extortion that places a high economic burden on families; harassment or imprisonment by 

security forces; targeted threats against individuals for a variety of reasons (such as a relative being 

employed in the Afghan security forces); or a general climate of uncertainty or fear.  

In addition insecurity (in all its forms) may disrupt the local labour market, leading to economically-

motivated moves that have insecurity as a root cause.  The precise nature of the insecurity that 

prompted the move is likely to impact the nature of migration; whether families leave alone, or in 

small or large groups; whether they move pre-emptively or as a response; how long the move has 

been considered and planned and how much preparation has been possible.   

In addition to a catchall term, insecurity is also the lens through which most movement dynamics 

within Afghanistan are viewed.  This focus on security leads to all movement tending to be seen as a 

response to negative shocks (which it often is) and a failure of protection at the local level, rather than 

a result of modernisation and the natural mobility present in all societies.  

 

Returnee ς a legal approach to assistance that excludes non-refugee returnees 

¢ƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ΨǊŜǘǳǊƴŜŜΩ ƛǎ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭƭȅ ǳǎŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ ǎƘƻǊǘƘŀƴŘ ŦƻǊ ΨǊŜǘǳǊƴƛƴƎ ǊŜŦǳƎŜŜΩΣ raising the question of 

whether it includes people who did not have refugee status while abroad (i.e. undocumented refugees 

or migrants), and those that did not return voluntarily (i.e. deportees).  Considering the porous, mobile 

and historical nature of Afghan migration to Iran and Pakistan, it is an open question as to the extent 

to which such a rigid distinction holds between people who may have had similar reasons for leaving 

Afghanistan and who may have been living in comparable situations in exile. Including, or not, non-

refugee returnees within the definition inevitably has implications for targeting of assistance, as 

discussed below.  

The uncertainty as to the extent to which all (or at least the vast majority of) continued cross-border 

movement should be viewed through the prism of refugee movements or, increasingly, of regular 

migration is now recognized5.  Last, the term returnee contains an intrinsic ambiguity as it is unclear 

how long one should be deemed to fall into this category after having returned.  

What are the standards for including non-refugee returnees in programming and what are the 

standards for determining when a durable solution has been achieved? These two questions remain 

                                                           
5 See Kuschminder, Majidi, Oeppen and Siegel (2013) Ψ/ƻƳǇƭŜȄƛǘƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ /ƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜǎ ƛƴ !ŦƎƘŀƴ aƛƎǊŀǘƛƻƴΩ 
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the main challenges. Questions of mandates and donor funding primarily determine responses to this 

dual question, rather than considerations of vulnerability. 

IDP: Vulnerability levels, measuring and recording the end of displacement 

The national IDP policy has established an official definition of who is an IDP, in line with the Guiding 

Principles on IDPs, yet the definition remains subject to various forms of interpretation: 

άΦΦΦΦ ǇŜǊǎƻƴǎ ƻǊ ƎǊƻǳǇǎ ƻŦ ǇŜǊǎƻƴǎ ǿƘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ŦƻǊŎŜŘ ƻǊ ƻōƭƛƎŜŘ ǘƻ ŦƭŜŜ ƻǊ ǘƻ ƭŜŀǾŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ 

homes or places of habitual residence, in particular as a result of or in order to avoid the effects 

of armed conflict, situations of generalized violence, violations of human rights or natural or 

human-made disasters, and who have not crossed an internationally recognized State 

ōƻǊŘŜǊέΦ6 

ΨForced ƻǊ ƻōƭƛƎŜŘΩ ƛƳǇƭƛŜǎ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ŀƎŜƴŎȅ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳƛƎǊŀƴǘΣ ǿƘƛƭŜ ǉǳŀƴǘƛǘŀǘƛǾŜ ŀƴŘ ǉǳŀƭƛǘŀǘƛǾŜ 

data show that migration decisions are complex and involve a degree of choice. Forced migration 

(ōŜƛƴƎ ŦƻǊŎŜŘ ǘƻ ƭŜŀǾŜ ƻƴŜΩǎ ƭƻŎŀǘƛƻƴύ is not equivalent to being deprived of choice (choosing where to 

relocate).  

The central point of disagreement in policy circles remains 

the extent to which vulnerability is part of the definition.  

The official definition makes no specific reference to 

vulnerability criteria.  For many Afghans, and some policy 

respondents, the distinguishing quality of being an IDP is 

that of being in a vulnerable situation, and indeed for many 

it appears to be synonymous with being an extremely poor 

migrant (regardless of the reasons for moving).  As with 

returnees, a key question is: when does one cease to be an 

IDP?  The IDP policy contains guidance in this regard noting 

that displacement ends an IDP finds άŀ ǇƭŀŎŜ ǘƻ ƭƛǾŜ ǿƛǘƘ 

security of tenure, access to basic services and livelihood 

ƻƴ ŀ ǇŀǊ ǿƛǘƘ ƻǘƘŜǊǎ ǿƘƻ ǿŜǊŜ ƴƻǘ ŘƛǎǇƭŀŎŜŘέ7.  

Operationalizing such a definition is complex - is the comparative group other migrants in the area, 

who have not been displaced, or the wider host community?  And what of those families that have 

below average living standards for reasons other than displacement?  Even in optimum conditions a 

certain percentage of any given population will be above the average and a certain percentage below 

it.  Such considerations therefore make determinations about the end of displacement more complex 

than they may first appear. 

 

 

                                                           
6 The definition also includes returnees who are unable to settle in their homes and/or places of origin because of insecurity 
resulting from armed conflict, generalized violence or violations of human rights, landmines or ERW contamination on their 
land, land disputes or tribal disputes, and persons or groups of persons who are displaced as a result of a development 
project and who have not received an adequate housing and/or land alternative or appropriate compensation allowing them 
restore their lives in a sustainable manner.  
7 Government of the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan (2013) Afghan National IDP Policy 

UNHCR is taking the lead on fleshing 

out answers to these debates. One 

step will be the planning of a 

workshop in the coming months to 

determine how to apply this to their 

IDP database in order to remove 

those who may no longer be IDPs 

according to these criteria.  This 

study will aim to support these 

efforts and to feed into the wider 

implementation of the IDP policy. 
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2. DECISION MAKING PROCESS 
 

A. The displaced: Moving from the countryside to cities and their suburbs 
 

This research highlights two key ǘǊŜƴŘǎ ƛƴ ǊŜǘǳǊƴŜŜǎΩ ŀƴŘ L5tǎΩ settlement patterns in Afghanistan: 

¶ IDPs are more prevalent in and around cities while returnees may be found in both urban 

and ς mainly due to the early phases of return ς rural areas in the main regional hubs of 

Afghanistan. Internal migrants showed an overwhelming tendency to move from the 

countryside to cities or their suburbs, with three quarters of previously rural migrants 

presently in or around cities, and 94 per cent of city-dwellers remaining in or around a city. 

¶ The new and growing emphasis is on the peri-urban ς the notion of migrating to a 

ŘŜǎǘƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ άŀǊƻǳƴŘ ŀ Ŏƛǘȅέ ƛǎ ƎŀƛƴƛƴƎ weight among the displaced. 

Table 1. Location breakdown by displacement profile (%)8 

 Urban Peri-urban Rural Overall 

Both 10.42 11.35 14.67 12.18 

IDP 36.46 41.84 16.33 31.26 

Returnee 53.13 46.81 69 56.55 

 

These trends are new and span the last decade of displacement in Afghanistan. When asked how long 

ago they had moved to their current location, the averages all fell at 7 years (Table 2). At 8 years for 

Kabul and closer to 6 years for Nangarhar. The changing political and economic context has been 

followed closely by the trends in displacement in the country ς further pointing to an element of 

choice of location of residence, even among the forcibly displaced. 

Table 2. Average time in the location since arrival (years) 

 Kabul Herat Kandahar Nangarhar Overall 

Time since arrival 

(years) 

8.1 7.6 6.7 6.4 7.2 

 

Afghan cities and their suburbs now see a convergence and mix of migration profiles ς between those 

who were forcibly displaced abroad and are returning home, and those internally displaced. They find 

themselves living in similar areas while rural areas remain less cohesive in terms of migration profiles. 

This urban convergence is the challenge facing urban planners, service providers and political 

representation in Afghanistan. 

Of those who previously lived in rural area almost three quarters opted to move to urban or peri-

urban areas.  While in contrast, of those previously living in urban or peri-urban locations, only 6% 

chose to move to rural areas. 

                                                           
8 The below table shows only the relative sizes of the surveyed population.  It should not be viewed as a statistically 

accurate representation of the relative numbers of IDPs and returnees living in urban, per-urban or rural locations in 
Afghanistan.  
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The map below illustrates inter-provincial internal displacement of IDPs surveyed during the study 

(the weight of the line illustrates the number of people that have moved from a particular province 

and movements of fewer than five respondents are not shown).  Unsurprisingly there is a clear 

regional dimension with IDPs predominantly being drawn from surrounding provinces.  Nevertheless 

it is notable that many IDPs have travelled considerable distances to arrive at their current locations. 

 
 

Not shown by the above map is that almost none of the IDPs surveyed in either Kabul or Herat 

originated in those two provinces, while 30% of IDPs in Kandahar, and 55.8% of IDPs in Nangarhar had 

come from within the province.  However even in these two relatively insecure areas a sizeable 

number had neverthelŜǎǎ ǘǊŀǾŜƭƭŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ōŜȅƻƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǾƛƴŎŜǎΩ ōƻǊŘŜǊǎ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎΣ ŦƻǊ YŀƴŘŀƘŀǊ ŀǘ 

least, significant numbers that had travelled many hundreds of kilometers to reach their present 

location. 

 

B. Factors that influence decisionsΥ ǊŜǘǳǊƴŜŜǎ ŀƴŘ L5tǎΩ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ŎƘƻƛŎŜǎ 
 

Returnees and IDPs are not only driven by different push factors, they are also looking for 

emotional, physical and material gains in their migration and in their choice of a destination: this 

ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǎǇŀƴǎ ǘƘŜ άǇǳǎƘ-Ǉǳƭƭέ ŘƛŎƘƻǘƻƳȅ ǘƻ ǎǇŜŀƪ ƛƴǎǘŜŀŘ ƻŦ dynamics and agency in forced 

displacement and return in Afghanistan.  Returnees (often) seek to return home, to a place where 

they know people and share ethnic ties.  IDPs on the other hand are primarily seeking to improve their 

security and employment situations and are more willing to move to neighbouring provinces.  Security 

is nevertheless the second most significant consideration for returnees. 
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¶ wŜǘǳǊƴŜŜǎΩ ǳƴōǊƻƪŜƴ ƭƛƴƪ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƘƻƳŜ ǇǊƻǾƛƴŎŜǎΥ Returnees are highly unlikely to move to 

rural areas outside of their home province.  wŜǘǳǊƴŜŜǎΩ ǘƛŜǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇǊƛƻǊ ƘƻƳŜ ǇǊƻǾƛƴŎŜǎ 

remain strong, and influenced migration choices in a majority of cases.  In rural areas 94% said 

that one of the reasons they were in that province was that it was their home province 

(compared to 30% of rural IDPs). 

 

¶ IDPs are motivated by security concerns regardless of where they go. Around 90% of IDPs 

mentioned an improved security situation as being one of the reasons for their choice of 

destination regardless of whether they were now living in urban, peri-urban or rural areas.  In 

contrast returnees influenced by security concerns were more likely to move to urban or peri-

urban areas than rural areas. 

 

Common to all are the importance of ethnic ties, access to land, while access to assistance is not a 

major decision-bearing factor ς another key finding of this study. While assistance used to be a 

tipping point for earlier refugee returnees, it is no longer the case, for returnees and IDPs alike: 

 

¶ The availability of assistance does not seem to play a major role in migration decision-

making.  Having heard of assistance being provided in a certain area was mentioned by fewer 

than 10% of respondents in any migration category or location.  This is compelling evidence 

that the provision of assistance does not seem to be a major factor in permanent migration 

decisions.    

 

¶ Ethnic ties to the area and the presence of relatives and friends are more important factors 

in attracting people to rural areas whereas employment opportunities attract them to urban 

ones.  In addition cheaper accommodation and having been instructed to move by local 

authorities, were more often cited as the main reason for moving the more rural the location, 

while security and geographic proximity were more of a draw in urban areas. 

 

¶ Urban living is preferable for those that do not own land in rural areas.  During focus group 

discussions and case studies most people expressed the view that rural living was fine for 

those that own land, but for all others there are much greater advantages to living in urban 

areas, including greater security, access to jobs, education, and health services.  A number of 

people mentioned that they felt that living in urban areas their children would have a better 

life, would become more educated and would be less likely to turn to crime. 

1. Beyond the push and pull: Agency in forced displacement and return  

 

Combination of factors: security and economics are mixed factors: beyond Ψpush and pullΩΣ ǊŜǘǳǊƴŜŜǎ 

and IDPs seek to fill in a void: A first element of choice and agency 

Departure was caused by a specific incident for 11% of respondents (99 individuals). This incident was 

most frequently an attack by pro­government, anti­government or other armed forces (56.6%). Where 

an incident like this did occur, it was usually the reason for departure ­ those respondents often 

(59.6%) claimed it was unlikely or very unlikely that they would have left their places of residence had 

the incident not occurred. Beyond the push and pull factor dichotomy, this study looks at the link 
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ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ άŦƻǊŎŜ ŀƴŘ ŎƘƻƛŎŜέ ƛƴ ǊŜǘǳǊƴŜŜǎΩ ŀƴŘ ŘƛǎǇlaced decision-making process. Insecurity forces 

people to leave, and security the driving factor in the location of settlement. 

70% of respondents claim that the better security situation drove their decision to settle in their 

current location. Ψ{ŜŎǳǊƛǘȅ ŀǎ ŀ ŎƘƻƛŎŜΩ is found specifically for those settling in peri-urban areas (78%), 

followed by urban areas (76%) and a small majority in rural areas (56%) ς thus confirming the trend 

that returnees and displaced trust the security in urban hubs ς whether cities or their suburbs ς rather 

than the countryside. 

Staying near the home province is a priority: A second element of choice  

Security being the driving factor, respondents will choose the most secure place in or nearest to their 

home province ς most displaced will not travel far from their home province. Theories of displacement 

argue that the displaced cannot afford to go far from their homes, they aim to stay close for the 

purpose of returning more easily and at a lesser cost. This research finds that the emotional and social 

connections trump cost, distance or logistical considerations in the final decision. 

Peri-urban areas are increasingly seen as a secure option by a majority: A third element of choice 

While much attention has been on the rural vs. urban split in returns, respondents indicate an 

emphasis on the potential of peri-urban to secure their security and economic needs. While IDPs and 

returnees rate security considerations as high, the most telling information rests in the security 

perceptions and promises peri-urban areas hold for the displaced. 

Graph 1: All reasons for moving to this province by migration status  
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Graph 2: Main reason for moving to this specific location by setting (%) 

 

Internal displacement often driven by mixed motivations 

After insecurity (the main push factor for 90% of IDPs), the second most cited problem is the lack of 

employment opportunities, followed closely by mines/IEDs and harassment from authorities: 

 

Graph 3: Main problems faced by IDPs prior to leaving (%) 

 
In more than three quarters of cases IDPs had not previously been considering leaving (compared 

to a third of returnees).  It is significant though that many IDPs had considered leaving for some time 

previously, indicating that they may have had at least some time to prepare and were not faced with 

an abrupt and immediate obligation to leave.  In rare cases, though still amounting to almost one in 

ten IDPs, the decision to move had been considered for a few months or more.  
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Only 15.8% of IDPs claimed the move was 

the result of a specific incident, with the 

vast majority stating that it was the result 

of a combination of factors.  Over half of 

those attributing their move to a specific 

incident stated that it was due to an attack 

by local armed groups or anti-government 

elements. 

 

The longer a move was considered seems 

to have had a large impact on the choice 

of destination, with IDPs in urban areas 

being more than two and a half times 

more likely to have been considering 

leaving for more than a couple of days. 

 

The qualitative data indicates that many 

internally displaced families have 

experienced multiple moves.  While early 

moves may have been driven by an 

immediate need to seek sanctuary later 

moves may have been motivated either by a desire to improve standards of living (which invariably 

decreased following sudden displacement) or by continued instances of insecurity. 

 

Insecurity manifested itself in various ways.  During focus group discussions and case studies a range 

of individual experiences of insecurity were described including extortion, harassment from 

authorities, inter-tribal conflict, ethnic discrimination, assassinations, general lawlessness, damage to 

property and fear of being targeted due to relatives serving in the security forces.  In most cases 

respondents stated that the decision to move was not the result of one specific incident but rather a 

combination of factors or previous events.     

 

2. Emotional gains matter in the choice of province of settlement 
 

People like to return home ς still, Kabul stands out: the capital province attracts more people seeking 

improved security conditions. Return may not be a one-way event, nor a permanent or durable 

solution.  

 

The emotional factor of returning home is especially true for refugees returning to Afghanistan ς while 

for IDPs, return is the least preferred durable solution. IDPs choose their location of settlement based 

on security considerations first and foremost as illustrated in Graph 4. 

 

 

 

 

 

Multiple moves following displacement 

 

We were accused of being Taliban and persecuted by 

ώDŜƴŜǊŀƭ 5ƻǎǘǳƳΩǎϐ ŦƻǊŎŜǎΦ ¢ƘǳǎΣ ƻǳǊ ƭŀƴŘǎ ŀƴŘ ƘƻǳǎŜǎ 

were seized and destroyed. I took my wife and my 

small daughter on a horse and left the area along with 

my property. We were shot at a lot, but we survived 

thankfully. Later on, we moved to Murghab district and 

stayed there for one month. There we were also 

ŀǘǘŀŎƪŜŘ ōȅ 5ƻǎǘǳƳΩǎ ŦƻǊŎŜǎΣ ǎƻ ǿŜ ƳƻǾŜŘ ǘƻ wǳōŀǘ 

Sangi district of Herat. About 606 families were left 

from my original place and settled in Rubat Sangi 

district. We were involved in agriculture-related tasks 

... After one year, our livelihood was getting worse, so 

some of the IDPs decided to look for somewhere else 

for a better livelihood. Finally, we found this place and 

took our family here about 21 years ago.  

 

(Urban IDP, Herat) 
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Graph 4. Main reason for moving to this province by migration status (%) 

 

 
 

While IDPs seek better security, returnees seem to 

be largely influenced by a desire to improve their 

social status and an enduring affinity to their 

country: A strong perception of being second-class 

ŎƛǘƛȊŜƴǎ ƛƴ ŜȄƛƭŜ ŀƴŘ ŀ ƭƻƴƎƛƴƎ ǘƻ ōŜ ƛƴ ƻƴŜΩǎ 

homeland appear to be the most important factors 

ŘǊƛǾƛƴƎ ǊŜǘǳǊƴΣ ǘǊǳƳǇƛƴƎ ƳƻǊŜ ΨǊŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎΩ 

motivations. While, according to the below chart, 

low social status, discrimination and harassment 

would appear to be more significant factors in Iran, 

the focus groups and case studies conducted 

indicated that these concerns were widely, if not 

unanimously, shared by returnees from both 

countries.   

 

Graph 5: Push factors by country of exile 

 

9ŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ΨǇǳǎƘΩ ŦŀŎǘƻǊǎ ŀǊŜ ŀ ǎǘǊƻƴƎŜǊ ƛǎǎǳŜ ƛƴ tŀƪƛǎǘŀƴ, reflecting a relatively weaker economic 

situation, though similar numbers in both countries complain that the only jobs available for Afghans 
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Discrimination against Afghans 
 
²Ŝ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ōƛƎ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎ ƛƴ LǊŀƴ ŜȄŎŜǇǘ 
for being insulted and assumed to be 
worthless human beings because we were 
Afghan. (Urban returnee, Herat) 
 
We returned here because we were usually 
made fun of by the people of Pakistan 
ǎŀȅƛƴƎ ǿƘȅ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǘƘŜ ƛŘƛƻǘ !ŦƎƘŀƴ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ 
return to their country, and they usually 
argued with us and fought against us 
(Rural returnee, Kabul) 
 



 18  

are relatively low paid.  While not one of the principle push factors, insecurity was mentioned by 

almost 10% of returnees from Pakistan (compared to practically no respondents from Iran), though 

this has not markedly increased as a push factor in the past four years. Other particular issues, 

frequently raised during case studies and focus groups, included official restrictions on movement, 

residence, employment and education after 8th grade for Afghans in Iran, and lack of employment and 

shelter, low wages and high rents for Afghans in Pakistan. 

 

While many of the factors driving return have been covered in previous research, this study provides 

important new information on how motivations have changed over time.  Compared to older 

returnees, those that returned more recently (in the past four years) were much more likely to report 

extortion as being a concern, slightly more likely to report feuds within communities, and less likely to 

report harassment from authorities, lack of employment opportunities, or lack of legal status as being 

major problems while in exile. 

  

For many though, despite the problems they were facing in exile they would nevertheless have been 

happy to stay were it not for enforced moves prompted by camp closures in Pakistan and the 

ŘŜŎƭŀǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ Ψƴƻ ƎƻΩ ŀǊŜŀǎ ŦƻǊ !ŦƎƘŀƴǎ ƛƴ LǊŀƴΦ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Forced moves from Iran and Pakistan 

Previously, we were 4 households living in Iran in the Zahidan area when we were forced by the 

Iranian police to leave the area. The police were looking everywhere for Afghans in order to expel 

them by force. We were really unhappy when we were forced to leave Iran because jobs are 

ǳƴŀǾŀƛƭŀōƭŜ ƛƴ !ŦƎƘŀƴƛǎǘŀƴ ŀƴŘ ƛǘΩǎ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ŜƴƻǳƎƘ ƳƻƴŜȅ ŦƻǊ ŦƻƻŘ ƘŜǊŜΦ ¢ƘŜ ŦŜƳŀƭŜ 

members of my family were very happy there because they had a comfortable life. (Urban returnee, 

Herat). 

 

Once the Afghan government won [the war], Pakistan warned the Afghan refugees to go and to 

leave the camp. There were no other reasons such as economy or natural disaster or anything else.  

As I mentioned, they gave us one month to leave, and when the designated time was over they 

began to demolƛǎƘ ƻǳǊ ƘƻǳǎŜǎΦ Χ bƻōƻŘȅ ƘŀŘ ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ ǇƭŀƴƴŜŘ ǘƻ ǊŜƭƻŎŀǘŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƻ ƭŜŀǾŜ ǘƘŜ ŎŀƳǇǎΦ  

(Rural returnee, Nangarhar) 
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Graph 6: Pull factors by country of exile9 

 

The most common reason cited by returnees was a desire to reconnect with their homeland. Most 

respondents made reference to strong emotional reasons for wanting to return to their homeland.  

While the desire to reconnect has remained stable, every other pull factor has diminished in the 

past four years. More than a quarter of returnees had been considering leaving for over six months 

and over 93% indicated that their move was due to a combination of factors, rather than due to a 

single incident, indicating that in many cases returns were the result of long-considered decisions. 

 

No strong correlation was noted between motivations to return and choice of destination areas.  

There is some evidence that those in rural locations were marginally more influenced by emotional 

reasons (wanting to reconnect to homeland, change of government post-Taliban, and contributing to 

reconstruction) while those living in urban areas were marginally more influenced by better 

employment opportunities, yet these are not marked differences. 

 

The numbers of those returning to reclaim property are low and decreasing.  Less than a fifth of 

returnees Iran hoped to reclaim land or property, with returnees from Pakistan at less than a tenth. 

As many key informant interviews suggested that the principle reason returnees would go to rural 

rather than urban areas was to reclaim property this finding may well indicate a future change in 

migration patterns with fewer returns to rural areas as a percentage of the total returnee population.  

Nevertheless, while the data clearly shows that reclaiming land and property was a much stronger 

justification for those now living in rural areas, still fewer than 20% of rural returnee respondents 

stated this as a factor, suggesting that this has not been as important a factor as many key informant 

interviews assumed it to be.   

 

Almost none of those currently living in peri-urban areas were influenced to return by the prospect of 

reclaiming land or property, probably because most peri-urban areas were undeveloped rural areas 

in which few people owned property at the time of departure to exile. 

                                                           
9 /ƻƴǎƛŘŜǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƭƻǿ ƴǳƳōŜǊǎ ƻŦ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǊŜǇƻǊǘƛƴƎ ǎŜŎǳǊƛǘȅ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎ ƛƴ ŜȄƛƭŜ όǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ƛƴ LǊŀƴύ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŀǎǎǳƳŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ΨōŜǘǘŜǊ 
ǎŜŎǳǊƛǘȅΩ ǿŀǎ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŜŘ ōȅ ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘŜƴǘǎ ŀǎ ǊŜŦŜǊǊƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŀƴ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜŘ ǎŜŎǳǊƛǘȅ situation in Afghanistan, rather than compared 
ǘƻ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ ƭƛǾƛƴƎ ƛƴ LǊŀƴ ƻǊ tŀƪƛǎǘŀƴΣ ŀƴŘ Ŝǉǳŀƭƭȅ ƛǘ ǎŜŜƳǎ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ǘƘŀǘ ΨōŜǘǘŜǊ ŜƳǇƭƻȅƳŜƴǘ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘƛŜǎΩ ǿŀǎ 
interpreted in the same way. 








































































