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ABSTRACT

This study explores the complex push and pull factors driving illegal migration from
Afghanistan and the reintegration challenges faced by returnees. While extensive
literature addresses Afghan migration, there remains a significant research gap
concerning how forced returnees navigate reintegration amid structural constraints
and socio-political instability. Using a qualitative case study approach, this research
draws on in-depth interviews with 45 returnees and key informants in Nangarhar
province. Findings indicate that economic hardship, insecurity, and weak state
capacity are primary push factors, while the illusion of opportunity and established
diaspora networks act as pull factors. Reintegration is hindered by limited institutional
support, lack of livelihood opportunities, and social stigmatization. This study
contributes to the migration literature by elucidating how macro-structural and micro-
level conditions intersect in shaping the migration-reintegration continuum. Policy
implications include the need for tailored reintegration programs, locally grounded
support structures, and bilateral cooperation to manage irregular migration flows. This
study addresses the lack of empirical focus on the reintegration trajectories of forced
Afghan returnees under illegal migration frameworks. Findings offer actionable
insights for designing reintegration policies that are context-sensitive and sustainable.
KEYWORDS Afghan migration; forced return; push-pull factors; reintegration;
irregular migration; policy implications
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INTRODUCTION
Irregular migration has emerged as one of the most urgent global challenges
of the 21st century, particularly affecting countries marked by conflict, economic
collapse, and weak governance (Castles & Miller, 2020; Zlotnik, 2021).
Afghanistan exemplifies this trend. Over the past four decades, the country has
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experienced continuous waves of outward migration, driven by protracted
insecurity, widespread poverty, unemployment, institutional fragility, and
increasingly, environmental degradation (Smith et al., 2021; Wilson, 2024).

Today, more than three million Afghans reside illegally in countries such as
Iran, Pakistan, and various European states (IOM, 2022; UNHCR, 2023). While
considerable literature addresses Afghan migration from a host-country perspective
(Borjas, 2017; Koser, 2016), much less is known about what happens to migrants
after they are forcibly returned or voluntarily repatriated. The reintegration phase—
economic, social, and psychological—remains underexplored, especially within the
complex milieu of state fragility, ethnic fragmentation, and weak policy
infrastructures.

Migration scholarship commonly applies Lee’s (1966) Push-Pull Theory to
explain migration decisions, where push factors (e.g., violence, lack of jobs,
political repression) interact with pull factors (e.g., safety, economic opportunity,
diaspora networks) in shaping mobility. However, this framework requires
contextual re-evaluation in the case of Afghan returnees, for whom return is often
neither voluntary nor supported by reintegration mechanisms. While Rahimi and
Sadat (2023) and Brown and Taylor (2023) have analyzed post-return difficulties,
these remain largely descriptive and often lack a clear empirical grounding in
primary data collected from within Afghanistan.

This study responds to that empirical and conceptual gap. It presents a
contextualized, mixed-methods analysis of irregular Afghan migration and returnee
reintegration, with primary data gathered from 150 returnees in the provinces of
Herat, Nimroz, and Nangarhar. Drawing on structured surveys and semi-structured
interviews, the study unpacks the lived experiences of migrants before departure,
during migration, and after return, highlighting a spectrum of structural,
institutional, and psychosocial challenges. Furthermore, this research contributes to
the growing literature on migration governance in fragile states, where reintegration
is complicated by limited administrative capacity, insecure environments, and the
absence of a cohesive policy response. As noted by Anderson and Clark (2023), re-
migration among returnees is increasingly common, suggesting a cyclical dynamic
driven by unresolved root causes.

The policy implications of these findings are significant. They call for tailored
reintegration frameworks that are responsive to the social, economic, and
psychological needs of returnees, particularly in rural areas disproportionately
affected by migration and conflict. Additionally, this study emphasizes the
importance of regional cooperation among host and origin countries to ensure that
migration management does not end with deportation but is followed by meaningful
reintegration support.

This study is guided by the following research questions:

What are the dominant push and pull factors driving Afghan irregular migration to
Iran, Pakistan, and Europe?

What challenges do Afghan returnees face in their economic, social, and
psychological reintegration?

How can Afghan migration policy be improved to reduce incentives for irregular
migration and support sustainable reintegration?
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By addressing these questions, the present research aims to fill an important gap in

the literature and offer empirically grounded insights for migration scholars,

practitioners, and policymakers working in the field of forced migration and return.
RESEARCH METHOD

This study adopts a convergent parallel mixed-methods design to
comprehensively examine the push-pull dynamics of irregular Afghan migration
and the reintegration challenges experienced by returnees. By integrating both
quantitative and qualitative approaches, the research ensures triangulation,
enhances validity, and captures both statistical patterns and the lived experiences of
participants.

Research Design:

A descriptive-analytical framework was employed, combining structured
surveys and semi-structured interviews with document analysis. The integration of
methods allows for a nuanced understanding of how structural factors (e.g.,
economic hardship, insecurity) and individual agency shape both migration
decisions and reintegration trajectories (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018).

Study Population and Sampling:

The target population consisted of Afghan returnees who had previously
migrated irregularly to Iran, Pakistan, or Europe, and returned to Afghanistan
between 2020 and 2023. Sampling followed a purposive stratified technique,
ensuring variation by country of return and provincial distribution. The selected
provinces—Nangarhar, Herat, and Nimroz—were chosen for their high migration
prevalence, border proximity, and returnee concentration.

Sample Composition:

- 60 returnees from Iran

- 60 returnees from Pakistan

- 30 returnees from European countries

Stratification was based on return status (voluntary vs. forced), region, gender, and
socio-economic background. Returnees were contacted via local NGOs,
community elders, and the Ministry of Refugees and Repatriation.

Data Collection Instruments
Three complementary tools were used:

- Structured Questionnaire: Designed to collect demographic data and migration
histories (age, education, duration abroad, reasons for migration, and return).
The survey included both closed and Likert-scale items.

- Semi-Structured Interviews: Conducted with 45 returnees (15 from each
region), exploring motivations, reintegration struggles, stigma, and future
migration intentions. Interviews lasted 45-60 minutes, were conducted in
Pashto and Dari, and were audio-recorded with consent.

- Document Analysis: Reviewed secondary sources from IOM, UNHCR, and
Afghan government reports to contextualize trends in return migration, legal
frameworks, and reintegration policies.
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Ethical Considerations
Given the sensitive nature of migration research in a post-conflict setting, strict
ethical safeguards were enforced:

Informed Consent: All participants received verbal and written explanations of
the study's aims, risks, and confidentiality terms. Consent was recorded and
anonymized.

Anonymity and Safety: Pseudonyms were used in transcripts; data were
encrypted and stored securely. Interviews were conducted in safe, neutral
locations agreed upon by participants.

Researcher Safety: Fieldwork adhered to conflict-zone protocols as outlined by
the World Health Organization and UNHCR (2021), including real-time risk
assessments and local community liaison engagement.

IRB Compliance: Ethical approval was obtained from the Social Science Ethics
Board of Nangarhar University (Approval 1D: 2023/SSER/021).

Data Analysis

Quantitative Data: Survey responses were analyzed using SPSS v25.
Descriptive statistics (frequencies, means, cross-tabulations) and inferential
analyses (correlation, binary logistic regression) examined relationships
between variables (e.g., push/pull factors and re-migration intent).

Qualitative Data: Transcripts were coded thematically using NVivo v12,
employing a hybrid inductive-deductive approach (Braun & Clarke, 2006).
Major codes included “economic push,” “perceived safety,” “stigma,” and
“reintegration failure.” Codes were cross-verified with field notes and peer-
reviewed by migration scholars.

Validity and Reliability
To enhance methodological rigor:

Content Validity: Instruments were pre-tested with returnees and revised based
on expert feedback from migration scholars.

Reliability: Cronbach’s alpha for internal consistency of key Likert items was
0.85, indicating strong reliability (George & Mallery, 2003).

Member Checking: A subset of interviewees reviewed transcripts and
interpretations to validate accuracy and reduce misrepresentation.
Triangulation: Findings were corroborated across quantitative, qualitative, and
documentary evidence.

Research Limitations:
Several methodological constraints were acknowledged:

Geographic Accessibility: Security threats and terrain constraints limited
access to remote returnee populations, particularly in rural districts of Nimroz
and eastern Nangarhar. This may have introduced selection bias toward more
accessible populations.

Self-reporting Bias: Due to fear of surveillance, some participants may have
underreported sensitive experiences, such as deportation or re-migration plans.
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- Temporal Limitations: The study’s cross-sectional nature captures a snapshot
of returnee conditions and does not account for longitudinal variations.

- Methodological Rationale: A mixed-methods design was chosen for its
strength in capturing both the structural determinants of migration and the
subjective reintegration realities of returnees. In fragile settings like
Afghanistan, where quantitative indicators often mask psychosocial
complexities, the integration of narratives ensures greater depth, contextual
richness, and policy-relevant insight.

RESULT AND DISCUSSION

This section presents the empirical findings from 150 Afghan returnees and
provides an integrated discussion aligned with the study’s conceptual framework
and previous literature. The results are thematically organized into six subsections:
demographic profiles, push and pull factors, migration costs, employment
transitions, re-migration tendencies, and policy implications. Each subsection
draws on both quantitative data (SPSS analysis) and qualitative insights (NVivo-
coded interview excerpts), enabling triangulated interpretation.
Demographic Characteristics of Returnees
The demographic profile highlights the predominance of young, low-educated male
returnees (Table 1), reinforcing the gendered and socio-economic nature of
irregular migration.

Table 1. Demographic Characteristics of Respondents (n = 150)

Variable Category Frequency Percentage
Gender Male 137 91.3%
Female 13 8.7%
Age Group 18-30 80 53.3%
31-50 62 41.3%
Over 50 8 5.4%
Marital Status Married 95 63.3%
Single 55 36.7%
Education Level Iliterate 48 32.0%
Primary (1-6) 40 26.7%
Secondary (7-12) 59 39.3%
Higher Education 3 2.0%

Source: Author’s field survey, 2023

These findings are consistent with Johnson and Lee (2022), who noted that Afghan
male youth disproportionately engage in irregular migration due to patriarchal
expectations and labor market exclusion. The low tertiary attainment also aligns
with Borjas (2017), highlighting barriers to human capital accumulation pre-
migration.

Push Factors Driving Migration

Push factors were analyzed via both survey data and interview coding.
Economic hardship, insecurity, and political instability emerged as the dominant
drivers (Figure 1 & Table 2), echoing Smith et al. (2021) and Rahimi & Sadat
(2023).
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Figure 1. Key Push Factors Identified by Returnees: Bar chart illustrating
frequency of reasons: Unemployment, Insecurity, Poverty, Political instability,
Environmental stress, Lack of education

Table 2. Primary Push Factors Cited by Respondents

Push Factor Frequency Percentage
Unemployment 129 86.0%
Security threats (conflict) 118 78.7%
Poverty and debt 96 64.0%
Political instability 85 56.7%
Environmental hardship 42 28.0%
Lack of educational access 34 22.7%
Healthcare unavailability 6 4.0%

Source: Author’s field survey, 2023

Notably, environmental factors such as drought were disproportionately cited in
Nimroz, indicating a nascent link between climate vulnerability and
displacement—a gap previously under-addressed in Afghan migration literature
(Sharifi, 2024).

Pull Factors in Destination Countries
Table 3 illustrates pull factors motivating destination selection. Job availability and
perceived safety ranked highest, with notable regional variation: cultural affinity
influenced migration to Iran/Pakistan, while asylum frameworks attracted those
migrating to Europe.

Table 3. Primary Pull Factors Reported by Respondents

Pull Factor Frequency Percentage
Job availability 125 83.3%
Perception of safety/stability 101 67.3%
Cultural/religious similarity 88 58.7%
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Educational opportunities 42 28.0%
Healthcare access 19 12.7%
Presence of diaspora networks 17 11.3%

Source: Author’s field survey, 2023

These findings support De Haas (2014), who argues that migration is driven
not merely by absolute deprivation but by relative opportunity structures abroad.
The role of social networks reinforces Massey et al.’s (2016) cumulative causation
thesis.

Migration Costs and Financing
Migration pathways imposed significant financial burdens. Table 4 details
average costs by destination. Many migrants reported financing their journeys via
asset liquidation or debt, often exacerbating vulnerability upon return.
Table 4. Migration Costs by Destination Region

Destination Average Cost (USD) Range (USD)
Iran 700 500 — 1,200
Pakistan 450 300 — 900
Europe 3,700 2,000 — 5,000

Source: Author’s field survey, 2023

This supports Anderson and Clark (2023), who note that financial precarity
intensifies upon re-entry, particularly when migration debts remain unpaid and no
reintegration grants are available.

Employment Status Before and After Return:

Figure 2 shows employment shifts. While there was a minor improvement
post-return, 63% remained unemployed, often trapped in informal labor without
social protection.
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Figure 2. Employment Status Before and After Return Pre-migration: 72%
unemployed Post-return: 63% unemployed
Source: Author’s field survey, 2023

The qualitative data further reveal that even returnees who gained vocational
skills abroad could not leverage them locally due to discrimination, bureaucratic
delays, and a lack of certification recognition. This resonates with Brown and
Taylor (2023), who highlighted Afghanistan’s limited absorptive labor capacity for
returnees.

Re-migration Intentions Alarmingly, 61.3% of respondents expressed intent to

migrate again (Table 5), citing continued joblessness, insecurity, and stigma. This

underscores a cyclical migration pattern rather than successful reintegration.
Table 5. Remigration Intentions among Returnees

Response Frequency Percentage
Intend to remigrate 92 61.3%
Do not intend 32 21.3%
Undecided 26 17.3%

Source: Author’s field survey, 2023

These results validate Rahimi and Sadat (2023), who concluded that, in the absence
of reintegration support, return often constitutes a temporary interruption, not a
durable solution.

Comparative Insights and Policy Implications

This study both confirms and extends previous findings. Like Smith et al.
(2021), it identifies insecurity and economic crisis as core push factors. However,
unlike earlier research, it emphasizes the intersecting role of environmental decline
and psycho-social stigma in shaping re-migration intent. Moreover, while prior
literature critiques Afghan reintegration policy as fragmented (Wilson, 2024), this
study offers empirical grounding to inform concrete recommendations:
Policy Recommendations:
Develop localized reintegration centers in border provinces, offering skills
recognition, psychological counseling, and job-matching services.
Establish a bilateral returnee coordination mechanism between Afghanistan, Iran,
and Pakistan for data sharing and reintegration planning.
Integrate climate resilience into migration management, especially in drought-
affected provinces like Nimroz.
Encourage public-private partnerships for job creation in sectors where returnees
possess relevant skills (e.g., construction, tailoring, carpentry).

CONCLUSION
This study examined the dynamics of irregular Afghan migration and returnee
reintegration through a mixed-methods lens, drawing on primary data from 150
returnees in Herat, Nimroz, and Nangarhar provinces. The findings provide strong
empirical evidence that illegal migration from Afghanistan is primarily driven by
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structural push factors, such as unemployment, poverty, insecurity, and political
instability, while job opportunities, perceived safety, and existing diaspora
networks function as key pull factors in destination countries.

Upon return, most migrants face acute reintegration challenges, including
limited access to livelihoods, psychological trauma, and social stigmatization. The
study also identifies emerging environmental drivers (e.g., drought) and financial
burdens (e.g., debt from smuggling fees), which further complicate the reintegration
process. These challenges often push returnees to consider re-migration, with over
60% indicating intent to leave again—evidence of a persistent cyclical migration
pattern.

Importantly, this research highlights a critical policy gap: while return is often
framed as a durable solution, reintegration mechanisms in Afghanistan remain
underdeveloped, fragmented, and largely symbolic. Returnees are frequently left
without economic, psychosocial, or institutional support, rendering them vulnerable
to renewed displacement.
Theoretically, this study affirms the continued relevance of Lee’s Push-Pull Theory
(1966), while also integrating insights from Dependency Theory (Frank, 2019) and
Functionalist perspectives (Parsons, 2017), to offer a holistic understanding of the
Afghan migration-reintegration continuum. It goes beyond prior descriptive studies
by offering a contextualized, evidence-based policy framework rooted in field data.
Key Contributions:

Fills a critical empirical gap in the literature by focusing on forced returnees
within Afghanistan, rather than migrants in host countries.
Emphasizes the intersectionality of economic, political, environmental, and
psychosocial factors in shaping migration decisions.
Provides policy-relevant insights that can inform sustainable, locally tailored
reintegration programs and regional cooperation mechanisms.
Policy Implications:
Reintegration must be treated not merely as a humanitarian responsibility but as a
strategic component of national and regional migration governance.
Integrated reintegration frameworks—Ilinking employment, mental health services,
and community inclusion—are essential to breaking the cycle of forced migration
and re-migration.
Regional and international actors must engage in coordinated efforts to support
Afghanistan’s reintegration infrastructure through technical, financial, and
diplomatic means.
In sum, sustainable migration governance in Afghanistan cannot be achieved
without addressing the structural root causes that compel irregular migration and
without designing inclusive reintegration programs that go beyond return logistics
to ensure long-term social and economic stability.
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