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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

In 2021 Seefar conducted one of the first mixed-methods studies focused on whether and how 
access to development initiatives including social protection programmes may influence migration in 
Afghanistan.1 The research began before the fall of Kabul in August 2021 and bridges a gap between two 
major interests. On one side, donors around the world (including in Afghanistan up to 2021) have been 
keen to develop social protection programming across the humanitarian-development-peace nexus. On 
the other side, donors to Afghanistan and other countries of origin for asylum seekers have been keen 
to influence migration patterns. However, little primary research has attempted to examine interactions 
between social protection and migration in a context like Afghanistan. 

This study delivers policy-relevant and actionable research on the connections between migration 
drivers and the influences of development and social protection programmes. We collected qualitative 
and quantitative data from five migrant groups: potential migrants, transit migrants, asylum seekers, 
returnees and family members. Findings and resulting recommendations aim to support donors, 
development and aid organisations, governments and civil society actors to tailor policy and 
programming to the needs of different migrant groups, and promote efficient resource planning across 
the humanitarian and development agendas. 

Two overarching research questions guided the study:

1.	 In what ways does access, or lack thereof, to development interventions including social 
protection affect migration decisions? 

2.	What development interventions, including social protection programmes, would allow 
individuals considering irregular migration to stay and live their lives in their origin country 
with dignity? 

We analysed quantitative and qualitative data along three themes: (1) whether knowledge of programmes 
and trust in organisations and/or the government to deliver programmes has any influence on migration 
decision-making; (2) whether and how access to and participation in programming meets the needs 
of potential migrants and addresses the underlying motivations and drivers to migrate; and (3) what 
constitutes effective programming from the perspective of different migrant groups.

Key findings
Our study has found that effective development and social protection programming can influence 
migration decisions, even during times of conflict and instability. The lack of access to social 
protection, for instance, was found to be a stronger driver of migration than insecurity – both before and 
after the fall of Kabul. Under the right conditions, however, the preferred destination was ‘home’ even if 
home is still largely insecure. For a high number of potential migrants, ‘the right conditions’ correlated 
with the government’s ability to provide access to healthcare, food, shelter and clean water. Access to 
these basic needs through social protection programming represented a critical intervention that could 
sway migration decisions of over two thirds of potential migrants as well as persuade over half of all 
transit migrants interviewed to return home. 

1 See Key Terms for what constitutes social protection in Afghanistan.  Social Protection. Government of Afghanistan, Ministry 
of Finance.  

https://www.budgetmof.gov.af/index.php/en/com-joomfish-control-panel/using-joomla/components/article-categories
https://www.budgetmof.gov.af/index.php/en/com-joomfish-control-panel/using-joomla/components/article-categories
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The study also found that actual awareness of and access to available support programmes is 
minimal across all migrant groups. Trust levels in the government and development actors to deliver 
effective, reliable, long-term and needs-based initiatives correlate to a remarkable degree with migration 
motivations; low trust levels in the government to deliver development pushes people to leave. For 
those migrants who have accessed programming, the duration of the benefits have been too short to 
impact their lives in a meaningful way, leading to minimal influence on migration intentions. The longer 
a social protection programme can benefit an individual or family, for instance, the more influence it has 
on migration intentions. 

What makes a programme effective, however, is not simply a longer duration. Rather, programming can 
sway migration plans and transform a migrant’s wellbeing when the modality and type correspond 
to the needs, circumstances and profile of the individual migrant. Data analysis confirmed that 
programme preferences differed based on reasons for migration, education level, number of children, 
employment and marital status. Each potential migrant is an individual with different levels of sensitivity 
to different services or programmes, and those sensitivities differ across and within each migrant group. 

That means that the question of who wants access to which programme is much more important than 
the general type of the programme. For example, contrary to assumptions that seem popular in driving 
gender-based programming, women migrants had low levels of interest in support for women’s groups 
and micro-loans. Instead, they prioritised basic needs assistance alongside business support and 
vocational training. If programming is to benefit humanitarian, development and migration objectives 
in parallel, then it must take account of differing levels of engagement and capacities across different 
migrant groups. 

The study found that the most effective way to ensure needs are met is through ‘combined 
programming’ which involves offering both social protection and development programmes at 
the same time to an individual or family, a modality that was found to reduce migration intentions 
to a significant degree across all migrant groups. Business support, job creation, cash assistance and 
basic needs assistance were the top four support programmes identified generally that would allow 
individuals and families to stay and safely live their lives in origin countries with dignity. 

In sum, the research results suggest that a paradigmatic and programmatic shift from state building to 
‘people building’ will be most influential on migration patterns in, from and around Afghanistan. If donors 
are serious about achieving humanitarian, development and migration objectives simultaneously, then 
programming needs to be much more sensitive to different groups’ migration interests and much 
more responsive to how these change over time. For traditional programme design, the beneficiaries’ 
migration interests may be a minor concern, but for the beneficiary themselves, migration plans or 
experiences may be central and life changing. Programming that respects this about beneficiaries is 
much more likely to achieve positive impacts on development, social protection and migration.



For international donors and development actors focused on the implementation of development 
initiatives including social protection.

1.	 Ensure investment into programmes or policies targeting irregular migration includes 
components relating to, at a minimum, basic needs provision through development initiatives 
and/or social protection schemes. The research established that interventions targeting irregular 
migration can be most effective if linked with programming that ensures that basic needs are met. 
This could include promoting combined programming, which would address basic needs at the same 
time as delivering development support to those most likely to migrate (i.e. income generation, 
livelihood development/job creation projects).  

2.	Support the development of migration-sensitive programming. Actions may include commissioning 
a rapid evidence assessment on existing best practises in programmes that make deliberate efforts 
to be inclusive to migrants and adapting/developing an approach that is most suitable for donors, 
governments and IOs/NGOs to apply in the context of Afghanistan. Further actions could be:

•	 Link programming with research outputs focused specifically on gender and the questions of 
(1) how migration-sensitive programming can be done best to really impact the lives of women in 
Afghanistan and reach those most in need; and (2) how need can be defined in this context where, at 
least among our potential migrant female population, access to programming is extremely limited.

•	 Delivering long-term, reliable support to vulnerable households while assessing migration 
intentions over time. Emphasis should be on not only the type of programmes but the length and 
durability of the benefit. 

•	 Targeting those most likely to consider migrating irregularly with multiple interventions 
– possibly using a type of graduation approach. Combined programming that balances social 
protection (i.e. basic needs assistance) with traditional development approaches (such as 
vocational training or business start-up) can be implemented in a holistic graduated approach, 
tailored differently for different groups, i.e. those most vulnerable to human trafficking versus 
those migrating due to unemployment. It could include programming that is already happening or 
planned to happen and that could be designed in a migrant-sensitive way, so that both types can 
be effectively delivered. 

•	 Invest in programme evaluations linked to pilot projects of a specific development intervention 
identified in this study (livelihood/vocational) or protection scheme (cash assistance/basic 
assistance) in Afghanistan or a transit country (within the region, in Turkey or the EU) to test 
effectiveness. Implementing dedicated pilot projects will achieve two things. First, it will provide 
longitudinal data on how and why particular programmes can affect the migration decision-making 
of potential migrants. Second, it will allow for documentation of good practises and the development 
of monitoring tools that can allow organisations to measure/evaluate impacts of needs-based 
initiatives in the context of migration, or develop novel and innovative tools for needs-based 
migrant sensitive programming. 

RECOMMENDATIONS
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3.	Promote awareness and access to information about availability of social protection schemes 
and development programmes available inside origin and transit countries. This means targeting 
existing awareness-raising activities more specifically to people considering irregular migration as 
well as including the key messages in existing migration-related communications campaigns. The 
research also demonstrated that transit migrants are unlikely to continue travelling if offered support 
in transit countries that provide similar types of programmes (i.e. job creation etc). Increasing transit 
migrants’ access to information about available programming would then also be valuable.  

4.	Invest in research to generate data to test, understand and improve applicability of this research 
to migrants in neighbouring countries, Turkey and the EU. 

5.	Deliver programmes through development actors who are trusted to deliver effectively (IOs/
NGOs) including those that are rooted in local communities, with operational independence 
from the Taliban regime. Trust in an organisation's ability to change lives for the better emerged 
as a critical determinant of migration decision-making. Other actions to build trust could include:

•	 Specific research on trust levels in joint programming such as that delivered by external actors 
or donors and the Afghan government. For instance, are people who access joint programming 
aware that they are funded by external actors, and does this impact trust? Though trust levels 
are a critical factor in ensuring programming is effective, this  research component may not be 
immediately relevant in the current context, and will depend on how development actors decide to 
work with the current regime, or not. 

6.	Increase support to psychosocial support programmes for Afghans unable to leave, including 
families left behind. The study shows that it is likely that lack of trust is pushing even more people 
to want to leave and, yet, many are physically and financially unable to leave the country. This has 
left many in a very hopeless situation. Psychosocial support provided through safe and trusted 
channels would help support those who want to leave but remain in the country.



KEY TERMS

Asylum seeker
An asylum seeker is a person who has left their country and is seeking protection from persecution 
and serious human rights violations in another country, but who hasn’t yet been legally recognized as 
a refugee and is waiting to receive a decision on their asylum claim.2 Although asylum seekers arrive 
in a country irregularly, the 1951 Refugee Convention states that they must be given access to fair and 
efficient asylum procedures and measures to ensure they live safely while their claims are processed. 
If an asylum application is accepted, a person is granted refugee status. Rejected asylum seekers must 
leave the country and may be expelled in the same way as any other irregular migrant.3

Country of destination
The country that is a destination for migration flows (regular or irregular).4

Country of origin
The country of nationality or, for stateless persons, of former habitual residence.5

Country of transit
The country through which migration flows (regular or irregular) move; this means the country (or 
countries), different from the country of origin, which a migrant passes through in order to enter a 
country of destination.6 

Development programming
Development is a multidimensional undertaking to achieve a higher quality of life for all people. 
Economic development, social development and environmental protection are interdependent and 
mutually reinforcing components of sustainable development. Support can be provided to affected 
populations or beneficiaries by state and/or non-state actors that indirectly impacts household 
wellbeing through poverty reduction, vocational training, livelihood programming, and access to 
economic support (for example, micro-loans).7

Forced return
In the global context, forced return is a broader term which includes any action having the effect of 
returning the individual to a state, including expulsion, removal, extradition, rejection at the frontier, 
extra-territorial interception and physical return.8

2 Amnesty International (2022). Refugees, Asylum-Seekers and Migrants. 
3 Ibid. 
4 European Commission, Glossary of Terms (2022).
5 European Commission, Glossary of Terms (2022).  
6 European Commission, Glossary of Terms (2022).  
7 United Nations Library (key terms), ND. 
8 European Commission (2022).  

https://www.amnesty.org/en/what-we-do/refugees-asylum-seekers-and-migrants/#:~:text=An asylum%2Dseeker is a,decision on their asylum claim.
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/pages/glossary/voluntary-return_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/pages/glossary/country-origin_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/pages/glossary/country-transit_en#:~:text=Definition(s),enter a country of destination 
https://research.un.org/en/docs/dev
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/pages/glossary/forced-return_en#:~:text=In the global context%2C forced,territorial interception and physical return.
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Irregular migration
The International Organization for Migration (IOM) defines it as “movement that takes place outside 
the regulatory norms of the sending, transit and receiving country”. This means that irregular 
migrants can be those who enter a country without legal papers or with false documents, those who 
overstay legal and valid visas or those who undertake employment or any other activity that is not 
allowed as per their visa norms.9

Migrant
An umbrella term, not defined under international law, reflecting the common lay understanding of a 
person who moves away from his or her place of usual residence, whether within a country or across 
an international border, temporarily or permanently, and for a variety of reasons.10

Potential migrant
A person who has not gone anywhere yet but has concrete plans to leave his/her country of origin. 
Seefar terms anyone who plans to travel within 12 months as a potential migrant.11

Primary irregular movements
Irregular journeys taken for the first time, specifically the entry into the territory of another country, 
without the prior consent of the national authorities or without an entry visa, or with no or insufficient 
documentation normally required for travel purposes, or with false or fraudulent documentation.12

Quality of life
The standard of health, comfort, and happiness experienced by an individual or group. Quality of life 
is defined by the World Health Organization as “individuals' perception of their position in life in the 
context of the culture and value systems in which they live, and in relation to their goals, expectations, 
standards and concerns”.13 

Refugee
A person who has fled his or her country due to fear of persecution because of their race, religion, 
nationality, membership of a particular social group or political opinions. In some countries, they may 
be registered with UNHCR or they may be recognised by the immigration authority of the country 
where they are located. A person must cross an international border to be recognised as a refugee. 
In the African Union, countries may recognise those who flee conflict or generalised violence as 
refugees. In the European Union, a strict definition of refugee is applied and refers to those who are 
personally at risk of persecution on one of the listed grounds.14

Returnee
The movement of a person going from a host country back to a country of origin, country of 
nationality or habitual residence usually after spending a significant period of time in the host country. 
This movement may be voluntary or forced, assisted or spontaneous.15

9  IOM. World Migration report (2018). 
10 IOM Key Migration Terms (2022).  
11  Lovo, S. (2014). Potential migration and subjective well-being in Europe. 
12 IOM, Key Migration Terms. 
13 WHO, Tools and toolkits, Quality of Life. 
14 Convention and Protocol Relating to the Status of Refugees (1951).  
15 European Commission, Glossary of Terms. 

https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/pages/glossary/url%5D
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/pages/glossary/url%5D
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/pages/glossary/url%5D
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/pages/glossary/url%5D
https://publications.iom.int/system/files/pdf/wmr_2018_en_chapter2.pdf
https://www.iom.int/key-migration-terms
https://izajodm.springeropen.com/articles/10.1186/s40176-014-0024-5
https://www.iom.int/key-migration-terms
https://www.who.int/tools/whoqol
https://www.unhcr.org/3b66c2aa10.html
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/pages/glossary/return_en
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Secondary movements
The movement of migrants, including refugees and asylum seekers, who for different reasons move 
from the country in which they first arrived to seek protection or permanent resettlement elsewhere.16 

Social protection
Mechanisms that allow access to the human right to social security, including initiatives that provide 
income or consumption transfers to the poor, protect the vulnerable against livelihood risks and 
enhance the social status and rights of the marginalised; with the overall objective of reducing the 
economic and social vulnerability of poor, vulnerable and marginalised groups.17  
 
In Afghanistan, “Social protection comprises a set of public policies and intervention aimed to increase 
the capacities, opportunities and security of extremely poor and vulnerable Afghans through a process 
of economic empowerment in order to reduce poverty and increase self-reliance. Social protection 
policies also strengthen the targeting of current investment such as food aid and employment-based 
public works programs.”18 

Subsidiary protection / humanitarian protection
A form of asylum or international protection for persons seeking asylum who do not qualify as 
refugees. In the European Union, a person eligible for subsidiary protection status means they are 
from a country outside of Europe and would face a real risk of suffering serious harm if s/he returned 
to their country of origin. This can include people who flee war or conflict.19 
 
The protection given to a third-country national or a stateless person who does not qualify as a 
refugee but in respect of whom substantial grounds have been shown for believing that the person 
concerned, if returned to their country of origin, or in the case of a stateless person to their country of 
former habitual residence, would face a real risk of suffering serious harm.20

Transit migrant or migrants in transit
Those migrants who have left their home and/or country of origin and are in a place for temporary 
periods, on the way to their main country of destination, i.e. they are in an ‘ongoing’ state of migration. 
Usually, migrants in transit face a lot of security and safety issues as well as threats to their human 
rights, while they undertake their migration journey.21

Voluntary return
The assisted or independent return to the country of origin, transit or another third country based on 
the free will of the returnee.22 

16 European Commission, Briefing (2017). 
17 Schüring, E. and V. Kronenberg (2017). Social Protection as an Alternative to Migration? 
18 Social Protection. Government of Afghanistan, Ministry of Finance. 
19 European Commission, Glossary of Terms. 
20 European Commission (2022).  
21 IOM, Key Migration Terms. 
22 Ibid.

https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/networks/european_migration_network/glossary_search/protection_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/networks/european_migration_network/glossary_search/protection_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/networks/european_migration_network/glossary_search/resettlement_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/networks/european_migration_network/glossary_search/resettlement_en
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2017/608728/EPRS_BRI(2017)608728_EN.pdf
https://www.dguv.de/medien/inhalt/praevention/themen_a_z/migration/study_migration_social_protection.pdf
https://www.budgetmof.gov.af/index.php/en/com-joomfish-control-panel/using-joomla/components/article-categories
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/pages/glossary/subsidiary-protection_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/pages/glossary/subsidiary-protection_en
https://www.iom.int/key-migration-terms#:~:text=Country of transit %E2%80%93 In the,origin or of habitual residence.


INTRODUCTION

Background and Objectives of the Study
The European Union (EU) has spent over EUR 4 billion on development aid in Afghanistan since 2002.23 
The priority of the Afghan government and international actors delivering on development aid funding 
over the last five years was to implement humanitarian-development-peace ‘triple nexus’ policies and 
programmes. There was keen interest within the international community and donor governments to 
identify ways in which social protection can be developed for use across both humanitarian and 
development responses throughout the country.24 

At the same time, Afghans represent the second largest 
refugee population globally – an estimated 2.6 million people 
– 90% of whom are in neighbouring countries such as Iran 
and Pakistan.25 They are also the second largest group of 
asylum seekers (after Syrians) in Europe. The EU has invested 
significantly over the years in migration management, with 
further promises of funds to neighbouring countries hosting 
Afghan refugees, aiming to prevent further migration flows 
to Europe.26 

It is unclear, however, whether the agenda to identify 
effective development initiatives including social protection 
programming across humanitarian and development 
responses has been linked with migration. There is surprisingly 
little known about whether and how a lack of access to 
development initiatives such as vocational training or 
business support, or access to social protection programmes 
– mechanisms that allow access to the human right to social 
security such as social assistance – may influence migration 
decision-making generally and in Afghanistan specifically.27 

It is against this backdrop that Seefar conducted one of the first studies to better understand if and 
how there is any such relationship, and how access to programming can shape migration decision-
making. 

Two overarching research questions guided the study:

1.	  In what ways does a lack of access to development interventions including social protection affect 
migration decisions? 

2.	What development interventions, including social protection programmes, would allow individuals 
considering irregular migration to stay and live their lives in their origin country with dignity? 

23 European Commission, “Afghanistan” (N.D.), accessed December 2021. 
24 Ibid.
25 UNHCR, “Afghanistan” (N.D.) accessed December 2021.
26 Reuters, “As war rages, EU weighs more funds to limit Afghans fleeing to bloc”, July 2021.
27 See Key Terms for what constitutes social protection in Afghanistan.  Social Protection. Government of Afghanistan, 
Ministry of Finance.  

 
In Afghanistan, social protection refers 
to "interventions aimed to increase the 
capacities, opportunities and security 
of extremely poor and vulnerable 
Afghans through a process of economic 
empowerment in order to reduce poverty 
and increase self-reliance". Programmes 
fall into three pillars: social assistance, 
social insurance and labour markets.

Development programming refers to 
support provided by state and by non-
state actors that indirectly impacts 
household well-being through poverty 
reduction but includes vocational training, 
livelihood programming, and access to 
economic support such as micro-loans for 
business start-up.

https://ec.europa.eu/international-partnerships/where-we-work/afghanistan_en
https://www.unhcr.org/en-us/afghanistan.html
https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/war-rages-eu-weighs-more-funds-limit-afghans-fleeing-bloc-2021-07-22/
https://www.budgetmof.gov.af/index.php/en/com-joomfish-control-panel/using-joomla/components/article-categories
https://www.budgetmof.gov.af/index.php/en/com-joomfish-control-panel/using-joomla/components/article-categories
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The objective was to produce policy-relevant and actionable research on the gaps between the drivers 
for migration and what development and social protection programmes can actually influence. Data was 
gathered to support donors, development and aid organisations, governments and civil society actors to 
tailor funding, programming and policy to the needs of different migrant groups, and promote efficient 
resource planning across the humanitarian and development agendas. 

Definitions and Scope of Study

Figure 1: Conceptual division of social protection and development programming

In fragile states like Afghanistan, various United Nations (UN) agencies and non-governmental 
organisations (NGOs) often take the lead in delivering social safety nets and social protection 
programmes. 

It is also a context where humanitarian and development objectives may blend into one; most social 
protection programming can also be considered ‘development’ as it may indirectly help boost the 
economy, reduce vulnerability and poverty and may be critical in a country achieving the sustainable 
development goals. Many development initiatives including social protection are often embedded into 
humanitarian programming and strategy, leading to more opportunities reaching more vulnerable 
groups through the same pool of funds. Despite the overlap of development and social protection 
programming, this study clearly distinguishes between the two in order to produce effective and efficient 
recommendations for specific programming types. 

The categories of programming we looked at included cash assistance, basic needs assistance, vocational 
training and economic empowerment such as business support. These were selected after an online 
baseline survey conducted with potential Afghan migrants indicated they are the top four programmes 
Afghans felt are most closely linked to migration decision-making. While business support and vocational 
training are clearly development oriented, basic needs assistance falls under social assistance as a 
social protection intervention. Cash transfers straddle both types of programming; cash assistance is a 
means for development, meaning it can be used both for business start-up, for instance, as well as for 
basic needs. In this study preference for cash assistance was often a preference compared to in-kind 
support and is referred to as a social protection intervention or modality for social assistance. Some 
other interventions and subcategories discussed by respondents are included in the findings sections. 
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Analytical Framework

To explore the research questions and analyse the data in an effective way we adapted what is known 
as a socio-ecological framework.28 Our adapted approach centres an individual migrant within a ‘life 
world’ of pressures and opportunities. Expanding out from the individual migrant are areas representing 
environments that yield protective factors and/or challenges. The approach explores connections 
between the individual and the family environments, for instance, with (1) institutional practises and 
provisions that influence decisions and agency at the individual level, as well as (2) the economic 
structures that govern availability of and access to resources and public services, including development 
and social protection programming. Such an approach allows us to understand how and why these 
factors or ‘environments’ affect well being and thus decision-making.  

Using a socio-ecological approach for this research helped to generate a holistic evidence base on 
how access to development initiatives including social protection programming fits into the life worlds 
and decision-making of potential and transit migrants.29 This includes a better contextualization of the 
potential effects that macro level policies and meso level interventions have on the more personal, and 
sometimes private or less vocalised, intentions to migrate. 

The study included five migrant groups: potential migrants; transit migrants; asylum seekers; returnees; 
and families who have been impacted by the migration of an immediate family member and who are 
left behind in Afghanistan.30 Including the five groups allowed us to assess trends and conceptualise 
programming impact on migration intentions from the family base to those who have been granted 
asylum, for instance. This provided a big picture view of how or why programming influences decisions 
on whether to migrate or how it may influence subsidiary choices being made in the moment by asylum 
seekers and returnees looking to make a secondary move or re-emigrate.

Figure 2: Analytical Framework

28 A well known approach used to understand and develop interventions for health as well as child protection in humanitarian 
and development contexts. 
29 When we say transit migrant, regardless of the country, that respondent has self-identified him/herself as being in transit 
and not yet in the destination country. When we say asylum seeker, we are referring to the group of respondents who self-
identified as having made it to a destination country and has either refugee status, subsidiary protection status, or is awaiting 
his or her application decision.
30 It was acknowledged very early on that the categories of transit migrant and asylum seeker can overlap and are not 
mutually exclusive, i.e. an asylum seeker in Greece very often is also a transit migrant. However, we demarcated the categories 
so that no one fit both definitions. We frontloaded the survey tools with well-designed demographics sections asking very 
specific questions regarding migration status in the country and/or intentions to move to another country. If they selected 
that they have applied for asylum already, then they were surveyed with the asylum seeker tool. If they had not submitted an 
application and are continuing to travel onwards, they were interviewed with the transit migrant tool.
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To help us analyse these aspects in relation to the two overarching questions in a concrete way, we 
established three themes that linked the individual (micro) to the meso/macro levels of governance and 
access to programming to use for analysis. 

Knowledge, trust and governance. This relates to whether and how the knowledge of interventions 
and the trust levels in organisations and/or the government to deliver programmes are linked, and 
whether that has any influence on migration decision-making.

Access, participation and migration drivers. This relates to whether and how access to or 
availability of development initiatives including social protection affect drivers of migration and, 
possibly, choice of destination. This theme directed the analysis of whether and how access to or 
participation in programming addresses the underlying drivers of migration. 

Effective programming. This relates to what particular programmes or combination of programmes 
can address the drivers of migration across the different groups. This theme directed the analysis 
of what programmes different migrant groups may consider being transformative and leading to 
sustainable changes to their wellbeing and thus provide an alternative to migration.
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Methods

The findings of this study are based on data generated through a range of both qualitative and 
quantitative methods that were implemented in a phased approach. Phase 1 included a desk review and 
an online baseline survey reaching 400 respondents across nine provinces in Afghanistan in June 2021.

Drawing from the baseline survey results, during Phase 2 (July–September 2021) 14 Afghan researchers 
carried out 1,115 face-to-face and telephone surveys. These surveys were conducted with potential 
migrants, returnees, and families of migrants located across all 34 provinces in Afghanistan. Transit 
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migrants were in Belgium, Germany, France, Greece, and Turkey, and asylum seekers were based in the 
EU including Belgium, Greece, Germany, and Austria.31 See Annex for more details.

The surveys were developed in partnership with Afghan field researchers in Afghanistan and the EU. 

Figure 5: Sample size and location of respondents when surveyed/interviewed

Phase 3 (September–November 2021)32 was implementation of the qualitative component of the study 
and involved Afghan migrants and key informants based in Turkey and the EU. We conducted eighty In-
depth Interviews (IDIs) with transit migrants in Turkey and asylum seekers/refugees in Greece, Cyprus 
and Belgium. Six Key Informant Interviews (KIIs) with government officials, NGOs and Civil Society 
Organisations in Turkey and Belgium gave depth to the analysis of challenges that government and 
development actors face in delivering programmes/services effectively. An additional two Focus Group 
Discussions (FGDs) with transit migrants in Turkey and asylum seekers based in Belgium provided a 
holistic picture of how a lack of access to social protection and development programming played a key 
role in their decision-making. 

31 The choice or sample of countries was convenience-based as well as based on the connections the field researchers had 
with Afghan migrant groups in the EU and Turkey. Afghan researchers were based in Afghanistan, Belgium, Greece and Turkey. 
32 Phase 3 reflected how the change in government and the subsequent crises required a rapid adjustment to the research 
approach and methodology in order to conduct research inside Afghanistan. This involved re-strategizing in dialogue with the 
researchers to understand how to proceed and which studies could be carried out without jeopardising their safety. This led to a 
decision to suspend in-depth face-to-face qualitative research in Afghanistan. 
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The survey and interview participants were recruited face-to-face through snowball sampling and 
Seefar’s network in the different study locations. See Annex for more details on the methodology and 
analysis.

Study Limitations

a) Number of qualitative interviews with potential migrants in Afghanistan: Though we collected a 
substantial amount of data across the five migrant groups, we were unable to safely conduct qualitative 
interviews with potential migrants and key informants located inside Afghanistan after August 2021. 
This represents a limit to the depth of the study, and we recommend contacting migrant groups in 
Afghanistan post August 2021 for potential follow-on research activities. 

b) Self-reporting/perception and recall bias: Respondents were asked questions related to access 
to programmes up to five years ago. It may have been difficult for respondents to recall what type 
of programming they received (i.e. was it social protection or development?). In addition, the Afghan 
government, IOs/NGOs, local civil society organisations and mosques can each deliver development 
initiatives including social protection. Though we included distinct survey questions on the ‘government’ 
and IOs and others, the answers for who the provider was for the programming may not be strictly 
reliable. Though this lack of detail somewhat limits the depth of the study, it does not pose any limitations 
on the conclusions or recommendations. 

Likewise, asking those in transit, asylum seekers or returnees to retrospectively evaluate what they 
would have done if they had access or had received certain information, for instance, there is a degree 
of bias of the situations they are currently in and how those lived experiences shape their responses to a 
question like this. At the same time, there is also the power of hindsight, and relaying to us what it would 
take to not migrate having already been through the decision-making process. 

c) Research does not represent a programme review or evaluation: As this was a scoping study 
focused on the views of different migrant groups, we did not conduct an in-depth discourse or policy 
analysis nor a review or evaluation of any specific programming. When we discuss programming we 
draw on the desk review and respondents’ recollection of initiatives that may have been accessed or 
generally available. 

d) It is a retrospective study considering the fall of Kabul: The study is somewhat backward looking 
considering the current crisis. There is now a smaller set of tools to engage with Afghan migrants, 
displaced people and those planning irregular migration in Afghanistan. However, the research can be 
applied to those in transit and seeking asylum within the region, Turkey or the EU. It also has relevance 
to other contexts where the humanitarian, development and migration agendas overlap.   

Report Outline

The findings of this report are split into three sections to present based on the key themes described in 
our analytical framework: 

•	 Section I reports on findings related to knowledge, trust and governance. 

•	 Section II details how access, participation and migration drivers are linked.

•	 Section III describes what programming is considered by migrants to be effective and transformative 
to their wellbeing and, thus, influential on their migration decisions.

Analysis in each section links the findings back to the two key research questions. The concluding chapter 
summarises key findings and outlines recommendations for policy makers, donors and development aid 
and migration practitioners. Annex explains our research methods and the limitations of the study in 
further detail.
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33 WFP. 2019. Afghanistan: Developing a Strategic Framework of Action for Social Protection.
34 UNICEF, Social Protection in Afghanistan, 2020, pg. 44.
35 Samuel Hall. (2014). Social Protection System. (2014). An Afghan Case Study. Analysing the Potential of a Child-Focused 
Social Protection Cash Transfer Programme in Balkh.
36 World Bank. (2013). Emergency Project Paper on a Proposed Additional Grant and Project Restructuring in the Amount of 
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38 Ibid.



KEY FINDINGS

Section I: How knowledge of and trust in social protection 
and development programming influences irregular 
migration decision-making.

1.1 Low levels of awareness about which development or social protection 
programmes are available or accessible influences migration intentions. 

All five migrant groups reported only minimal levels of awareness and knowledge of any social protection 
or development programmes available and offered by IOs/NGOs or the Afghan government. This is 
despite the efforts of those development actors and the former Afghan government in the last decade 
to expand the coverage and reach of both development and social protection programming. On average, 
eight out of ten potential migrants reported having no knowledge of development interventions or social 
protection programmes offered by either the government or international development actors including 
the UN. Nearly seven out of ten transit migrants reported no knowledge of government programming 
at home in Afghanistan and nine out of ten reported no knowledge of any type of programming offered 
by IOs/NGOs.   

62% of female respondents across all migrant groups reported no awareness of any programming 
offered by IOs/NGOs in Afghanistan. That nearly two thirds of women who participated in the survey 
have no idea about available programmes is surprising in light of the amount of investment into 
empowerment programmes, including policies focused on increasing gender equality (see section 2.1 
of this report). This indicates that the campaigns on gender inequality have not reached those women 
who intend to migrate.  

67% of families reported being aware of basic needs assistance, education programmes and cash 
transfer programmes delivered by IOs/NGOs in their areas. The higher levels of knowledge or awareness 
of programming may be due to children and youth in the household being exposed to more information 
while at school or outside of the household for various reasons and imparting that information to 
family members. Alternatively it may be that low income families are targeted for social protection 
programming.

Yet, the study found that having knowledge of what is available may be critical to migration decision-
making. More than half of the potential migrants surveyed suggested that access to information about 
such support programmes would possibly impact their decision-making: 47% were willing to reconsider 
their migration plans if they knew more about what programmes were available, and an additional 15% 
were undecided, mentioning that it would depend on the length of the programmes.
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Though it varied, the influence of having such information on migration decision-making was found 
across all migrant groups involved in the study. 

•	 The effect of receiving information about available programming on migration decision-making 
was lowest amongst asylum seekers and those with refugee status of both genders. Only 39% of 
asylum seekers surveyed reported that receiving information on what benefits they could have had 
while they were still in Afghanistan may have swayed their intention to migrate.

•	 Over two thirds (69%) of transit migrants reported that having had such information while still in 
Afghanistan may have impacted their migration decision. 

•	 The most striking impact of receiving information on available support programmes on migration 
intentions was found with returnees; 80% reported that knowing of available programming in 
Afghanistan would have convinced them not to leave. 

•	 57% of impacted family members reported that if their migrant relative had known more about 
programmes available in their area then they may not have migrated.
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1.2 Programme access is low 

Data on actual access to programmes has established two interrelated key findings: 

First, the actual number of people accessing programmes – either government or IO/NGO led – is very 
low. 

•	 Approximately 48% of the 15% of potential migrants who are aware of projects (15 out of 31 as 
detailed in sub-section 1.1) responded that they have accessed and benefited from government-led 
programmes within the last five years. Most of the programmes mentioned fall under the social 
protection framework while some may also be considered development. Examples of programmes 
are highlighted in Figure 7.39

•	 Meanwhile, only 8% out of the 13% of potential migrants who were aware of projects offered by 
IOs/NGOs reported having been enrolled in such development or social protection projects in the 
last five years. The remaining 88% reported not having had access to programmes delivered by 
IOs/NGOs, while 4% were uncertain.40 Examples of programmes the 8% had accessed also fall 
under both social protection and development (see Figure 8). 

Transit migrants appear to have had less access to or participation in government-led programmes than 
potential migrants. 93% of transit migrants reported that they did not benefit from any government social 
protection programming while still in Afghanistan. Of the 7% who said yes or were unsure, examples of 
programming given fall under both development and social protection. They included free education for 
any of my children, food transfers, community service subsidies, school feeding, employment from the 
government through public works programmes, and health insurance. Strikingly, transit migrants’ levels 
of access to development and/or social protection programmes offered by IOs/NGOs prior to leaving 
Afghanistan was higher than that for potential migrants. 15% reported that they had been enrolled 

39 This was a multiple response question and some may have benefited from several programmes.
40 There may have been a misunderstanding of who delivered the programmes, i.e. government vs international or local 
NGOs. We did not test for this in the survey. Also, while the survey asked directly, there was also little recall about who delivered 
these programmes. 
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in projects and an additional 6% were enrolled but 
were not sure who delivered the project. Together, 
21% of transit migrants had benefited from 
vocational skills training, cash assistance, basic 
needs, educational programmes and livelihoods/
artisanal work projects.41 This finding may imply 
a correlation between participation in IO/NGO 
development programming and departures but 
there are too many unknown variables that may 
be impacting decisions that cannot be determined 
from this study alone. 

11% of asylum seekers had been enrolled in social 
protection/development programmes offered 
by the government in the years before they left 
Afghanistan. Examples of programmes included 
poverty reduction, vocational training, free 
education for children, public works, and school 
feeding. Focus group participants in Turkey and 
Belgium had also reported minimal access to 
government or IO/NGO programming prior to 
leaving. As one male transit migrant reported: 
“No, we didn’t receive any assistance from our 
[Afghanistan] government or others before our 
migration.” 

Access for females was found to be strikingly 
low. Only 2% of female respondents across all five 
migrant groups reported ever having accessed 
programming delivered by the government or IOs/
NGOs. In a patriarchal context like Afghanistan 
where gender inequality is maintained through 
social and cultural norms, and where the situation 
of women in the country was difficult already 
prior to the Taliban, this finding is unsurprising. 
However, what is striking is that access is low 
despite the amount of investment organisations 
had made into programming directed at women. 
The findings of this study thus suggest that those 
programmes are failing to reach female potential 
migrants. It also begs questions regarding targeting and where on the vulnerability spectrum a female 
Afghan potential migrant falls. Not a lot is known about the socio-economic and marital status of female 
Afghan migrants, for instance.

The gap between awareness of programmes and access to them was particularly wide among family 
members. While 67% of families reported being aware of programmes delivered by IOs/NGOs in their 
areas, only 3% reported ever having been enrolled in such programming. Possible reasons may be the 
programmes never took off or were interrupted, or that the families who are impacted by migration may 
not meet the eligibility criteria, for instance, because of socio-economic status.

41 In contrast, access to some form of assistance while in transit is much higher than access to assistance at home. 49% of the 
Afghan transit migrants interviewed reported benefiting from basic assistance programmes in their transit countries from IOs/
NGOs. Access was high amongst those who were married with children and had a lower educational status, and who were of an 
older age, with 44% of 18-24 year olds and 78% of older migrants reporting benefiting from programming.  
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That all five migrant groups reported such low degrees of access implies that coverage is 
inadequate for many who consider migration. As will be shown below, there is reason to believe that 
access to adequate programming influences migration decisions. Yet, as so few potential migrants in 
fact have access, drawing firm conclusions around lasting benefits of social protection and development 
programming with a view to migratory movements remains difficult. 

1.3 For those who do have access, programme duration is too short to sway 
migration intentions. 

Potential and transit migrants reported minimal impact of social protection and/or development 
programming because the short durations and benefits cannot impact their lives in a meaningful 
way. Enrolment or benefit from the programmes that migrant groups are actually accessing lasts 
on average three to six months. Our evidence suggests that actual access to programming does not 
influence migration decisions because the duration of benefit is too short. 

•	 For nearly two out of three (63%) potential migrants, the benefits of the programmes lasted for less 
than six months in total. Just one in five received benefits for two years or longer. Over half of the 
potential migrants who accessed programming reported having benefited from the programmes in 
the 12 months prior to our interview. 

•	 A similar trend emerged across transit migrants who had benefited from programming. Almost 
half of the transit migrants who had accessed programming prior to migrating reported that they 
participated in these programmes in the six months before they began their journey. The projects 
and/or benefits lasted less than six months for 76% of beneficiaries. A further 13% had benefited 
for 6–12 months. 

Though most of the programmes delivered by IOs/NGOs were short-term, the duration of benefit was 
slightly longer than for government social protection initiatives as described above. 

•	 Half of the IO/NGO programmes reportedly lasted for less than six months but an additional 36% 
lasted between 6–12 months. 

•	 Just 7% of potential migrants benefited from the programme for 1–2 years and another 7% for 
more than two years. 

•	 2% of impacted families who had access to programming from the government reported having 
benefited for 6–12 months. 

•	 78% had benefited for less than six months. 

The programmes listed above in sub-section 1.2 such as poverty reduction subsidies, national food 
transfers or public works/employment would suggest a longer timeframe may be needed to make an 
impact on people’s wellbeing or on their personal circumstances to the point that they would abandon 
their migration plans. A public works scheme, for instance, that lasts three months as opposed to say 
one year or two would be of little long-term financial benefit to an individual or a family. Food transfers 
that happen once or twice in three months would be beneficial in the moment but not long-term. 

Alongside the short timeframes, there is also a striking trend of almost immediate departure soon 
after participating across the migrant groups. Most of the transit and asylum seekers interviewed 
who accessed programmes while in Afghanistan left shortly after the programme ended. 57% of the 
potential migrants interviewed benefited from government-led programming in the 6–12 months before 
speaking to us. Because this study did not do a thorough programme review, as highlighted in the 
study limitations section, we cannot speculate on why this might be. Further research is needed to 
demonstrate how or why particular programming may affect migration decisions. 
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What we can surmise from the evidence we gathered, however, is that there is a direct connection between 
long-term effects of programming and migration intentions. When needs are not being addressed or 
needs are being met but only for a short duration little is done to sway migration intentions. But, as 
shown in sections II and III, it is not as simple as implementing longer programming but long-term 
meaningful programmes that address the wellbeing of an individual and their families. 

1.4 Trust levels in IOs/NGOs to deliver effective and meaningful programming is 
higher; low trust levels in government programmes is pushing people to leave.

The short duration of programming in general but of government programming in particular is linked 
to migration: short-lived programming has led to an erosion of people’s confidence in the government’s 
capacity or willingness to provide them with long-term opportunities to live with dignity. Overall, 8 out 
of 10 potential migrants reported a lack of trust in government-led initiatives to effect change in their 
lives, whether that be development initiatives or social protection. And the study found that trust is 
strongly linked to migration motivations:

•	 88% of potential migrants feel that the government does not have any meaningful plan or 
programme for their wellbeing.

•	 81% of potential migrants reported that even if they benefited from government programmes, they 
do not trust that it would help them enough or that the government would deliver it in the way they 
say they will and so they would still migrate. 

•	 78% of potential migrants reported that they do not trust that the programming would last over the 
long term so they would still migrate. 

•	 A little over half (57%) of the transit migrants surveyed believed the government would not deliver 
in the way they promised and thus would still migrate. 

•	 Female potential migrants reported similar levels of distrust as the overall sample: 79% would 
still migrate because they do not trust government programming would last and 84% would still 
migrate because they felt that it wouldn’t be delivered effectively.

Interestingly, however, levels of trust were found not to erode at the same rate or in the same 
way for IOs/NGOs or the UN actors who are delivering programmes that last only slightly longer. 
This is despite less access: most potential migrants benefited more from projects implemented by the 
government than by development actors. And yet, potential and transit migrants report that they trust 
international development organisations to deliver more effective and beneficial programmes than the 
government. 67% of potential and 78% of transit migrants reported trusting international organisations, 
religious institutions and local NGOs more than the government to deliver projects that can help young 
Afghans live a decent life and not have to migrate. 

There may be a couple of reasons for the differences in trust levels, such as programmes delivered 
by IOs or NGOs lasting slightly longer. But it may also be because IOs or the UN are viewed as having 
obligations to be politically neutral and so citizens of fragile states feel that these organisations are 
inherently more trustworthy. Overall, trust levels in the provider can be considered a major determinant 
in how effective programming can be in influencing migration intentions.



How access to development and social protection programming impacts on migration decision-making
The case of Afghanistan | February 2022

24

1.5 Migration is broadly perceived as a type of informal social protection and the 
best option to financially safeguard family safety and wellbeing. 

Our study confirms the relevance of remittances to provide for families left behind.42 Specifically, we 
found that family wellbeing played a significant role in migration motivations; many potential and transit 
migrants and their families considered migration to be a type of informal social protection, as the best 
option to protect their families against poverty and insecurity and to safeguard their wellbeing. 

The data revealed that being able to send remittances and contribute to the wellbeing of those remaining 
at home fueled the motivation to migrate for the vast majority of potential migrants in Afghanistan and 
those in transit. 87% of potential migrants agreed that “Migrating [will] allow me to protect my family 
from poverty by sending back money to them once I reach my destination.” The number of those still 
in transit who felt that migration would enable them to protect and provide for their families through 
remittances was only slightly lower at 82%. Yet, while expectations of such support were high, a lower 
number (62%) of asylum seekers confirmed that they can in fact support their families financially from 
their destination country.

This finding validates other studies on social protection and migration that show that migration can 
be considered a form of informal protection against poverty.43 This importance of remittances was 
most strongly felt by those who migrated due to insecurity, unemployment and lack of access to 
basic needs, as compared to those seeking better education, for instance or business opportunities. 
 

In terms of the impact remittances have had on families left behind, the results are mixed. On the one 
hand, over half of the family members interviewed in Afghanistan have benefited financially through 
the migration of a family member. On the other hand, only a third of families reported having a better 
quality of life through remittances. In addition to not doing that much better financially, many families 
also reported feeling loneliness, missing the family member, anxiety about them being physically 
unsafe or insecure as well as anxiety that the family members left behind are at greater risk of violence 
or threat.

This implies that the remittances which are being sent are serving as a basic assistance measure – a 
social protection measure – as a means for survival as opposed to lifting a family out of poverty or 
enabling a family to thrive.

42 See Desk Review - Afghanistan for more details. 
43 As opposed to formal social protection, which is assistance provided by the state and non-state organisations. Informal 
social protection is understood as that provided by interpersonal networks. These can also be bi-directional: as migrants 
navigate formal state-bounded social protection provisions to informally provide for themselves or their families back home. 
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/1369183X.2018.1429900.

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/1369183X.2018.1429900
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Section II: How access to social protection and development 
programming influences migration drivers.

2.1 Lack of access to social protection is a stronger driver of migration than 
insecurity – both before and after the fall of Kabul. 

Though very little financial investment has gone into implementing Afghanistan’s social protection 
framework, the country has benefited greatly from funding for development. On top of the EUR 4 billion 
the EU has spent on development aid in Afghanistan since 2002,44 an estimated USD 2 trillion has been 
spent on Afghanistan by the USA over the last decade to support access to higher education (USD 
95 million), economic development (USD 105 million), election monitoring and participation (USD 89 
million) and gender equality campaigns (USD 800 million). Together, these efforts sought to promote 
peace and stability, reduce conflict and work towards achieving a more equal and equitable society.

Despite these development and peace efforts, insecurity remained a major driver of migration from 
Afghanistan during our research period prior to the Taliban takeover, with 85% of potential migrants 
reporting that conflict is one of the main reasons they wanted to flee the country.45 Some interviewees 
expressed they had lost hope of Afghanistan ever achieving stability and good governance. Many also 
reported that migrating to the EU may be their only chance at security and finding a peaceful life worth 
living. 

44 European Commission. (N.D.). “Afghanistan”.
45 This was a multiple answer question.

https://ec.europa.eu/international-partnerships/where-we-work/afghanistan_en
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An even higher number of potential migrants reported a direct correlation between their migration 
plans and a lack of the government’s ability to provide access to basic needs assistance for its 
citizens such as access to sufficient food, health services and adequate shelter. 91% reported “My 
government cannot help me satisfy my basic needs. This is why I am migrating.” 88% of potential 
migrants felt that the government failed to consider their wellbeing or that of their families, and that is 
also why they are migrating. 

The same results held true when conducting research during the collapse of the government and 
emerging humanitarian crisis. While most Afghans with whom we spoke still hoped to flee Afghanistan 
because of insecurity, it was the limited access to healthcare, food, shelter and clean water and other 
needs that were driving the migration plans for two thirds of these potential migrants. More than 75% of 
Afghan respondents who were planning to leave the country in early December, and over half of those 
with a plan to leave as soon as they could, were migrating out of a desperation to gain access to adequate 
levels of food, shelter, and water to ensure survival. 

To some degree this is unsurprising. Effectively, the humanitarian situation and transition in government 
led to the removal of any existing donor-backed government-led social safety nets. This fueled the 
need for humanitarian aid under emergency support to step in and provide/replace donor-backed 
government programming. Regular development programming offered by IOs/NGOs were also 
quickly replaced with emergency programming. Given the resistance of the Taliban to fully engage the 
international community (and vice versa) as well as the amount of funding required to fund an adequate 
humanitarian response across a whole country, nearly two out of three (64%) Afghan respondents in 
our November survey reported to be struggling to meet their basic needs and those of their family 
members (access to food, clean water and shelter).  

Overall, this finding relates to how, without programming that provides basic needs assistance, for 
instance, the underlying motivations and drivers to migrate remain unaddressed. Specifically, the 
findings suggest that addressing a lack of access to basic needs assistance may reduce intentions to 
flee. This may be achieved through either humanitarian response or social protection programming in a 
more development response (see sub-section 2.2).
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2.2 Consistent access to basic needs assistance via social protection programming 
in Afghanistan could significantly influence migration decision-making regardless of 
insecurity or conflict. 

Contrary to assumptions, under the right conditions, the preferred destination is ‘home’ even if home is 
still largely insecure. In relation to sub-section 2.1 above, the study further found that, over two thirds 
potential migrants would prefer to stay home if they had confidence that they would have access to 
long-term social protection and development support. Specifically, the provision of social assistance 
programming that meets basic needs (food, water, health and shelter) would convince them to stay put. 

The significant influence that having consistent and reliable access to social assistance has on migration 
decisions is maintained regardless of insecurity levels. 85% of potential migrants who selected insecurity 
and conflict as the main driver of their migration decision agreed (36%) or strongly agreed (49%) that if 
the government were able to provide and guarantee provisions to meet their basic needs (food, shelter, 
health and clean water) then they would not migrate. 

This finding was also found to be true amongst other 
migrant groups. 75% of those in transit reported 
that they would not have migrated because of 
insecurity if their basic needs had been met. 60% 
of asylum seekers, despite being content within 
their destination country, agreed that if their basic 
needs had been met in Afghanistan, they could see 
themselves living a decent life at home and may 

not have migrated. This finding is also especially strong amongst returnees in Afghanistan planning to 
migrate for a second time: 88% of returnees agreed that access to basic needs is what it would take for 
them to remain in Afghanistan indefinitely. 

Finally, 89% of families who are impacted by the migration of an immediate family member agreed that 
if the government were able to provide and guarantee provisions to meet basic needs over time, then 
families could have a decent life in Afghanistan and not feel as much pressure to have some members 
migrate.
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2.3 A major appeal of the EU specifically as a destination is ‘good governance’.

EU Member States have long been the primary destinations for potential and transit migrants from 
Afghanistan. Almost 9 out of 10 potential migrants surveyed in July and August 2021 planned to 
migrate to the EU, with 26% having a specific country in mind. In addition, according to our research, 
preferences to migrate to the EU did not change between August and November during the unfolding 
humanitarian and political crisis in the country. There was a slight increase in the number of potential 
migrants open to ‘anywhere in Europe’, as shown in Figure 11 below.

Figure 11: Desired Destinations of Potential and Transit Migrants documented July–August 2021
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Against the backdrop of basic needs provision being a driver of migration generally, this study found 
many potential migrants aim to migrate to the EU because they believe they will have their basic 
needs met there. Most potential Afghan migrants who participated in this study perceive EU countries 
to practice good governance. According to focus group discussions and interviews with transit migrants 
and asylum seekers, good governance is defined as a government who addresses the basic needs of 
all citizens through supportive services to increase quality of life (quality of life meaning support with 
education, income, healthcare and basic amenities such as constant electricity, adequate shelter and 
clean water). 

Many respondents across all groups stated that because they cannot access their basic needs in 
Afghanistan, they are motivated to leave to find a better life. This ‘better life’ desire acts as a major pull 
factor for most migrant groups who participated in the research. 

•	 87% of potential migrants reportedly hold the belief that they will ‘find good governance’ in the EU, 
and that once they arrive at their destination, they will have access to a better quality of life (quality 
of life meaning support with education, income, healthcare and basic amenities such as constant 
electricity, adequate shelter and clean water). 

•	 Surveys showed that 83% of transit migrants are under the same impression.  

•	 81% of potential and 83% of transit migrants believe that they will be able to benefit from what the 
destination country government is doing for their own citizens; that they too will have the same 
benefits.

Between September and November, the theme of good governance and belief that a migrant can access 
his/her basic needs in the EU continued to be a dominant finding in the surveys. It also emerged in the 
IDIs with transit migrants and asylum seekers who are living across the EU and Turkey. Below are some 
excerpts from the IDIs with transit migrants in Greece and Turkey.

This finding shows how the promise of available development programming and social protection can 
also inform choice of destination.
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Section III: Development and social protection interventions 
that could impact on plans to irregularly migrate.  

3.1 Standalone programming addressing a specific area of social protection can 
be effective but combined programming would reduce migration intentions to a 
significant degree across all migrant groups.  

Having access to both social protection and development programmes at the same time reduces 
migration intentions to a remarkable degree across all migrant groups. 62% of potential migrants 
reported that they would abandon their migration plans and stay in Afghanistan only if they had access to 
combined programming involving vocational training, cash assistance and basic needs assistance such 
as healthcare and food security.46 An additional 19% would “very likely stay home” but may continue to 
think about migrating if they received combined/both types of programming. Only 13% would migrate 
regardless of what was offered to them. 

When presented with only one option, a slightly 
smaller number of potential migrants interviewed 
said they would stay home. 54% stated that they 
would remain in Afghanistan if offered only cash 
assistance and likely only for a short while. 45% 
would likely stay if they were offered vocational 
training.

Once potential migrants begin their journey and are in transit the idea of combined programming 
gains a slightly stronger influence. 65% of transit migrants reported that they likely would have stayed 
home or would return home if able to benefit from combined programming involving skills training 
and cash and basic needs assistance at the same time, and over the long term. An additional 21% said 
they would have stayed home but may have also continued to think about migrating. Only 7% said they 
would have continued to migrate anyway. That such a low percentage claim they would migrate anyway 
highlights how development initiatives including social protection programming clearly have at least 
some influence over migration decisions. 

Further emphasising the effects of combined programming, 25% and 27% of transit migrants reported 
respectively that offering only cash assistance or only vocational training would have convinced them 
to remain at home and not migrate. 

Responses from migrants’ family members strongly confirm the influence access to combined 
programming may have on migration decisions: 62% believe that the family member who migrated 
abroad very likely would have remained in Afghanistan with the promise of combined programming. 
40% felt that access to vocational training alone may have influenced their decision and, similarly, 41% 
felt cash assistance would have been a pull factor to remain home, at least temporarily. 

46 The baseline survey indicated that cash assistance, vocational training and basic needs assistance were the top three 
programmes that would deter migration plans and allow people to live a decent and dignified life in Afghanistan. So the survey 
tool implemented during Phase 2 focused on these three programmes.
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3.2 Job creation, cash assistance, business start-up and access to basic needs 
could discourage irregular migration and draw transit migrants home.

Potential migrants and those in transit reported that different types of programmes related to social 
protection and development may be transformative to their wellbeing and may help create an alternative 
to migration:

•	 Support for start-ups and job creation were the top two development programmes selected by 
potential migrants as the type of development programming that would help people live a decent 
life in Afghanistan instead of having to migrate. 

•	 75% of potential migrants also reported that receiving economic empowerment through cash 
assistance or loans can help Afghans more than migrating abroad. 

Figure 12:  Type of programmes considered transformative and prioritised by the migrant groups
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The research found that more important than the type of programme available is the question of who 
wants to access which programme. That is, programming is effective in swaying migration plans and 
transformative to a migrant’s wellbeing when the modality and type corresponds to the needs, 
circumstances and profile of the individual migrant. Data analysis confirmed that programme 
preferences differed based on reasons for migration, education level, employment and marital statuses, 
and the number of children one has. This makes sense considering each potential migrant is an individual 
and so the rankings of what types of services or programmes can be considered transformative to their 
wellbeing will differ across and within each migrant group. 

For instance, almost half of all potential migrants stated that cash assistance would enable them to 
live a decent life in Afghanistan instead of migrating abroad. Yet the data suggests that cash assistance 
was less popular among those with primary school education than those who have a first degree or 
those with secondary education. One might assume that cash would be the most popular amongst 
those without options. The suggestion of this finding is that the preference for cash amongst those with 
higher education levels may be because they want to use it for development purposes (i.e. injection into 
business) as opposed to using it for their own social assistance such as to buy food or find safe shelter.  

Those who were married ranked, for instance, cash and job creation the highest priority. But again, that 
depended on other circumstances such as education levels. Interestingly, more married people (53%) 
chose business development than single people (42%), and it was ranked especially high amongst those 
with three or more children. For job creation as well, the more children someone had the more they 
valued job creation: i.e. among potential migrants, compared to 94% of those with four or more children, 
only 48% of those without children chose job creation. 

Those who are planning to migrate primarily because of insecurity ranked cash and business support as 
the types of programming most likely to make them choose to stay. Meanwhile, those whose migration 
plans have been triggered by a lack of jobs or livelihoods prioritised basic needs and job creation. 
Essentially, those with no income to meet their basic needs want jobs, they want to be able to take care 
of themselves and their families. With that, the more children one has the higher income-generating or 
cash assistance programmes will be prioritised. 

Age is a determinant of programme preferences with the younger potential migrants aged 25–34 years 
ranking cash assistance highest, as well as younger migrants in transit ages 18–24 years. A striking 
finding regarding age was that, while younger potential migrants valued job creation, it was the older 
transit migrants who ranked it at the top: 46% of those aged 18–24 years, 60% of those aged 25–34, 65% 
of those aged 35–44, and 56% of those aged 45–64 years. It is difficult to say why, though possibilities 
include older transit migrants being more likely to have left families back home with children to whom 
they must provide financial support. Without income it is impossible to send remittances, for instance. 

What is unsurprising is that business support was a popular choice of younger potential and transit 
migrants ages 18–34 who were university-level educated and those who were self-employed. Business 
support would allow them to apply their education, become entrepreneurs and generate income.
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More than half of transit migrants also chose basic assistance as the thing that would help people live 
a decent life in Afghanistan instead of migrating. This is true for people of all ages and all forms of 
education. There is an only slightly higher preference among migrants who are married (64% versus 
51% of single migrants) and those with university education (60%+), and those with no formal education 
(63%) over those with primary education (58%) and secondary education (46%). For those in transit, 
basic assistance was prioritised for those who had no source of income. Unsurprisingly, basic assistance 
became more popular with people the more children they had.

Figure 13: Summary of programming preferences based on demographics and migration drivers
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3.3 Providing young women with access to basic needs alongside remote work 
opportunities and/or educational programming safeguards basic rights and reduces risk.

Often young Afghan males are driving 
migration from Afghanistan. Our data found 
a spike in migration interest from women, 
even before the fall of Kabul. Educated women 
were almost entirely focused on leaving 
Afghanistan, driven by fear and the severe 
restriction of their rights. Approximately half 
of women who want to leave say it is because 
they are worried about their future or their 
children’s future, another one quarter because 
they fear for their lives, and the last 25% say it 
is because they lost their jobs.

A striking preference for basic assistance 
was reported in the survey from women 
across all migrant groups, while interventions 
such as job creation was ranked as low. 
Surprisingly, against common development 
and humanitarian practice and perceptions, 
access to women’s groups were ranked 
the third lowest, followed by two other 
interventions that protection actors often 
feel critical to women’s empowerment: micro-
loans and security. Instead, they reported vocational skills, business and cash as the top three following 
basic needs. 

During the IDIs Seefar conducted in November,47 all potential female migrants interviewed had 
been working prior to the Taliban takeover, and all had since lost their jobs. Many were the primary 
financial providers for their family, working as teachers, government officials, journalists and for local 
organisations. The conditions in which they now find themselves with no source of income attests to the 
need for social protection programming that would address the basic needs of them and their children. 

At the same time, these women ranked livelihoods programming as a priority as well. All Afghan women 
interviewed suggested that programming needs inside Afghanistan include jobs that can be done safely, 
and humanitarian support. Based on IDIs the programmes that they consider transformative include:

•	 Livelihood opportunities that can be done in the home

•	 Remote/online professional work opportunities

•	 Remote education opportunities

•	 Skills training with digital technology48

47 These were a part of the rapid studies Seefar conducted in Afghanistan in September and November. 
48 This quote taken from the qualitative interviews Seefar conducted with female Afghan evacuees in November. 



CONCLUSION

Afghanistan and its donor partners have generally failed to achieve sustainable development. A weak 
economy and unstable government continue to drive migration and forced displacement. Our study 
has found that lack of access to development interventions, including social protection, influences 
migration decisions and that, by addressing one, you address the other.

On the one hand, awareness of available support programmes is minimal and programme coverage is low, 
both of which are influencing migration decisions towards leaving. Family wellbeing plays a significant 
role in migration motivations, as do trust levels in the government and IOs/NGOs to deliver effective, 
reliable, long-term and needs-based initiatives. Programming that potential and transit migrants have 
accessed over the last five years has not influenced migration intentions due to the short duration of 
benefits. Lacking trust in the Afghan government whilst also perceiving all EU countries as havens of 
good governance are strong determinants of intentions and plans to migrate abroad. 

On the other hand, the research has shown that programming can be influential in migration decisions 
if it is done right. The longer a social protection programme can benefit an individual or family, for 
instance, the more influence it has on migration intentions. It is not simply duration, however, as the 
intervention also must be meaningful and address the actual needs and wellbeing of the individual 
migrant and their families. Provision of basic needs emerged across all migrant groups as the essential 
intervention that could sway migration decisions of potential migrants as well as persuade transit 
migrants to return home. 

The research established that holistic and combined programming balancing social protection with 
development interventions will effectively reduce migration more than delivering one single programme 
to a beneficiary at any given time. Business support, job creation, cash assistance and basic needs 
assistance were the top four support programmes identified generally that would allow individuals 
and families to stay and safely live their lives in origin countries with dignity. Specifically, the type 
and ranking of the programming considered to be ‘transformative’ differs across individual potential 
migrants according to marital status, gender and education and employment levels. While women 
migrants prioritised basic needs assistance over all the rest, business support and vocational training 
were also in the top three.  

In sum, the research results suggest overall that a paradigmatic and programmatic shift from state 
building to ‘people building’ will be most influential on migration patterns in, from and around 
Afghanistan. If donors are serious about achieving humanitarian, development and migration objectives 
simultaneously, then programming needs to be much more sensitive to different groups’ migration 
interests and much more responsive to how these change over time. For traditional programme design, 
the beneficiaries’ migration interests may be a minor concern, but for the beneficiary themselves, 
migration plans or experiences may be central and life changing. Programming that respects this about 
beneficiaries is much more likely to achieve positive impacts on development, social protection and 
migration.



ANNEX
RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

Methods
The findings of this scoping study are based on data generated through qualitative and quantitative 
methods implemented in a phased approach. The first phase included a desk review and an online 
baseline survey reaching 400 respondents across nine provinces in Afghanistan in June 2021.

Drawing from the baseline survey results, during Phase 2 (July–September 2021) 14 Afghan researchers 
carried out 1,115 face-to-face and telephone surveys. These surveys were conducted with potential 
migrants, returnees, and families of migrants located across all 34 provinces in Afghanistan; transit 
migrants in Greece and Turkey; and asylum seekers in Turkey as well as various EU countries including 
Belgium, Germany, France, Greece, and Austria.

Figure A1: Sample size and location of respondents when surveyed/interviewed

Phase 3 (September–November 2021) reflected how the change in government and the subsequent 
crises required a rapid adjustment of the research approach and methodology in order to conduct 
research inside Afghanistan.49 This involved re-strategizing in dialogue with the researchers to 
understand how to proceed and which studies could be carried out without jeopardising their safety. This 
led to a decision to suspend in-depth face-to-face qualitative research in Afghanistan. We did implement 
the qualitative component of the study involving Afghan migrants and key informants that were already 
based in Turkey and the EU. This phase resulted in 80 In-Depth Interviews (IDIs) with transit migrants in 
Turkey and asylum seekers/refugees in Greece, Cyprus and Belgium. Six Key Informant Interviews (KIIs) 

49 Two additional rapid studies were implemented in September and November 2021. The surveys assessed how the 
humanitarian risks faced by Afghan women and men, and their most urgent needs, relate to and influence the current 
displacement patterns within the region and their migration intentions toward the EU. The goal was to further inform donors on 
the needs within Afghanistan the country and in the neighbouring countries. These rapid studies have also helped in gathering 
information relevant for the analysis in this study. Many of the potential migrants who participated in the rapid surveys also 
participated in Phase 2, thereby linking the research outcomes/results from the different streams.
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with government officials, NGOs and Civil Society Organisations in Turkey and Belgium gave depth to 
the analysis of challenges that government and development actors face in delivering programmes/
services effectively. An additional 2 Focus Group Discussions (FGDs) with transit migrants in Turkey and 
asylum seekers based in Belgium provided a holistic picture of how a lack of access to social protection 
and development programming played a key role in their decision-making. 

Figure A2: Key informant interviews

Design and Sampling Framework 
Five surveys were developed – one per migrant group. They were essentially a slight variation on the 
same core survey to account for the different circumstances. For instance, questions asked to transit 
migrants or asylum seekers sought to understand access to programming in the past, prior to their 
migration. Likewise, questions posed to families centred on the family member who migrated, as well 
as their experience and access to programming as a family. The surveys were developed in partnership 
with Afghan field researchers in Afghanistan and the EU. 

The surveys were descriptive and captured only a moment in time (as opposed to comparative surveys). 
They were semi-structured with the opportunity to provide additional feedback/information by 
selecting ‘other’ text boxes. The design of the survey questions followed the thematic template set out 
by the analytical framework. The survey first asked questions about trust, knowledge of programming 
and governance. It moved on to questions regarding access and impact of programming (hypothetical 
and actual) on migration drivers. The third section of the survey posed questions about what types of 
programming would be most transformative. 

The survey was translated into Pashto and Dari.  

The sampling for the survey respondents from each group was purposive, predetermined by the groups 
we clustered: potential migrants, transit migrants, asylum seekers, returnees and family members. 
In accordance with purposive sampling, a pre-screening was conducted before the survey began. 
This also allowed for researchers to collect demographic data. If the person did not fall into one of 
the five categories all the information was dismissed and not calculated or submitted to Kobo. Also, in 
accordance with purposive sampling, the survey and interview participants were recruited face-to-face 
through snowball sampling and Seefar’s network from migration awareness raising campaigns. 
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The minimum sample size for each migrant group was calculated by Raosoft. The margin of error/bias 
that we tolerated was set at a confidence level of 95% with a response distribution of 50%. 

The locations were chosen based on convenience as we had researchers living in or in close proximity 
to these countries or had strong connections with the diaspora. Turkey and Greece were chosen also 
because of the significance of these transit and asylum countries for Afghan migrants. 

Overall, 65% of respondents were outside of Afghanistan over the course of the research, 41% of whom 
did not consider their current location as their final migration destination. In total across all migrant 
groups, respondents were in: Belgium - 26%, Turkey - 24%, Greece - 21%, Iran - 9%, Germany - 15%, 
Other (including Austria) - 5%. Of the 35% who were interviewed inside Afghanistan, 6% had previously 
migrated to Iran and 3% to Pakistan. 

Risk Mitigation 
All data collection tools (quantitative and qualitative) were pre-tested. This allowed us to catch and 
delete duplicates, identify ethical concerns and rephrase questions that may be culturally sensitive. 

We also put complaint mechanisms in place to log any issues that emerged throughout the project.   

Some concepts or terms used in the questionnaire were predefined to streamline the answers and 
mitigate measurement bias. The terms we defined for the respondent were quality of life and basic 
needs. Quality of life was defined using the definition of the WHO: support with education, income, 
healthcare and basic amenities such as constant electricity, adequate shelter and clean water. Basic 
needs referred to water, food, shelter and clothing.

Data Analysis and Quality Control

Quantitative

Once the target numbers were reached, the survey phase was ended. The quantitative data was checked 
and cleaned for data entry errors, missing data, duplications etc. The final number of surveys was re-
calculated. To account for data cleaning, the survey did not end until we well surpassed the initial target 
number to ensure the target would still be met after cleaning the database.

The cleaned quantitative dataset was analysed using Stata statistical software. Over 100 cross 
tabulations were performed on the quantitative data after a glance analysis was conducted with the 
Kobo data report. 

Once the cross tabs were completed, a process of descriptive analysis began and continued for 
approximately four weeks. Every crosstab was individually described and related to the broader research 
questions, ranked according to themes and documented in excel data files. 

Qualitative

The qualitative data were thematically analysed using the NViVo software (see Figure 1.1), which allowed 
us to have deeper insight into our data, discover hidden themes and produce an in-depth analysis 
(Braun & Clarke, 2006). After coding our data for emerging themes, we further coded them using a 
directed qualitative content analysis to find specific themes and mentions of specific words or phrases 
to shed more light on the focus of this study which is the link between social protection and migrants’ 
decision-making (see Figure A3).
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Figure A3: Codes for analysis

Triangulation

The qualitative and quantitative data were then assessed together and synthesized according to 
themes, linkages between themes and outliers. 

Capacity Building of Local Researchers

The research design was participatory. Each phase began with intensive training in the specific 
methodology (either for quantitative or qualitative) and a two–three-week pilot phase. During the 
quantitative phase all researchers were trained in survey design, how to administer surveys while 
mitigating measurement and/or observer bias. During the qualitative phase, researchers were given 
a full day workshop on how to administer qualitative interviews with different stakeholders. Midway 
through the pilot phase the research team were checked on and then at the end of pilot phase another 
full day workshop was held to discuss the tools and check on comfort levels in administering the tools 
and whether there was a need for further capacity development.  

The surveys as well as all qualitative tools were designed by the research team at HQ, but the field 
team provided feedback over the course of pilot periods. At the end of each pilot period, the tools 
were revised, agreed upon and the phase would only then officially begin. All pilot data was considered 
unusable and wiped from the Kobo tool. 
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Data Management 

Data was secured through password protected files which only the research team could access. All 
surveys were anonymised and no names were taken and given to the research team. Names and 
numbers were given to the field researchers for purposes of follow up/re-interview, but these were 
never shared and were destroyed on the last day of fieldwork. 

Limitations of Methods and Research Tools

Measurement bias is always a risk in quantitative research. We mitigate this risk with high targets and 
the use of Kobo, which uses automated skip logic that reduces faulty data collection.
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