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Abstract. The Taliban's return to power in Afghanistan in August 2021 precipitated one of the largest
refugee crises of the 21st century, with Germany emerging as a primary destination for Afghan evacuees
and asylum seekers. This paper examines the adaptation experiences of Afghan refugees in Germany
from 2021 to 2025, analyzing integration challenges, support mechanisms and early outcomes. Drawing
on mixed methods data, including qualitative interviews with Afghan refugees and asylum seekers, along
with government data, Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs) reports and emerging academic
literature, this study reveals a complex landscape of both remarkable resilience and significant structural
barriers. While Germany's established refugee support infrastructure provided crucial initial assistance,
language barriers, credential recognition issues and cultural adaptation challenges have created
substantial obstacles to full integration. The paper argues that successful long-term integration requires
comprehensive policy reforms addressing employment pathways, educational recognition and
community-based support systems, while acknowledging the particular vulnerabilities of women and
minorities within the Afghan refugee population.
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1. Introduction

The Taliban's rapid takeover of Afghanistan in August 2021 marked a pivotal
moment in contemporary migration history. As Western forces withdrew after two
decades of military presence, hundreds of thousands of Afghans faced immediate threats
to their safety, particularly those who had worked with international organizations,
advocated for human rights or belonged to ethnic and religious minorities (Human Rights
Watch, 2024). The ensuing exodus created one of the world's most pressing refugee
crises, with Germany positioning itself as a key destination country for Afghan evacuees
and asylum seekers (Mixed Migration Centre, 2023).

Germany's response to the Afghan refugee crisis built upon its previous experience
managing large-scale migration, particularly during the 2015-2016 Syrian refugee crisis
(Koch & Weber, 2023). However, the specific circumstances surrounding the Afghan
exodus - including the rapid collapse of the Afghan government, the particular
vulnerabilities of certain groups and the complex geopolitical context- presented unique
challenges for integration policy and practice.
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Obijectives

This study examines the adaptation experiences of Afghan refugees in Germany
from 2021 to early 2025, analyzing both the challenges they have faced and the
opportunities that have emerged. The research addresses three central questions: How
have Afghan refugees navigated Germany's integration systems since 2021? What factors
have facilitated or hindered their adaptation process? And what lessons can be drawn for
future refugee integration policy?

Integration Theory and Refugee Adaptation

Academic literature on refugee integration has evolved significantly over the past
decades, moving beyond simple assimilation models toward more nuanced
understandings of adaptation processes. Ager and Strang's (2008) conceptual framework
identify four domains of integration: markers and means (employment, housing,
education, health), social connections (social bonds, bridges and links), facilitators
(language and cultural knowledge, safety and stability) and foundation (rights and
citizenship). This framework provides a useful lens for analyzing Afghan refugee
experiences in Germany. Berry's (1997) acculturation theory offers additional insight into
how refugees navigate cultural adaptation. The theory identifies four strategies:
integration (maintaining heritage culture while adopting host culture), assimilation
(adopting host culture while abandoning heritage culture), separation (maintaining
heritage culture while rejecting host culture) and marginalization (rejecting both
cultures). Research suggests that integration strategies typically produce the most
positive outcomes for refugee wellbeing (Berry & Kalin, 1995).

Germany's Refugee Integration Context

Germany's approach to refugee integration has been shaped by decades of
experience with various migration waves. The country's federal structure creates a
complex system where national policies interact with state (Lénder) and local
implementation. Key integration instruments include mandatory integration courses
combining language instruction with civic education, vocational training programs and
various employment support measures (Federal Office for Migration and Refugees,
2020).

The 2015-2016 refugee crisis, during which Germany received over one million
asylum seekers, primarily from Syria, Irag and Afghanistan, provided important lessons
for subsequent integration efforts (Koch & Weber, 2023). Research by Briicker et al.
(2020) highlighted both successes and limitations of Germany's integration
infrastructure, including the importance of early intervention, the challenges of credential
recognition and the critical role of civil society organizations.

Afghan Refugee Populations: Specificities and Vulnerabilities

Afghan refugees arriving since 2021 differ significantly from previous cohorts in
several important ways. Many were evacuated through formal programs, having worked
with international organizations or German institutions in Afghanistan. This group often
possessed higher education levels and professional experience compared to traditional
asylum seekers. However, they also faced unique trauma related to the rapid collapse of
their homeland and concerns for family members left behind (International Organization
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for Migration, 2022).

Women and girls represent a particularly vulnerable subset of the Afghan refugee
population, facing both general integration challenges and specific concerns related to
the Taliban's severe restrictions on women's rights (Kandiyoti, 2022). Research by
Ahmadi and Weber (2023) highlights how these concerns affect mental health and
adaptation strategies among Afghan women in European contexts with young women
having fewer opportunities in their new culture.

2.  Methods

This research was part of a larger, ongoing study examining current conditions in
Afghanistan. This particular paper synthesizes data from multiple sources to provide a
comprehensive overview of Afghan refugee adaptation in Germany. Primary data
sources include:

e Official statistics from the German Federal Office for Migration and Refugees
(BAMF)

e Reports from major NGOs including Pro Asyl, Caritas and the German Red
Cross;

e Academic studies published between 2021-2024;

e Media reports and case studies from major German news outlets;

e Policy documents from German federal and state governments;

e Original survey data collected from Afghan refugees in Germany (November
2022 - January 2023).

A particularly important contribution comes from an original survey study
conducted between November 2022 and January 2023, which collected data from 50
Afghan refugees and asylum seekers living in Germany. This study employed a snowball
sampling method using an online questionnaire with 9 demographic questions, 15
quantitative questions and 3 qualitative questions. The survey provides crucial firsthand
insights into Afghan refugee experiences during the critical early adaptation period. The
analysis covers the period from August 2021 through early 2025, focusing on refugees
who arrived during or after the Taliban takeover. While comprehensive longitudinal data
remains limited due to the recent nature of this migration wave, available evidence
provides important insights into early adaptation patterns.

3. Findings

The Documented 2021 Afghan Exodus to Germany

Scale and Characteristics of Afghan Migration. Germany received
approximately 47,000 Afghan asylum applications in 2021, making it the largest
recipient of Afghan refugees in the European Union. This number increased to over
52,000 in 2022 before declining to approximately 35,000 in 2023 as direct evacuation
programs concluded and irregular migration routes became more difficult. The
composition of post-2021 Afghan arrivals differed markedly from previous waves.
Federal government data indicates that approximately 60% were male and 40% female,
with a significant proportion (35%) under age 18. Educational levels were notably high,
with over 45% having completed secondary education and 23% holding university
degrees. Many had professional backgrounds in fields such as engineering, healthcare,
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education and public administration.

Evacuation and Arrival Processes. The initial phase of Afghan migration to
Germany occurred through formal evacuation programs. Operation “Kabul Airlift”
evacuated approximately 5,300 individuals directly to Germany, including former
interpreters, embassy staff and other at-risk individuals. Additional evacuees arrived
through other European countries or third countries in the region. However, the majority
of Afghan refugees arrived through regular asylum procedures, often after dangerous
journeys through Iran, Turkey and the Balkans. This group faced particular challenges,
having exhausted financial resources during their journey and often arriving without
proper documentation.

Integration Challenges and Barriers

Differential Treatment and Resource Allocation. One of the most significant
challenges facing Afghan refugees has been the perceived differential treatment
compared to other refugee groups, particularly Ukrainian refugees who began arriving in
large numbers in 2022. Our original survey research conducted with 50 Afghan refugees
between November 2022 and January 2023 revealed that the majority of participants
believed Ukrainian refugees had better chances of employment and were better received
by German society. This perception of differential treatment extends across multiple
domains of integration support. Survey respondents reported that Ukrainian refugees
appeared to be prioritized in accessing essential services including healthcare, language
training and housing, with Afghan refugees having fewer options and support available
to them. These findings highlight a critical challenge in Germany's multi-crisis refugee
management approach, where different legal frameworks and public attitudes toward
different refugee groups can create hierarchies of support and opportunity.

Legal Status and Recognition. One of the most significant challenges facing
Afghan refugees has been navigating Germany's complex asylum system. While
recognition rates for Afghan asylum seekers have been relatively high (approximately
65-70% receiving refugee status or subsidiary protection), the process often takes 12-18
months, during which individuals face restrictions on employment and mobility. The
legal situation became more complex following the Taliban takeover, as German
authorities grappled with questions about deportations and family reunification. In
October 2021, Germany suspended deportations to Afghanistan, providing some
certainty for Afghan nationals already in the country. However, family reunification
procedures remained complicated, particularly for those with subsidiary protection
status.

Housing and Accommodation. Housing represents one of the most acute
challenges for Afghan refugees in Germany. The rapid increase in arrivals coincided with
an already tight housing market in major German cities. Many refugees spent extended
periods in collective accommodation centers, which often provided inadequate privacy
and limited opportunities for community integration. Federal data indicates that as of late
2024, approximately 35% of recently arrived Afghan refugees were still living in
collective accommodation, compared to 15% of refugees from earlier waves. This
housing instability has cascading effects on other integration outcomes, making it
difficult to establish routines, access services or develop social connections.

Language Acquisition and Communication. Language barriers represent perhaps
the most fundamental challenge for Afghan refugee integration. While Germany's
integration course system provides structured language instruction, demand far exceeded

105



SOCIUM, V.2, N.2, 2025

capacity following the 2021 arrivals. Many refugees faced waiting periods of 6-12
months before accessing formal language courses. The linguistic diversity within Afghan
refugee populations also created complications. While many spoke Dari or Pashto, some
came from minority language communities. Additionally, literacy levels varied
significantly, with some refugees requiring basic literacy instruction alongside German
language learning. Early assessment data from integration courses suggest that Afghan
refugees demonstrate strong motivation for language learning, with completion rates
above average. However, achieving professional-level German proficiency typically
requires 3-5 years of intensive study, creating extended periods of employment barriers.

Credential Recognition and Professional Integration. One of the most
frustrating aspects of integration for many educated Afghan refugees has been the
recognition of professional qualifications. Germany's credential recognition system,
while comprehensive, often requires extensive documentation that many refugees could
not obtain from Afghanistan under Taliban rule. Professional associations and
recognition bodies report that fewer than 30% of Afghan professionals who applied for
credential recognition between 2021-2024 achieved full recognition of their
qualifications. This has led to significant underemployment, with engineers working in
construction, teachers in childcare and healthcare professionals in nursing assistant roles.

Psychological Trauma and Cultural Adaptation. Survey research with Afghan
refugees reveals that cultural shock and trauma from the war deeply affect their everyday
lives in Germany. The majority of the survey respondents (conducted November 2022 -
January 2023) reported that these psychological challenges significantly impact their
daily functioning and integration efforts. Persistent fears about family members still in
Afghanistan represent a particularly acute source of ongoing trauma. Many refugees
maintain constant anxiety about relatives left behind under Taliban rule, which affects
their ability to focus on integration activities and long-term planning in Germany. This
transnational dimension of refugee trauma has received insufficient attention in
integration support services. Cultural adaptation challenges compound these
psychological difficulties. Refugees must navigate not only the practical aspects of
learning the German language and customs but also fundamental questions about cultural
identity maintenance versus adaptation. The survey data suggests that finding appropriate
services to address these complex psychological and cultural needs has been particularly
challenging, with many refugees reporting difficulty accessing culturally competent
mental health and social services.

Support Systems and Facilitating Factors

Government Programs and Services. Germany's established integration
infrastructure provided crucial support for Afghan refugees, despite capacity challenges.
The integration course system, while oversubscribed, offered structured pathways for
language learning and civic education. Federal and state governments also implemented
several targeted programs for Afghan refugees, including:

e Specialized counseling services for evacuees and at-risk individuals and mental
health support programs addressing trauma and displacement.

e Fast-track procedures for certain professional recognition processes.

e Targeted employment programs in sectors with labor shortages.

Civil Society and Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs) Support. Civil
society organizations played a critical role in supporting Afghan refugee integration.
Established refugee support organizations like Pro Asyl and Caritas expanded their
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programs, while new initiatives emerged specifically focused on Afghan communities.
Volunteer networks provided essential practical support, including housing assistance,
bureaucratic navigation and social connection. The “Paten” (sponsorship) model, where
German families or individuals provided ongoing support to refugee families, proved
particularly effective for Afghan refugees who arrived through evacuation programs.

Community Networks and Social Capital

Afghan refugee communities demonstrated remarkable resilience in developing
mutual support networks. Community organizations emerged in major cities, providing
cultural preservation, social services and advocacy functions. These organizations played
crucial roles in:

e Providing interpretation and cultural mediation services;

e Organizing community events and cultural programs;

e Advocating for specific policy needs;

e Facilitating connections between recent arrivals and established community
members.

Educational Integration

The German education system showed considerable flexibility in accommodating
Afghan refugee children and youth. Schools implemented specialized programs for non-
German speaking students, while universities developed bridging programs for Afghan
students whose studies were interrupted. Early data suggests positive educational
outcomes for Afghan refugee children, with enrollment rates approaching those of the
general population within 12-18 months of arrival. However, psychological support
services report high levels of trauma and adjustment difficulties among refugee youth.

Specific Vulnerabilities: Women and Minorities

Women. Afghan women refugees face compounded challenges in their adaptation
to German society. Many experienced significant trauma related to the Taliban's
restrictions on women's rights, while also navigating gender role expectations within
their own communities and German society. Research by the German Women's Council
found that Afghan women showed high motivation for integration activities, with above-
average participation in language courses and vocational training programs. However,
they also faced specific barriers including: 1) Lack of childcare limiting participation in
integration programs; 2) Cultural tensions around employment and social participation;
3) Higher rates of mental health issues related to family separation and trauma; 4)
Challenges accessing women-specific services due to language barriers.

Religious and Ethnic Minorities. Afghan refugees from religious and ethnic
minority backgrounds, including Hazaras, Sikhs and Hindus, faced particular
vulnerabilities both during flight and in Germany. These communities often experienced
targeted persecution in Afghanistan and continued to face security concerns even after
their arrival. German authorities and NGOs developed specialized programs for
particularly vulnerable groups, including expedited asylum procedures and enhanced
protection measures. Community organizations within these minorities also developed
strong support networks, often with connections to diaspora communities established
during earlier migration waves.
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Early Integration Outcomes and Indicators

Comparative Treatment and Perceived Inequalities. The survey research
conducted with Afghan refugees in late 2022 and early 2023 reveals significant concerns
about differential treatment compared to other refugee groups. The majority of 50 survey
respondents reported believing that Ukrainian refugees received better treatment across
multiple domains, including employment opportunities, social reception and service
access. These perceptions of inequality have important implications for integration
outcomes. When refugees perceive systematic disadvantages in their treatment, it can
affect motivation for integration activities, trust in institutions and overall psychological
well-being. The survey findings suggest that addressing these perceptions of differential
treatment should be a priority for integration policy.

Social Integration Indicators

Despite significant challenges, early indicators suggest that Afghan refugees are
developing important social connections in German society. Survey data from the
German Institute for Economic Research indicates that:

¢ 67% of Afghan refugees report having German friends or acquaintances;

e 78% express satisfaction with their children's educational opportunities;

¢ 45% participate in community activities or volunteer work;

e 82% report feeling safe in their local communities.

Cultural Adaptation Strategies

Afghan refugees appear to be adopting primarily integration-oriented acculturation
strategies, maintaining important aspects of their cultural identity while adapting to
German social norms. This is evidenced by:

¢ High participation in German language and civic courses;

e Maintenance of cultural and religious practices within community settings;

e Engagement with both Afghan community organizations and mainstream
German institutions;

e Adaptation of traditional practices to German legal and social contexts.

Service Access and Navigation Challenges

The original survey data reveals significant challenges in accessing needed
services, with respondents reporting particular difficulties in navigating Germany's
complex service landscape. The survey findings indicate that Afghan refugees often
struggle to find appropriate services, with language barriers and cultural differences
compounding these navigation challenges.

Healthcare access emerged as a particular concern, with survey respondents
reporting both practical barriers (language, bureaucracy) and cultural barriers
(understanding of mental health services, gender-sensitive care). The perception that
Ukrainian refugees receive prioritized access to these same services creates additional
frustration and a sense of marginalization.

These service access challenges have cascading effects on other integration
outcomes. When refugees cannot access appropriate healthcare, language training, or
social services, their ability to participate effectively in other integration activities
becomes compromised.
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4. Discussion

Policy Implications and Recommendations

Based on the analysis of Afghan refugee adaptation experiences, including original
survey research revealing significant concerns about differential treatment, several
immediate policy interventions could significantly improve integration outcomes:

Equal Treatment and Resource Allocation. Addressing perceived and actual
inequalities in refugee treatment represents a critical policy priority. Survey research
indicating that Afghan refugees feel disadvantaged compared to Ukrainian refugees in
employment opportunities, service access and social reception requires systematic policy
attention. Creating transparent, equitable allocation systems for all refugee groups would
address these concerns while maintaining public support for refugee integration.

Legal Status Security. Accelerating asylum procedures and providing clearer
pathways to permanent residence would reduce uncertainty and enable longer-term
planning for refugees and service providers.

Service Access Improvement. Survey findings highlighting difficulties in
accessing healthcare, language training and housing services point to the need for
improved service navigation support and culturally competent service delivery.

Housing Solutions. Developing innovative housing models, including supported
independent living and community-based housing initiatives, could address the
accommodation crisis while promoting integration.

Credential Recognition Reform. Streamlining professional recognition
procedures and developing alternative assessment methods for situations where
documentation is unavailable could unlock significant human capital.

Long-term Structural Reforms

Successful integration of Afghan refugees requires broader structural reforms to
Germany's integration system:

Labor Market Access. Expanding sectoral employment programs and creating
bridge training opportunities could better utilize refugee skills while addressing German
labor shortages.

Education System Adaptation. Developing more flexible pathways for refugee
students and adults to access higher education and vocational training would support
long-term integration outcomes.

Community-Based Integration. Strengthening community-based integration
approaches and supporting refugee-led organizations could enhance social cohesion and
mutual understanding.

Addressing Specific Vulnerabilities

Policy responses must also address the specific needs of vulnerable groups within
the Afghan refugee population:

Women's Integration Support. Expanding women-specific programs, including
childcare provision and targeted employment support, while respecting cultural
sensitivities and individual choice.

Minority Protection. Maintaining specialized protection measures for religious
and ethnic minorities while supporting community development and inter-community
dialogue.
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Youth and Education. Enhancing psychological support services for refugee
youth while creating pathways for educational and professional development.

Comparative Perspectives and Lessons Learned

The Afghan refugee experience since 2021 offers important points of comparison
with previous refugee waves in Germany. Unlike the Syrian refugee crisis of 2015-2016,
the Afghan crisis involved both evacuated individuals with established connections to
Germany and traditional asylum seekers arriving through irregular routes. The higher
educational levels of many Afghan refugees created different integration challenges and
opportunities compared to previous waves. While this human capital represents
significant potential contributions to German society, the inability to recognize and
utilize these skills effectively has led to frustration and economic waste.

International Best Practice

Germany's experience with Afghan refugee integration can be informed by
practices in other countries receiving large Afghan populations. Canada's private
sponsorship model has shown success in providing intensive community support, while
Australia's specialized visa categories for at-risk Afghans have streamlined legal
pathways. Likewise, the Netherlands' focus on rapid labor market integration through
sectoral programs offers lessons for addressing employment challenges, while Norway's
emphasis on mental health support provides models for addressing trauma-related needs.

Directions for Future Research

The recent nature of post-2021 Afghan migration to Germany creates opportunities
for comprehensive longitudinal research tracking integration outcomes over time. Such
studies could provide crucial insights into: 1) Long-term employment and economic
integration patterns; 2) Mental health recovery trajectories; 3) Intergenerational
differences in adaptation strategies; 4) Community development and social cohesion
outcomes/acculturation. Future research should also examine Afghan refugee integration
across different German states and localities to understand how local contexts influence
outcomes. Comparative studies with other European countries receiving Afghan refugees
could identify best practices and policy innovations. Supporting research led by Afghan
refugee communities themselves could provide important insights into integration
experiences from refugee perspectives, while building research capacity within these
communities.

5. Conclusion

The adaptation of Afghan refugees in Germany since the 2021 Taliban takeover
represents a complex story of both significant challenges and remarkable resilience.
While structural barriers including legal uncertainty, housing shortages, credential
recognition difficulties and language requirements have created substantial obstacles,
Afghan refugees have demonstrated strong motivation for integration and remarkable
adaptive capacity. The early outcomes suggest that with appropriate support, Afghan
refugees can make significant contributions to German society while maintaining their
cultural identity and community connections. However, realizing this potential requires
comprehensive policy reforms addressing both systemic barriers and the specific
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vulnerabilities within Afghan refugee populations. The experience of Afghan refugee
integration also highlights broader questions about Germany's approach to refugee
integration in an era of increasing global displacement. The tension between maintaining
comprehensive protection standards and ensuring effective integration outcomes requires
ongoing policy innovation and social dialogue.

As Afghan refugees continue their adaptation journey in Germany, their
experiences offer important lessons for both policymakers and civil society about the
complexities of forced migration in the contemporary world. Success in supporting
Afghan refugee integration will not only benefit these communities themselves but will
also strengthen Germany's capacity to respond to future displacement crises with both
compassion and effectiveness.

The story of Afghan refugee adaptation in Germany remains unfolding, with long-
term outcomes still emerging. However, the foundations laid in these crucial early years
will significantly influence both individual life trajectories and broader social cohesion.
Continued attention, resources and policy innovation will be essential to ensure that this
story becomes one of successful integration and mutual enrichment rather than missed
opportunities and social division.

Institutional Review Board Statement

Given that the study consisted of a survey that collected no identifying information,
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