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Abstract 

 Peacebuilding processes are always a challenging path on the way to restoring peace. 

Despite these challenges, they are an important part of achieving the goal of peace. Recent 

research has focused on how much influence refugees can have on peacebuilding processes 

when they decide to return to their home countries. In this thesis, the situation in Syria and 

of Syrians living in Germany is considered. 

 This thesis therefore looks more closely at the question of what potential role these 

returnees could actually take on in the peace processes in their home country on the basis 

of their characteristics and acquired skills. It also examines the factors that influence the 

decision for or against voluntary return on the example of Syrians living in Germany. A 

mixed methods study with an explorative approach was conducted consisting of a literature 

review and semi-structured interviews. 

  Based on the findings of this paper, it argues that voluntary returnees may well play 

a contributing role in peacebuilding processes. This assumption is based on the findings that 

the characteristics attributed to voluntary returnees are essential for various peacebuilding 

activities. Moreover, this assumption is reinforced by the fact that many Syrians in 

Germany are already engaged in peacebuilding-relevant fields and thus acquire relevant 

skills in these fields that they would bring with them upon return. Insights were also gained 

into the factors that influence the decision for or against a voluntary return. These include 

factors from various fields: Factors why they want to stay in Germany, why they want to 

leave Germany, why they want to return to Syria and why they do not want to return to 

Syria. These factors vary from fields like the social environment, other personal reasons, 

political structures, economic circumstances and security on micro and macro levels. 

 

Keywords: Peacebuilding, voluntary return, returnees, Syria, factors influencing 

voluntary return 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

 

1.1. Relevance 

 The question and discussion concerning the relevance and practice of successful 

peacebuilding has changed and developed considerably in the last years (United Nations 

Peacekeeping, n.d.). With regard to post-conflict reconstruction and thus state-building 

approaches1, the involvement of refugees and therefore the „return of refugee populations 

from exile” (Petrin, 2002, p. 1) is becoming increasingly important. Helton (2002) even goes 

as far as to state that ultimately one of the main goals in the field of peacekeeping and state 

building in general is to get people to come back who have fled. He states that state building 

can be defined as “efforts by the international community to construct or fortify societies 

riven by crisis in order to […] encourage the repatriation and reintegration of refugees” 

(Helton, 2002). According to Chimni (2002), one reason for the increase in the importance 

of the process of refugee return is that in recent decades internal conflicts in particular have 

emerged more than international conflicts. This development reinforces the view that “the 

end of a conflict [is] associated with the return home of [these] refugees […]” (Chimni, 

2002, p. 163). As will quickly become clear from what has been elaborated so far and on the 

basis of these theoretical approaches, the return of refugees to their country of origin, so 

called returnees, is essential in order to be able to build sustainable peace and thus rebuild 

a functioning state (Petrin, 2002). 

 An example in which this approach is becoming more and more relevant is the civil 

war in Syria (Şahin Mencütek, 2021). In this conflict approximately 5.6 million people have 

left the country since the beginning of the war (UNHCR, 2018). As a result, by the end of 

2017 there were e.g. around 800,000 Syrian nationals living in Germany (Statista, 2021). 

Within a few years, they have thus become the third largest group of foreign nationals in 

Germany (Worbs, Rother, & Kreienbrink, 2019). Most of these refugees are in the middle 

or higher range on the educational scale (Stoewe, 2017), which also means that their know-

 
1 All relevant terminologies will be explained and distinguished from each other in the further course of the 

work 
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how and potential is taken away from the country, which would be of such great 

importance especially for the reconstruction described above (Dadush, 2017). In addition, 

there seems to be a fundamental willingness to return voluntarily if circumstances would 

be right and if circumstances for a secure life and future would exist. This is confirmed by 

a study of the Syrian Association for Citizens Dignity (SACD) which shows, that „most 

displaced Syrians want to return home if the circumstances are right“ (SACD, 2020, p.3).  

 In view of the fact that, according to some of the scholars referred to above, the best 

way to establish sustainable peace and to rebuild a state is through the return of people who 

have fled, the question arises how Syrian refugees can help to rebuild the state and for 

which reasons and under which circumstances they would consider returning. This 

question is answered in this thesis by an explorative study2. By answering it, peacebuilding 

and reconstruction actors could be provided with knowledge on which to base agendas, 

next steps, and prioritization of actions to advance and, if necessary, accelerate processes by 

attracting fled people abroad and, ideally, achieve their return.  

 

1.2. Research Question 

 On the basis of these considerations, the following research question and sub-

questions (SQ) arises: 

What role could Syrian returnees from Germany potentially play in peacebuilding 

activities in Syria and what factors influence their decision to voluntarily return or not? 

In order to answer this research question the following sub-questions are posed, which will 

be answered in the paragraphs referred to: 

1. What is Peacebuilding? (answered in paragraph 3.2.) 

2. What is Post-Conflict Reconstruction? (answered in paragraph 3.2.) 

3. What role can Returnees play in Peacebuilding and Post-Conflict Reconstruction? 

(answered in paragraph 3.3.) 

4. What conditions are considered when thinking about voluntary returns in 

general? (answered in paragraph 3.4.) 

 
2 exploratory approaches pursue the goal of generating inductively derived knowledge about the research 

question and developing new theoretical concepts from it (Fredebeul-Krein, 2012). 
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5. What situation awaits Syrians living in Germany when they return to Syria now? 

(answered in paragraph 4.4.) 

6. What role could Syrian returnees from Germany potentially play in peacebuilding 

activities in Syria? (answered in paragraph 5.1.) 

7. From the perspective of Syrians living in Germany, which factors influence them 

when thinking about voluntarily return and what conditions must be met for them 

to consider to voluntarily return? (answered in paragraph 5.2.) 

To answer these questions, this study is designed as an explorative study which is based on 

a literature review combined with a limited number of interviews conducted with Syrians 

living in Germany.  

 

1.3. Structure 

 In order to answer the research question and the sub-questions successfully and in a 

goal-oriented manner, the structure of the work was based on these.  

 In the course of this, chapter two starts with the presentation of the methods used 

in the thesis, more precisely the method of literature reviews and the data collection 

method of problem-centered-interviews as well as their evaluation through content 

analysis. In the following chapter three, the theoretical assumptions based on the literature 

review that form the basis of the work are explained and thus the theoretical framework 

for the work is formed. Chapter four is a contextual chapter in which the country of Syria, 

the conflict and the migration movements associated with the country are discussed. Then 

chapter five follows, which presents and processes the data collected through the interviews 

and analyzes it in relation to the theoretical framework and the research question. In 

chapter six, the results obtained in this way are presented, followed by the conclusions in 

chapter six. Chapter seven, as a conclusion, then discusses the obtained results of the work.
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Chapter 2: Methodology 

 This chapter presents the methods used in this thesis to answer the research question 

posed. It consists of several sub-aspects. First, the method of the literature review used will 

be discussed, which provides the foundation and the framework for the present work. 

Subsequently, the method of the interviews carried out in the course of the work, as well 

as the method of the analysis of the data collected, will be discussed. 

 

2.1. Literature Review  

 A literature review represents the backbone of this research. In this method, pre-

existing literature on the topic of the work was reviewed and analyzed. This ensures that 

no topic that has already been studies extensively is researched again and also that common 

survey errors in the field are not repeated and can be excluded. A literature review can 

therefore be described as “a systematic examination of the scholarly literature about one’s 

topic. It critically analyzes, evaluates, and synthesizes research findings, theories, and 

practices by scholars and researchers that are related to an area of focus” (Efron & Ravid, 

2019, p.2). In the course of this thesis, the method of an embedded literature review was 

used, which has the purpose to locate “one’s own work within the context of what is already 

known about a given topic” (Ravitch & Riggan, 2017, p.23)3, to “identify areas in which new 

scholarship is needed” (Ravitch & Riggan, 2017, p.24)4, and “to inform research design and 

methodology” (Ravitch & Riggan, 2017, p.24)5. This kind of literature review connects “the 

sources and the problem to be studied” (Efron & Ravid, 2019, p.3). 

 In addition, through the literature review, ideas, theories and practical implications 

could be connected, and in the end an overall picture emerged (Efron & Ravid, 2019).  

 Specifically, this means that by reviewing the existing literature, the terms and 

concepts relevant to this thesis were defined, a historical context of the research field was 

 
3 e.g. through the clarification and definition of “terms and key concepts used” (Efron & Ravid, 2019, p.4) 
4 e.g. through summarizing of the “existing research in ways that allow new perspectives or interpretation to 

emerge” (Efron & Ravid, 2019, p.4) 
5 e.g. through narrowing down “the research problem to make it feasible an doable within [the] context and 

constrains [given]” (Efron & Ravid, 2019, p.4) 
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given, the theoretical framework was built, and the knowledge gained so far was placed in 

the context of the thesis. To do so different types of literature have been used. In order to 

answer the sub questions presented in chapter 3 mainly academic literature, as well as 

reports and documents from international organisations working in the considered field 

were used. In addition, documents and surveys from German institutions and government 

agencies were used, particularly with regard to sub-question 6. The resulting pool of 

different literature increases the diversity of the sources used. At the same time, the use of 

sources such as reports from organizations or states increases the risk that this literature 

may be biased or unverified, and that the exact origin of the data may not be accurately 

traceable at times. Also, the different goals of the organizations, as well as their mandates, 

can affect the objectivity of these sources. However, by supplementing this literature with 

academic literature, this risk has been minimized where possible. 

 

2.2. Data Collection and Analysis 

 In order to be able to supplement the literature used, to include the individual views 

of the people affected and considered in this work and thus to answer the research question 

posed in the best way possible, the literature review was extended by conducting 

interviews. 

 Therefore, based on the literature review, an interview guideline was developed. 

Thereby allowing the collection of data that serves to answer the research question. These 

interviews focused particularly on the question of the factors influencing the decision of 

voluntary return of Syrians living in Germany. The selection of the interviewees, the 

method and development of the interviews conducted and their conduction itself, as well 

as the method of analysis of the data obtained are described in the following paragraph. 

2.2.1. Selection of Interviewees 

 For the purpose of this study Syrian refugees living in Germany have been 

approached as respondents. It should be noted, that this explorative study was carried out 

and the associated interviews were conducted during the time of the global corona 

pandemic. Due to the pandemic, it has been very difficult to come to a selection of 
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respondents that represents the Syrian diaspora in Germany completely. Thus, a 

‘convenience sample’ was taken, whereby various access points were used: 

1. The personal network of the researcher in the cities of Tübingen, Friedrichshafen 

and Berlin, 

2. The platform of the Tübingen Asylum Center, to which the researcher has personal 

connections, 

3. The network of the association of German-Syrian aid organizations, with which the 

researcher is already in contact and which are open to cooperation and can be seen 

as a gatekeeper to many different Syrian Communities in Germany 

On the basis of these initial entering points, Syrians were recruited according to the 

snowball principle, which wasn’t a problem due to the close connections within the Syrian 

community in Germany. In this way, a total of eight people were identified who were 

willing to be interviewed. All of them were forced to leave Syria due to the war. The 

following is an overview of the characteristics of the respondents that are relevant to this 

work (Table 1).   

Interview 

Number 
Sex Age 

Place of 

Origin in 

Syria 

Family in 

Germany 

or 

Europe? 

Years in 

Germany 

Current 

Profession, 

Education or 

Employment 

 

1 f 23 Damascus Brother 

in NL 

5 Student (school) of 

Information 

Management 

2 m 23 Damascus no 6 Student doing his 

‘Fachabitur’ 

(specialized 

baccalaureate) 

 

3 m 30 Damascus yes in G 6 Founds his own 

company 

 

4 m 31 Aleppo no 6 Vocational 

Training 

 

5 f 21 Deir ez-Zor yes in G 5 Vocational 

Training 

 

6 m 24 Ein Tarma yes in G 5 Vocational 

Training 

 

7 f 29 Homs Yes in G 6 Nurse 
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8 m 20 Damascus Yes in G 5 Student (school) 

 
Table 1: Characteristics of Interviewees 

2.2.2. Problem-Centered-Interviewing 

 Respondents were interviewed by so-called ‘Problem-Centered Interviewing’ (PCI). 

PCI is a qualitative survey method that uses the means of conversation to find out and share 

information and learn about things or other people. It is a “well-tried and reliable way” 

(Witzel & Reiter, 2012, p.2) of empirical research. PCI is defined as “a qualitative, 

discursive-dialogic method of reconstructing knowledge about relevant problems” (Witzel 

& Reiter, 2012, p.4). PCI represent an exchange between people within their different 

social, cultural and physical contexts. The focus of PCI is on meanings or behaviors that are 

of interest to the researcher and that the researcher seeks to understand through the eyes 

and lived experience of the people interviewed (Witzel & Reiter, 2012).  

 This type of interview enabled the collection of data related to a particular topic and 

the question of the „what, how and why of actions, appraisals and opinions“ (Witzel & 

Reiter, 2012, p.4) by interviewing people that are “willing to allow [the interviewer] to 

collect their extensive knowledge in order to understand their perspective in as much detail 

as possible” (Witzel & Reiter, 2012, p.4). 

 PCI is based on three principles, the principle of problem-centering, of process 

orientation and the principle of object orientation. The purpose of each principle is briefly 

outlined in the following. The principle of problem-centering enables a culture of 

conversations to emerge, „that helps to uncover the actual perspectives of individuals on a 

particular problem in a systematic and dialogical way” (Witzel & Reiter, 2012, p.13). Process 

orientation describes the procedure of step-by-step and always flexible creation and 

reflection of the acquired data and findings during the entire course of the creation of the 

work. In this respect, it is assumed that connections and findings in relation to the research 

question develop slowly and during this constant reflection on the data obtained through 

the methods used. Thus, the acquisition of data and findings as well as conclusions is seen 

as a process that is constantly evaluated and developed from beginning to end, and each 

step in the creation of the work is part of this reconstruction and understanding process. 
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Object orientation further means that in PCI the implementation of these interviews 

depends on the object that is being considered, i.e. the object of research. Interviews have 

to be adapted to this object in order to successfully make the behavior and reflections of a 

person on exactly this topic accessible in the course of the interview. 

 In addition to the constant reflection and evaluation during the development of the 

theoretical basis for the interviews as well as the thoughtful preparation of the interview 

guide and the additional asking of some standardized questions, further steps are taken into 

account in the process of interview collection in order to implement these principles. For 

example, a so-called postscript is created after each interview. This script serves to ensure 

the principle of process orientation by also seeing the researcher as part of the survey 

(Witzel & Reiter, 2012). In concrete terms, the script means capturing impressions and 

details of the interviewer during the interview, which are not registered in the recording 

or transcription of the interviews, but which may well be relevant. The postscript is divided 

into three sections of the interview: “before the actual conversation (e.g. establishing 

contact, the expectations expressed by the respondents, important moments before the 

interview, etc.); during the conversation (e.g. non-verbal aspects, observations, emotions, 

thoughts, etc.); and after the conversation (e.g. concluding discussion, questions, follow-up 

plans, etc.)“ (Witzel & Reiter, 2012, p.95). 

 Through the described principles and approaches of PCI this method can overcome 

the challenge of the contradiction between deductive and inductive aspects in qualitative 

research, due to the fact that this method “systematically deals with the tension between 

prior knowledge and empirical material in the research process without trying to get rid of 

it” (Witzel & Reiter, 2012, p.30). 

 PCI is a method of semi-structures-interviews. The researcher worked with a topic 

list during the interviews, so all necessary points are included, but nevertheless the 

interview remains conversational and free-floating. The topic list used for the interviews 

conducted in the course of this work can be found in appendix 1. In the following, the 

further concrete course of the interviews will be discussed. 
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2.2.3. Conducting the Interviews 

 Due to the existing situation of the Corona-pandemic and the associated contact 

restrictions, the interviews were only conducted in person with the clear consent of the 

interviewees, which was the case for two. The other six interviews were conducted online, 

via video calls. Since all interviewees had a sufficient knowledge of German, all interviews 

were conducted by the researcher in German, as this was preferred by the interviewees. An 

Informed Consent was sent to all interviewees prior to the interviews (see appendix 2). The 

interviews lasted between 23 minutes and 1:40 hours. 

 With the consent of the respondents all interviews were tape-recorded. 

Transcription of the interviews receive purely ‘normal written German', since dialect-

dependent language, as well as language phrases such as filler words, are not relevant for 

the evaluation and are considered rather disturbing (Mayring, 2010). All transcripts can be 

found in appendix 3. 

 After the interviews have been conducted in the manner described, the content 

obtained must be processed so that it can be used to successfully answer the research 

question posed. 

2.2.4. Content Analysis  

 To do so, the data, have been evaluated by a qualitative content analysis according 

to Mayring (2010). The principles, which should be considered in such an analysis and 

which were used, are described in the following.  

 A central point of Mayring's method is the systematic, theory- and rule-driven 

approach to qualitative content analysis. This is imperative to prevent too much subjective 

influence on the analysis (Mayring, 2010). In the present work, the method of a 

summarizing qualitative content analysis is used. The basic principle of this particular 

method is that the respective level of abstraction is precisely defined in the analysis and 

thus step-by-step generalizations can be made that serve to answer the research question 

(Mayring, 2010). The use of categories, which assist in the formation of a coding guide, are 

also part of the method (Mayring, 2010). In this thesis, the creation of the category system 

is done in a deductive as well as inductive way. A content-based structure is applied, in 

which the material is summarized to certain topics (Mayring, 2010). Accordingly, the 
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categories for the analysis in this thesis were developed on the basis of the theory used, 

which considers factors that influence migrants in their decision to return voluntarily. 

These, according to the theory, are divided into push-, pull-, stay- and deter- factors6. 

Therefore, the analysis categories of push-, pull-, stay- and deter factors were formed. 

 The next step of the content analysis is the evaluation of the collected data. The 

relevant quotes from the interviews have been assigned to the individual categories. The 

quotes used are then abstracted, or to be more precise, first paraphrased, generalized and 

finally reduced. The described procedure allows to bundle the extensive amount of data and 

to organize the findings. This makes it possible to subsequently derive and write down the 

findings in a structured manner (Mayring, 2010).  

 The analysis and its results can be found in chapter 5 of the thesis. In course of this 

chapter 5, some of the most relevant quotes are included. Quoting in the course of this is 

done as follows: The number of the interview is indicated by ‘I’, the line of the transcribed 

interview in which the quotation can be found within this respective interview is indicated 

by L. The quote is thus referenced in the following form: ‘quote’ (Ix, Lx). 

 

2.3. Limitations of the Research Design  

 Although the methodology presented is tailored to the needs of answering the 

research question, there are limitations to the method used that are noted in this paragraph 

to help frame the results.  

 A major limitation is the limited generalizability of the interview results which 

arises mainly through the sampling method as well as the sample size which is relatively 

small (n=8). That said, in terms of age distribution and gender, the interviewed Syrians do 

largely represent the Syrian refugee population in Germany. The average age of Syrian 

refugees in Germany is 24,2 and 40% of them are women (Mediendient Integration, 2021; 

Worbs et al., 2019), while the average age of the interviewed (see Table 1) is 25,1, and 37,5% 

of them are women. In terms of geographical contribution, the majority of respondents are 

from cities (Damascus and Aleppo), while only two are from the countryside. This clearly 

 
6 More detailed descriptions of the theory follows in chapter 3 
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brings with it a certain selectivity of the sample. The small sample size also raises the 

question of whether the criterion of a qualitative study of saturation7 is met, which in 

general “makes qualitative research eminently suitable for research in unsettled or 

unexplored contexts” (Bijleveld, 2019, p.14). In the present thesis, this saturation has largely 

been reached, as no significant new findings were obtained in the last interviews. In order 

to further minimize the risk of non-saturation in view of the small sample size, the data 

collected were supplemented by existing findings from the literature.  

 Although generalizability is lacking due to the small and selective sample size, this 

thesis provides a valuable and unique insight into understanding the situation of thoughts 

on voluntary return of Syrian refugees living in Germany as well as the potential role of 

Returnees in Peacebuilding. It follows, that this research is, as mentioned already in the 

introduction of the work, first and foremost an explorative study. 

 Additionally, concerning the interviews, response bias may emerge due to social 

desirability. This states that respondents may exhibit a tendency to match responses to 

socially expected behavior. Yet this tends to occur unconsciously (Bijleveld, 2019; 

Diekmann, 2007). To minimize the risk of socially desirable answers, negative formulations 

of phenomena or behavior were avoided in the interviews and the interview was conducted 

in a "circumspect way" (Bijleveld, 2019, p.82).  

 The fact that the data was only analyzed by one person using a content analysis and 

a category system further means that there is no intercoder reliability (Mayring, 2010). 

 The reliability of the present qualitative research design is also a limitation. 

Reliability is determined through re-testing the data, meaning, that if the results or findings 

are the same each time they are measured, the research design is reliable. However, since 

semi-structured interviews do not guarantee that the answers are always the same, retesting 

is difficult with this method. However, in order to answer the research question posed, the 

method used is expedient. 

 

 
7 “point where new respondents don’t really add new information[…] also referred to as theoretical validity” 

(Bijleveld, 2019, p.48) 
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2.4. Ethics 

 In any scientific work, the observance of ethical principles is essential. Since in this 

thesis marginalized people or people who are in danger of being marginalized were 

interviewed, the compliance with these ethical principles was always in the focus.  

 Clark-Kazak (2017) developed principles for ethical behavior in research in relation 

to work specifically with forced migrants, with whom the present study also worked. 

Among these are that “all research respondents must voluntarily and formally consent to 

participate in research after having been informed of the potential risks and benefits of their 

participation” (Clark-Kazak, 2017, p.12) and that all data collected is securely stored and 

anonymized, and the safety of respondents is always guaranteed. Furthermore, the principle 

of "minimizing harm and maximizing benefits of research" (Clark-Kazak, 2017, p.13) should 

always be followed.  

 These ethical principles have been observed and adhered to at all times. 

Furthermore, the study was discussed with and approved by the Ethics Committee of the 

Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam.
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Chapter 3: Peacebuilding and Returnees 

 In this chapter, the insights into the theory gained through the literature review and 

the insights into the topic already gained are presented. First, relevant terms are defined. 

Then, the concept of peacebuilding on which the paper is based is explained. In addition, 

the conditions and factors surrounding the general topic of voluntary return are discussed. 

This chapter serves as the basis for this study and for the survey conducted in the course of 

it, which serves to answer the research question posed. 

 

3.1. Definitions 

 In this first paragraph relevant terms are defined. These include ‘conflict’, ‘refugee’, 

‘migrant’, voluntary return and returnee. 

Conflict 

 In the context of this work, conflict is understood as an armed conflict, which is 

characterized by „a contested incompatibility that concerns government and/or territory 

where the use of armed force between [at least] two parties, of which at least one is the 

government of a state, results in at least 25 battle-related deaths in one calendar year“ 

(Uppsala Conflict Data Program, n.d.). 

Refugee 

 Refugees in the context of this work “are people who have fled war, violence, 

conflict or persecution and have crossed an international border to find safety in another 

country” (UNHCR, 2021b). In Europe there are in general two types of international 

protection. The recognition as a refugee8 as well as subsidiary protection. Syrian asylum 

seekers in Europe typically obtain a positive decision on their asylum application (Bolhuis 

& van Wijk, 2018). In Germany from 2013 to 2017, 97,3% of the first instance decisions on 

asylum applications from Syrian citizens have been positive (eurostat, 2021). 62,9% of the 

applicants obtained a refugee status. If both protection statuses are refused, a national 

humanitarian status may be granted to a person based on legal or practical factors. Whether 

 
8 According to the 1951 Refugee Convention  
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there are differences between the various statuses and how this looks varies from country 

to country (Bolhuis & van Wijk, 2018). In Germany the main difference is, that with a 

refugee status you are allowed to stay for the next three years for sure. With a humanitarian 

status its only one year, then the status has to be renewed (BAMF, 2019). In this paper it is 

referred to all of them as ‘refugee’, no matter which status they obtained.  

Migrant 

 A Migrant is „[any] person who is moving or has moved across an international 

border or within a State away from his/her habitual place of residence, regardless of the 

following: (a) the person’s legal status; (b) whether the movement is voluntary or 

involuntary; (c) what the causes for the movement are; or (d) what the length of the stay 

is.“ (International Organization for Migration, 2019, p.xii) 

Voluntary Return 

 Voluntary Return describes “[the] voluntary movement of a person returning to 

his/her [country of origin], country of nationality or habitual residence usually after 

spending a significant period of time (i.e. excluding holiday visits, business meetings and 

typically considered to be for a period of time more than three months) in another country.” 

(International Organization for Migration, 2019, p.xiii) 

Returnee 

 According to the International Organization for Migration a Returnee is “[a] non-

European Union/European Economic Area (i.e. third country) national migrant who moves 

to the country of return, whether voluntary or forced“ (International Organization for 

Migration, 2019, p.xiii). 

 

3.2. Peacebuilding 

 After clarifying the definitions of the terms relevant to this paper, the following sub-

paragraphs will discuss the theoretical foundations of peacebuilding in both theory and 

practice, and will thus answer sub-question one and two of the thesis, ‘what is 

Peacebuilding?’ and ‘what is Post-Conflict Reconstruction?’. In order to be able to answer 

this question, firstly, the term peace and its concept will be discussed, secondly the 

academic theories are examined and thirdly the practice of peacebuilding are discussed. 
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This is followed by elaborating post-conflict reconstruction's theoretical underpinnings, 

which represents a continuum of peacebuilding relevant for the paper at hand. 

3.2.1. The Concept of Peace 

 In order to discuss the concept of peacebuilding and its goals, the concept of peace 

and its understanding in this thesis will be explained in the following first.  

 The challenge with the concept of peace is that until today there is no universal 

definition of peace (Devin, 2011). Thus, the concept is always a “subject to a variety of 

political interpretations” (Devin, 2011, p.99). However, what all these interpretations and 

concepts of peace have in common is that peace always „includes the absence of direct 

violence between states“ (Galtung & Fischer, 2013, p.173). For the purposes of this thesis, 

peace is understood as “tranquility; freedom from civil disturbance; a state of security or 

order within a community provided for by law or custom” (Merriam Webster Dictionary, 

2021) which results from a “a codified social contract between equally sovereign humans 

living in the same geographical environment” (World Government of World Citizens, 

2021). Furthermore, the distinction between negative and positive peace can be made, 

while that of positive peace also contributes to the understanding of peace in this thesis. 

Whereas negative peace means the "absence of structural violence, the non-intended slow, 

massive suffering caused by economic and political structures in the form of massive 

exploitation and repression. And the absence of the cultural violence that legitimizes direct 

and-or structural violence” (Galtung & Fischer, 2013, p.173) so to say passive co-existence, 

positive peace means the absence of structural oppression (Galtung, 1969). It thus  

“occurs when institutions in civil society (e.g., government agencies, nongovernmental organizations, 

religious organizations, trade unions, the media, and universities) create structural changes (e.g., 

social justice) that reduce social inequalities, as well as when there are changes in belief systems and 

norms in a population that support equality and democracy, replacing the culture of violence of the 

past. Thus, it is peace sustained by peaceful means” (Malley-Morrison, Mercurio, & Twose, 2013, 

p.100). 

Now that the understanding of peace in this thesis has been presented, the next sub-

paragraph will deal with the concept of peacebuilding, which is the foundation of the 

theoretical basis of the thesis at hand.  
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3.2.2. Definition and Goals of Peacebuilding 

 One of the first scholars to theorize about the concept of peacebuilding was Galtung 

(1976). His theory on peacebuilding is considered the foundation of the concept. According 

to him, the development of the concept of peacebuilding began with the idea of not only 

tackling the impacts of conflict but also preventing future conflicts by addressing their root 

causes.  

 Peacebuilding explicitly describes the associative approach to peace management 

and conflict resolution (Galtung, 1976). The underlying assumption from which the 

concept of peacebuilding derives is that peace has a structure “that [removes] causes of wars 

and offer[s] alternatives to war in situations where wars might occur” (Galtung, 1976, 

p.298). The intention that emerges from this theory for peacebuilding, is that peacebuilding 

wants to achieve the creation of „a structure of peace that is based on justice, equity, and 

cooperation […], thereby addressing the underlying causes of violent conflict so that they 

become less likely in the future“ (Gawerc, 2006, p.439). In general, the theories developed 

based on Galtung's concept of peacebuilding aim to portray the concept as dynamic, 

contributing at each stage of a conflict, and always evolving/shifting depending on the 

situation and the state of peace efforts (Lederach, 1997). After Galtung published his theory, 

scattered reactions and further developments followed. However, the concept of 

peacebuilding did not really gain popularity until the 1990s, the end of the cold war and 

thus an “optimistic turn in world society” (Ginty, 2013, p.26) which meant that it was “not 

hard to believe that positive interventions in conflict situations to promote greater freedom 

were working with the tide of history” (Ginty, 2013, p.27). Since the beginning of the 1990s, 

peacebuilding has been divided into three stages of development (Call, 2015). These and 

their broad content are shown in Table 2 to give an overview of the development of the 

concept. 

Time Period Understanding of peacebuilding Description 

1989-1999 Peacebuilding as Multidimensional 

Peacekeeping 

Civilian requirements expanded rapidly 

over time, and with them the concept of 

peacebuilding evolved. In addition to pure 

peacekeeping, it included the “monitoring 

and advising on political, human rights, 

civil affairs, electoral, disarmament and 
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demobilization, humanitarian assistance 

and policing tasks” (Call, 2015, p.3). 

 

1999-2005 Peacebuilding as Statebuilding Generally theories in this period focused 

more on the state per se than before. State 

functions were partially or completely 

taken over, and external actors 

temporarily took over domestic authority 

structures. At the same time, however, 

voices began to be raised against this 

approach on the grounds that it weakened 

the legitimacy of a state (Call, 2015). 

 

2005-today UN peacebuilding Architecture:  

An answer to five gaps 

With this further development, the focus 

of peacebuilding has since been on five 

gaps that need to be closed. These gaps 

address thematically: 

1. The need for post peacekeeping 

2. diplomatic attention,  

3. the need for cohesion and 

coordination,  

4. the need for more and quicker 

resources, and 

5. nationally-owned peacebuilding 

(Call, 2015). 

 
Table 2: Development of the Concept of Peacebuilding  

As will become clear in the remainder of this thesis, these identified gaps in the final stage 

of the development play a role in determining the extent to which refugees can play a role 

in peacebuilding. 

3.2.3. Activities and Phases of Peacebuilding 

 Peacebuilding efforts typically consists of short-, medium- and long-term activities 

that address both the causes and consequences of conflict. In this context, short-term 

activities refer to stabilizing peace processes and preventing relapses into conflict. Medium-

term activities include mainly rehabilitation activities and long-term means establishing 

collective and cumulative programs that address the root causes of conflict and thus form 

the basis for social justice and sustainable peace (De Coning, 2007). Peacebuilding as 

understood today thus always focuses on long-term goals and:  

“attempts to encourage the development of the structural conditions, attitudes and modes of political 

behavior that may permit peaceful, stable and ultimately prosperous social and economic 

development. Peacebuilding activities are designed to contribute to ending or avoiding armed conflict 

and may be carried out during armed conflict, in its wake, or as an attempt to prevent an anticipated 

armed conflict from starting“ (Smith, 2004, p.20). 
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Smith (2004) argues that the short-, medium- and long-term peacebuilding activities should 

include ensuring security, building socio-economic structures and the political framework 

of sustainable peace, as well as providing and promoting reconciliation (see. Figure 1).  

 

Figure 1: Peacebuilding Activities (Smith, 2004, p.28) 

These different activities, when combined and tailored to the situation, can successfully 

advance the peacebuilding process and contribute to the formation of a sustainable peaceful 

state (Smith, 2004). In addition, in order to be effective, the peacebuilding system requires 

„a coherent and coordinated multidimensional response by a broad range of internal and 

external actors“ (De Coning, 2007, p.91), such as international non-governmental 

organizations, international institutions, the private sector and the government.  

 The – once - clear lines between peacekeeping, peacemaking, peacebuilding are 

becoming increasingly blurred. Most of the time they “are rarely limited to one type of 

activity” (United Nations Peacekeeping, n.d.). For example, one part of peacebuilding is the 

reconstruction of states after conflict (UN General Assembly, 2005) and will be further 

elaborated in the following.  
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 With further research in the field, new conflicts, and growing relevance, the concept 

of peacebuilding became more popular, and also interesting for the work of the UN. Based 

on the theoretical developments of peacebuilding (see Table 2), the UN defined 

peacebuilding as “activities undertaken on the far side of conflict to reassemble the 

foundations of peace and provide the tools for building on those foundations something that 

is more than just the absence of war” (UN General Assembly, 2000, p.3).  

 “Peacebuilding involves a range of measures targeted to reduce the risk of lapsing or relapsing 

 into conflict by strengthening national capacities at all  levels for conflict management, and to 

 lay the foundations for sustainable peace and development” (United Nations, 2007).  

Accordingly, the areas of responsibility in the practice of peacebuilding include “promoting 

security, development, humanitarian assistance and strengthening governance and the rule 

of law“ (Ginty, 2013, 312), which also go hand in hand with the short-, medium- and long-

term activities from the theory of peacebuilding presented in the previous chapter which 

were visualized in Figure 1.  

 The concrete course of peacebuilding work and processes is usually divided into 

different phases as well. The activities can already be carried out during a conflict. For 

example, support for conflict resolution mechanisms or the provision of basic needs by civil 

society organizations or local government actors is desirable. However the start of assessing 

national capacity as soon as the end of a conflict becomes foreseeable, is of particular 

importance. Once a “negotiated settlement has been reached and/or elements of peace are 

established” (United Nations Peacebuilding Support Office, 2010, p.6), this capacity can be 

used for a quicker, more effective, and bottom-up start on the work of peacebuilding 

activities. This significant launch also marks the beginning of the phase in which 

peacebuilding activities grow, increase, and gain the most support as “people are ready for 

change, have high expectations and can easily revert to conflict if they do not feel tangible 

benefits from peace“ (United Nations Peacebuilding Support Office, 2010, p.6). This phase 

directly after the conflict, usually referred to as the first 24 months after a conflict, can 

minimize the risk of a country falling back into conflict and maximize the chance of 

achieving sustainable peace through the opportunities that arise, namely “to provide basic 

security, deliver peace dividends, shore up and build confidence in the political process, and 
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strengthen core national capacity to lead peacebuilding efforts“ (UN General Assembly, 

2009, p.3). A relevant part of this phase of peacebuilding processes is the aspect of state 

reconstruction after a conflict, i.e. post-conflict reconstruction. Post-conflict reconstruction 

(PCR) is “imagined as a comprehensive response to peacebuilding“ (Ní Aoláin, Haynes, & 

Cahn, 2011, p.88) and is a component and part of the continuum of peacebuilding. It can be 

defined as “the physical rebuilding and/or reform of socioeconomic, political and security 

institutions and capacities after peace accords“ (Ismail, 2008, p.8). It typically consists of six 

general aspects: security, political reconstruction, justice, human rights, economic and 

social reconstruction and civil society (Goulding, 2005). Based on these aspects, the overlap 

between PCR and peacebuilding becomes clear as these aspects are as well part of the 

activities presented in Figure 1. 

 Nevertheless, as emphasized earlier, peacebuilding is a long-term process that must 

continue beyond 24 months after a conflict in order to be successful. As time passes, 

priorities and needs in the processes change, and these changes need to be addressed, 

responsibilities need to be handed over to national capacities and support mechanisms need 

to be strengthened and dynamically adapted.  

3.2.4. Key Features of Peacebuilding 

 Key features of UN peacebuilding operations today are national ownership, national 

capacity, and common strategy. National ownership describes the view that the citizens of 

a country themselves can only successfully perform peacebuilding activities with their own 

government’s support. National Capacity describes the goal to as soon as possible reach “the 

point when external assistance is no longer required, by ensuring that all initiatives support 

the development of national peacebuilding capacities” (United Nations Peacebuilding 

Support Office, 2010, p.6). This goal is pursued from the beginning of the process and is one 

of peacebuilding’s core objectives. A common strategy should act as a shield over these two 

elementary characteristics. It should be nationally owned and should enable the UN to 

allocate resources between the national and international players involved:  

“Peacebuilding strategies must be coherent and tailored to the specific needs of the country 

concerned, based on national ownership, and should comprise a carefully prioritized, sequenced, and 

therefore relatively narrow set of activities aimed at achieving the above objectives” (United Nations, 

2007). 
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In concrete terms, this means that such a “strategy should be nationally owned, derived 

from an inclusive planning process, with many and diverse stakeholders consulted as the 

strategy is developed and based on an assessment of the country’s situation (e.g. through a 

Post-Conflict Needs Assessment or Strategic Assessment) including analysis of conflict 

drivers and risk” (United Nations Peacebuilding Support Office, 2010, p.6).  

 The actors involved in treating these issues and thus peacebuilding in practice are as 

mentioned mainly the UN organs and agencies which are then working together with 

national development agencies, regional organizations, international non-governmental 

organizations, and national actors (Ginty, 2013, p.312ff). With the different stakeholders 

involved, a significant challenge in peacebuilding is the coordination of these. To tackle this 

challenge, the UN established the UN Peacebuilding Commission in 2005 (UN General 

Assembly, 2005). Other challenges that play a major role in peacebuilding are the financial 

and the communication challenge.  

 

3.3. Role of Returnees in Peacebuilding Processes 

 As the previous paragraphs have made clear, peacebuilding processes are influenced 

by a wide variety of activities which are presented in Figure 1.  

 A factor that can influence and support these peacebuilding activities is the return 

of refugees who left their country of origin during the conflict. The role they play in 

peacebuilding – and thus also PCR – and what their return can bring about in terms of the 

activities under consideration will be explained in the course of this paragraph. It thus 

answers sub-question three, ‘what role can Returnees play in Peacebuilding and Post-

Conflict-Reconstruction?’. This answer is orientated towards the overview of activities that 

are necessary for successful peacebuilding and are presented in Figure 1. To do so, first, the 

characteristics that returnees bring with them through their experiences will be presented, 

then these characteristics will be further elaborated and be linked to the activities necessary 

for successful peacebuilding from Figure 1. 

 The underlying idea that returnees can bring a peacebuilding potential with them is 

based on different assumptions (Jones, 2011; Potter, 2005). These are namely that migrants 
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are assumed to be positively self-selected9 and more entrepreneurial than others (Jazayery, 

2002; van Houte, Siegel, & Davids, 2014; Zunzer, 2004). Thus, they bring with them a 

relatively high level of education, tend to be wealthy and well-connected (van Houte, 

2014). It is further likely that they have learned new skills from which the peace process 

can benefit from. Moreover they may have built up capital during their time abroad, which 

they can bring back to their country of origin and which can be valuable for peacebuilding 

and reconstruction (De Haas, 2005). Furthermore, as they are strongly linked to the country 

of origin, they are arguably willing to put their resources in its reconstruction (Jazayery, 

2002; van Houte et al., 2014; Zunzer, 2004). As van Houte (2014) points out, “the only 

returnees who could potentially live up to any of these expectations are voluntary 

returnees” (van Houte, 2014, p.584), what is a relevant recognition for the with regard to 

the research question posed. 

 In the following, the characteristics presented will be linked to the peacebuilding 

activities from Figure 1 in order to show how these characteristics of returnees can promote 

peacebuilding. 

• Political Framework: The positive self-selection of returnees promises an upswing 

in the expansion of the political framework, namely primarily on institution 

building and human rights. This assumption is particularly related to the properties 

entrepreneurial and educated of returnees, that are related to self-selection. The fact 

that returnees are entrepreneurial also brings potential advantages for the positive 

development of the political framework in the peacebuilding process. Through these 

insights, it is likely that these people can promote democratization through 

initiatives and institution building as well as human rights by highlighting how 

important such rights are (Dadush, 2017; van Houte, 2014). This assumption 

becomes clear, by the example of Afghanistan and returnees there: “[the returnees] 

adopted a discourse of modernization in which they saw their knowledge, skills and 

attitudes from Europe as an asset they could offer to Afghanistan” (van Houte, 2014, 

p.585).  

 
9 Positive self-selection describes the condition when “the ‘best’ persons leave the country pf origin and 

when they get to [the host country], they outperform the native population.” (Borjas, 1987, p.533) 



 23 

• Reconciliation and Justice: The entrepreneurial character of returnees also has 

potentially positive effects in the field of reconciliation and justice in peacebuilding, 

as returnees are thereby potentially able to lead dialogues, kick off bridge-building 

activities and to lead truth and reconciliation commissions (Dadush, 2017; van 

Houte, 2014). The fact that returnees often acquire new skills during their time 

abroad can also be valuable for peace processes such as in reconciliation and justice. 

A very common new skill returnees often bring is e.g. multi-local identification, 

which is considered useful for, e.g. discussing change with different cultures 

involved in the conflict (Zunzer, 2004). This too becomes clear from the example of 

Afghanistan mentioned before, where returnees were able to adapt to different 

attitudes and use this skill (van Houte, 2014). 

• Socio-Economic Foundations: Due to the positively self-selected character of 

returnees, they can contribute the properties they bring to the peace process and 

thus boost economic growth in particular. These include in particular the potential 

boost of the economic infrastructure. This makes it possible, “to counter dependency 

on foreign capital and humanitarian assistance“ (van Houte, 2014, p.567). The 

entrepreneurial nature of returnees also plays into this peacebuilding component as 

they arguably have the potential to serve as "dynamic role models" (van Houte, 2014, 

p.568) after their return. Because these people are often willing to take certain risks, 

such as fleeing, they can become “wartime entrepreneurs” (van Houte, 2014, p.568), 

helping to rebuild economy and society. Newly learned skills and, of course, some 

of the capital brought along can also be helpful in setting socio-economic 

foundations. For example, returnees could bring new perspectives to peace processes 

and challenge programs or the economy, or build new sectors that they were 

influenced by abroad (Dadush, 2017; van Houte, 2014). For example, a study from 

Mexico – though not a post-conflict country – from 2001 shows that “working-age 

return migrants apply skills learned abroad and create businesses upon their return 

home, including substantial enterprises that bring money into the community from 

outside” (Jones, 2011, p.438). Also “in the Caribbean, venture and social capital 

investments are notable among skilled returnees” (Jones, 2011, p.438). These 
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assumptions are further supported by a study based on a labor force survey returning 

Egyptians (Wahba, 2007). In most of the published studies it “is evident that 

regardless of their age and education, migrants return to work rather than retire and 

they integrate quite successfully in a socioeconomic sense” (Jones, 2011). 

• Security: Security is the only point of the peacebuilding palette used, where it seems 

hard for returnees to involve themselves as agents for change due to their 

characteristics.  

The following Table (Table 3) puts in perspective the characteristics attributed to 

returnees and their potential influence in peacebuilding and concrete engagements 

according to the different peacebuilding activities (see Figure 1). 

 

Peacebuilding activity Helpful characteristic of 

Returnees 

Engagements 

Political Framework Positive self-selection and 

entrepreneurial character 

 

 

Promote democratization 

through initiatives and dialogue 

Expansion of political framework 

through institution building 

Reconciliation and Justice Entrepreneurial character Lead dialogues, kick off bridge-

building activities and lead truth 

and reconciliation commissions 

Acquisition of new skills during 

time abroad 

Lead reconciliation and justice 

initiatives and potentially serve 

as an intercultural mediator 

Discuss change with different 

cultures involved 

Socio-Economic Foundations Positive self-selection and 

entrepreneurial character 

Serve as role models in economic 

thinking and education 

Build new companies or sectors 

Acquisition of new skills and 

knowledge during time abroad 

Use of these skills to bring 

progress to different sectors in 

Syria 

Through the new knowledge, 

initiatives can be built in the 
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advocacy area to represent 

education or other social 

interests 

Built up capital  Venture and social capital 

investments to strengthen the 

economy  

Security Entrepreneurial character Invest in alternative security 

opportunities 

New skills At the very least, disputes 

between different smaller 

civilian groups over personal 

issues could be resolved through 

possible intercultural skills 

learned abroad. 

Table 3: Returnees potential impact on peacebuilding activities in Syria 

 Since returnees usually have a high degree of connection to their country of origin 

and are interested in successful and holistic reconstruction, the general willingness to 

contribute with one's characteristics is often given, which in turn benefits almost all areas 

of peacebuilding (Jazayery, 2002; van Houte et al., 2014; Zunzer, 2004). It can be stated that 

“voluntary returnees’ creativity, resilience and innovativeness alongside of their 

entrepreneurial mentality and their intellectual skills are valuable human inputs [to 

peacebuilding]” (van Houte, 2014, p.585).  

 As summarized by the United Nations (2002): „the return of […] uprooted people 

[is] an important achievement with the dual benefit of providing human resources for 

reconstruction as well as rebuilding civil society“ (United Nations, 2002, p.44). Refugee 

return is an “is an integral aspect of state reconstruction that provides substantial benefits” 

(Petrin, 2002, p.18). They can further be “seen as the ultimate proof of peace and return to 

‘normalcy’. [They] are considered to be agents of change who can contribute to 

development and peace-building in their countries of origin“ (van Houte, 2014, p.566). 
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3.4. Voluntary Return  

 Above the possible value that migrants can have in peacebuilding activities was 

discussed. A diaspora may already be beneficial to peacebuilding from their new country 

(e.g. by making investments, providing advice etc.), but they can arguably mean even more 

when they physically return. The question however is what the factors influencing the 

decision of voluntary return are for such a return. The factors taken into account for such 

a decision are presented in the following sub-paragraph and thus sub-question four of the 

thesis at hand ‘what conditions are considered when thinking about voluntary returns in 

general?’ will be answered.  

 Before describing the previously mentioned points, it should be noted why 

voluntary returnees are explicitly considered and other returnees are left out, as in general 

all returnees can be beneficial for peacebuilding. Nevertheless, it was decided to consider 

the group of voluntary returned explicitly, because it is quite unlikely that Syrian refugees 

in Germany are to be forcefully returned anytime soon.   

 The reasons of not returning to one's country of origin after a conflict are numerous. 

For example, there might be “no infrastructural development or repatriation program; no 

recognition from the international community (legal protection); and no promise of change 

in internal conditions” (Juergensen, 2000, p.4). So the question arises: What makes people 

return voluntarily? This paragraph will focus on the factors that generally influence 

voluntary return to the country of origin after a conflict. In this context, it should be noted 

that these decisions are usually based on very complex, not always rational decision-making 

processes, which are often difficult to express even for the returnees themselves (Black, 

Koser, & Munk, 2004). This is also why the theoretical analysis of these factors presents a 

major challenge (van Wijk, 2008).  

3.4.1. Push-, Pull-, Stay-, Deter-Model 

 As a starting point for considering the factors that lead people to voluntarily return 

to their country of origin, it makes sense to use the theory of push- and pull- factors 

established in migration research (Lee, 1966). This further makes sense, as “the decision to 

return voluntarily is made after comparing information about conditions and prospects of 

countries of origin and the host countries” (Dadush, 2017, p.34). In general, the factors 
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influencing migration are thus “factors associated with the area of origin; factors associated 

with the area of destination; intervening obstacles [and] personal factors” (Lee, 1966, p.50). 

This model can be adapted from the consideration of migration to the consideration of 

factors influencing voluntary return (van Wijk, 2008). In the original model according to 

Lee (1966), which deals with the factors that make migrants leave their country of origin, 

the push factors stand for the "factors that make migrants leave their country of origin" (van 

Wijk, 2008, p.24), while the pull factors are “those that attract migrants to a country of 

asylum“ (van Wijk, 2008, p.24). 

 When considering the factors relevant to this work, i.e. those influencing migrants 

in their decision to voluntarily return to their country of origin voluntarily or not, this 

model is adapted, but the meaning of the factors change. Push factors are then “factors that 

make [those people] wishing or requiring to leave the host country“ (van Wijk, 2008, p.23), 

pull factors, on the other hand, are those “that make [them] wanting to return to their 

country of origin” (van Wijk, 2008, p.24). In his report on factors influencing asylum 

seekers and irregular migrants to voluntarily return, van Wijk (2008) extends the basic 

framework of Lee's (1966) model by adding two more factors: the factors „that make people 

decide not to return“ (van Wijk, 2008, p.24). These factors are divided into the stay- (factors 

influencing the wish to stay in the host country) and deter-factors (factors withholding 

from returning to the country of origin). The stay-factor is the opposite of the push-factor, 

the deter-factor the opposite of the pull-factor. As van Wijk illustrates: “When push-factors 

in the host country and pull-factors in the country of origin are absent, it is likely that 

relatively few migrants will return. [On the other hand, w]hen stay-factors in the host 

country and deter-factors in the country of origin are absent, it is likely that relatively many 

migrants will return“ (van Wijk, 2008, p.24). Which factors ultimately represent pull-, 

push-, stay- or deter- factors is always individual and depends on the personal situation. 

Thus “it is impossible to specifically label what effect certain conditions have on the 

decision-making process” (van Wijk, 2008, p.24) in general.  

 Nevertheless, in order to answer the research question posed, the basic model 

according to van Wijk (2008) is used as the theoretical basis. The following Table (Table 4) 

provides an overview of the categories of factors that have an influence on the decision on 
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voluntary return, divided into micro- and macro- level factors, i.e. factors on a personal 

level (micro) and factors on a public-domain level (macro) based on the model according to 

van Wijk (2008).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 4: Levels of Categories of Factors influencing desicions on voluntary return 

These categories of factors and the associated levels are used in the collection and analysis 

of the data obtained in this paper as well and serve as a basis for analysis. 

Based on the interplay of the various factors of the different levels outlined, the following 

model emerges, which represents the push-, pull-, stay- and deter- factors of a decision of 

a potential voluntary return: 

 
Figure 2: Push-, Pull-, Stay-, Deter Model according to van Wijk (2008) 

Level of Factor Category of Factor 

Micro-level Factors Personal Situation 

Interplay with social network 

Rumors 

Macro-level Factors Policy 

Security Situation in country of 

origin 

Economic Situation in the 

country of origin 
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3.4.2. Factors influencing Migrants on their decision to voluntarily return 

 Over the years, various scholars have analyzed why and under what conditions 

migrants might consider returning to their country of origin. Below in Table 5, the various 

factors presented in the literature have been included in Van Wijk’s model.  

 Micro level (individual level) Macro level (public-domain level) 

Push factors 

 factors that 

make people 

want to leave 

the host 

country 

• “problems of integration” (Koser 

& Kuschminder, 2015, p.42) 

• “tired of living as undocumented” 

(Koser & Kuschminder, 2015, 

p.42)  

 

• “poor conditions and/or limited 

options in the host country (e.g. 

prevention of employment)” 

(Thiel & Gillan, 2010, p.iii) 

• “effective enforcement systems 

in the host country” (Thiel & 

Gillan, 2010, p.iii)  

• “Lack of access to social 

services/health care” (Koser & 

Kuschminder, 2015, p.42) 

• “negative decision regarding 

asylum request” (Koser & 

Kuschminder, 2015, p.42) 

• “end of work/study permit in 

host country” (Koser & 

Kuschminder, 2015, p.42) 

Pull factors 

 factors that 

make people 

want to go back 

to their country 

of origin 

• “family (desire to reunite with or 

head families in the country of 

origin)” (Thiel & Gillan, 2010, 

p.iii)  

• “a desire to reclaim property in 

the country of origin” (Thiel & 

Gillan, 2010, p.iii) 

• “political commitment or a desire 

to help rebuild the country of 

origin” (Thiel & Gillan, 2010, p.iii) 

 

• “improved political, economic 

and social conditions in the 

country of origin” (Thiel & 

Gillan, 2010, p.iii)  

• “tailored assisted voluntary 

return programs (e.g. specific to 

the country of origin and/or 

individual)” (Thiel & Gillan, 

2010, p.iii)  

 

Stay factors 

 factors that 

make people 

• “having children in the host 

country” (Thiel & Gillan, 2010, 

p.iii) 

• Successful integration programs 
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want to stay in 

the host 

country 

• “a long period of stay in the host 

country” (Thiel & Gillan, 2010, 

p.iii)  

Deter factors 

 factors that 

make people 

not want to go 

back to their 

country of 

origin 

• “having no family in the country 

of origin” (Thiel & Gillan, 2010, 

p.iii) 

• “the shame of return” (Thiel & 

Gillan, 2010, p.iii) 

• “and being unable to return to the 

home area or reclaim property” 

(Thiel & Gillan, 2010, p.iii) 

• “a lack of political and/or 

economic security in the 

country of origin” (Thiel & 

Gillan, 2010, p.iii) 

• “poor social conditions in the 

country of origin” (Thiel & 

Gillan, 2010, p.iii) 

• Gender inequality issues (ibid.) 

Table 5: Factors influencing Migrants on their decision to voluntarily return 

 As shown above, the model of van Wijk is of great help for the meaningful 

classification of factors that influence migrants in their decision to return voluntarily. The 

model is therefore also useful for the purpose of this thesis. It will therefore be used for the 

research design and subsequent analysis in this thesis for the question of factors influencing 

the decision to voluntarily return to Syria of Syrians living in Germany.  

 

3.5. Conclusion 

 After briefly introducing the concept of peacebuilding, this chapter identified four 

fields of activities that typically are included in peacebuilding processes, namely activities 

concerning: 1.) the political framework, 2.) reconciliation and justice, 3.) the socio-

economic foundations and 4.) security. 

These fields always include short-, medium- and long-term activities. In addition, different 

phases of peacebuilding can be identified: peacebuilding activities during the conflict, after 

a peace agreement was negotiated and the third phase is the one directly after the conflict 

ended.  

 Next, the role of returnees in the identified peacebuilding activities due to the 

characteristics they bring was discussed. In is generally argued that returnees – compared 

to the general population in post-conflict contexts – because of self-selection possess certain 

characteristics that enables them to positively influence the peacebuilding activities 

described above. The characteristics are, inter alia, that they are positively self-selected and 
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more entrepreneurial, they bring with them a relatively high level of education, tend to be 

wealthy and well-connected and often they have learned new skills from which the peace 

process can benefit from. 

 As a last point, the chapter discussed a model that identifies four factors that impact 

the decision of migrants on voluntary return. These factors, on the micro- and as well as 

the macro level, are defined as push-, pull- stay- and deter- factors.
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Chapter 4: The Syrian Conflict 

 In order to relate the theoretical framework developed in chapter 3 to the research 

question of the thesis at hand, this chapter provides an overview of the context and impact 

of the conflict in Syria. 

 

4.1. Historical Overview  

 In the following sub-paragraphs, the situation in Syria prior to the conflict is 

discussed, as well as the reasons for the outbreak of the conflict and the approximate course 

of the conflict over time.  

4.1.1. Before the Conflict  

 Before the outbreak of the conflict in Syria, society in Syria was formed by groups 

of many different religions. Society and politics were characterized by an anti-Israeli 

ideology and pan-Arab discourse. In addition to this largely unified political orientation in 

the state, there was also great resentment especially over issues such as corruption, arbitrary 

rule and poor living conditions. However, this discontent was held down by fear of the 

regime (Wieland, 2020). 

 Assad's regime belongs to the Alawite group, which is considered a minority in the 

country and makes up 12% of the population. This minority government has often been 

sustained by violent insurgent action in the country's past, such as the massacre in Hama in 

which Bashar al-Assad's predecessor and father, Hafez al-Assad, killed thousands of Sunnis. 

The aim of this massacre was to put down an incendiary uprising by the Muslim 

Brotherhood (Wieland, 2020).  

 Nevertheless, the Assad Regime has continued to promote the development of 

inequalities in the country. In addition to this political conflict, however, other challenges 

existed, which all added up and lead to the outbreak of the civil war in Syria. These included 

the dispute over the social model of the Syrian state, the confrontation between politico-

military groups and criminal associations, the conflict between ethno-religious groups, the 

Kurdish conflict, the struggle for regional supremacy, the rivalry between the major global 

powers, and the refugee crisis (Wieland, 2020). 
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4.1.2. Outbreak and Overview of the Conflict 

 In the wake of the Arab Spring, which was a series of uprisings and revolutions in 

the middle east for more “freedom and dignity, and more bread and social justice” (Ghanem, 

2016, p.7), the conflict in Syria erupted in 2011 in Aleppo. The outbreak of the uprisings 

was triggered by the great dissatisfaction with the policies of the Assad Regime and by 

growing inequality and favoritism of individual groups in the country due to these policies. 

The spread of the movement of the Arab Spring strengthened the population in Syria and 

diminished the fear of the regime, which contributed to the outbreak of the demonstrations. 

Demands of the 2011 demonstrators included respect for human dignity, freedoms, the rule 

of law, and social and economic prospects (Khaddour, 2017; Wieland, 2020).  

 The conflict quickly degenerated from national uprisings and a civil war into a major 

proxy war by 2013 (Wieland, 2020). Since then, various factions (which include the Syrian 

regime, a variety of rebel groups such as the self-proclaimed Islamic State of Iraq and Syria 

(ISIS), Al-Qaeda-affiliated terrorist organizations, Kurdish-led organizations, foreign 

militias including Hezbollah and international actors) have been fighting for control in the 

country (United States Institute of Peace, 2019).  

 In 2013, the regime was no longer able to hold the rebels in check and therefore lost 

large parts of its territory. Under pressure from Iran, the regime enlisted the help of the 

Hezbollah and later direct military assistance in the form of Iran's Revolutionary Guards 

and Shiite militias. Russia also came to the aid, especially through air support, military 

police and advisors. Due to the fact that Syria is geopolitically important for both of these 

states, for Russia because of its presence in the eastern Mediterranean and for Iran because 

of Syria's function as part of the "Shiite crescent," Russia and Iran have since been 

competing for the greatest influence on Syria's politics and economy (Khaddour, 2017; 

Wieland, 2020).  

 Another country that played an important role in the development of the conflict in 

Syria is Turkey. Turkey wants to capture the areas in northern Syria, where the PKK-

friendly Kurds are located, in order to create a buffer zone at its border (Wieland, 2020).  
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 Looking at the U.S. interests in Syria today, they wnt to contain Al-Qaeda and ISIS. 

How Washington acts in this regard is dictated to a large extent by domestic political 

interests (Wieland, 2020).  

 Foreign arms and militias have been fighting in Syria since then; these include as 

mentioned Russia, Iran, the Lebanese Hezbollah, Turkey in the north, and the United States 

(Wieland, 2020). The involvement of international interests and their presence on the 

ground have also had a significant influence on the peacebuilding process to date10. 

 However, not only the international community, but also society in Syria has been 

enormously affected by the impact of the conflict. These consequences are further 

explained in paragraph 4.3.. 

4.1.3. State of the conflict today 

 Today, the conflict has been decided militarily in favor of the Assad Regime. As 

depicted in Figure 3 (paragraph 4.4), the latter now has two-thirds of the country under its 

control again and it can be assumed that the regime will recapture most of the remaining 

territories in the medium term (Asseburg, 2020b). However, due to the continued presence 

of the major powers in Syria and the conflicting conceptions of order among them, hopes 

for a negotiated settlement of the conflict and reconciliation between the respective conflict 

parties and population groups, as well as for pacification and thus sustainable stabilization 

of the country, are rather low. Another factor that is likely to contribute to the country's 

continued instability are the remnants of ISIS and radical rebels, who are likely to form a 

new insurgency and terrorist network (Asseburg, 2020b). At the moment, Syria is ranked 

161 out of 163 on the Global Peace Index (Vision of Humanity, 2020). As Vision of 

Humanity concludes:  

“Because of the highly violent nature of this conflict, it remains almost impossible for Syrian society 

to foster practices of Positive Peace. Thus, Negative Peace efforts are an essential first step in moving 

towards a stable and peaceful Syrian state. However, looking forward, Positive Peace measures are 

fundamental in both creating and sustaining a secure environment for the Syrian people to flourish.” 

(Vision of Humanity, 2017) 

 

 
10 Will be explained further in the course of the work 
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4.2. Peacebuilding activities 

 But what concrete peacebuilding progress to build peace in Syria and stabilize the 

state has already been made? To answer this question, it is useful to look at it from different 

perspectives. Firstly, from the perspective of the regime, i.e. what activities the Assad 

Regime has taken to stabilize the country, secondly from the perspective of national non-

governmental actors and thirdly from the perspective of international actors. These 

perspectives are elaborated on below. In general, it is very difficult to identify when 

peacebuilding activities have started exactly, but as will become clear in the following, the 

first efforts were made shortly after the outbreak of the war. Since the number of the 

peacebuilding activities is very high, the initiatives presented can be understood as an 

excerpt of initiatives and as a snapshot of some of the most well-known. In discussing these 

activities the categories of peacebuilding activities from Figure 1, presented in the previous 

chapter, will be used.  

4.2.1. Assad Regime  

 The efforts to rebuild the state by the Assad Regime have so far resulted mainly in 

„illicit, predatory, and coercive norms and practices; business cronies and networking; and 

exclusive and repressive modes of economic governance“ (Said & Yazigi, 2018, p.3). In the 

following, concrete examples of the regime's peacebuilding activities are presented, 

covering initiatives related to the political framework, reconciliation and justice, the socio-

economic foundations and security. Most of the activities carried out by Assad's regime are 

related to the socio-economic foundations. 

• Political Framework: These developments of the regime are characterized by the 

approach of “no return of refugees; no large-scale funding of reconstruction; and no 

political change” (Said & Yazigi, 2018, p.2). The general goal of the political 

reconstruction framework of the regime is thus to “prioritizes and increase […] its 

power over the aim of reconstruction in the proper sense” (Said & Yazigi, 2018, p.3). 

• Reconciliation and Justice: The regime's activities in this area remain very limited. 

One of the activities is the establishment of the Ministry of Reconciliation, which 

was founded in 2012. However, its work and influence remains minimal to this day 
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and does not seem to have any “sustained impact on the ground” (Naser, Hellmüller, 

Hilal, Katkhouda, & Nagui, 2016. p.12).  

• Socio-Economic Foundations: From a socio-economic point of view, the Assad 

Regime is committed to rewarding „loyal business cronies and military personnel 

[…] with contracts to rebuild damaged infrastructure and the opportunity to acquire 

confiscated properties at favored prices“ (Said & Yazigi, 2018, p.3), while companies 

and individuals who support the opposition are systematically disadvantaged, by, for 

example, seizing property or taking them to court for pretextual reasons (Said & 

Yazigi, 2018). This favoritism toward people close to the regime also gradually gave 

rise to a kind of business elite in Syria, whose business activities were strongly 

supported by the regime. The rapidly growing wealth of this business elite can be 

explained “by their heavy dependence on their ties with the regime in order to 

acquire their wealth. This includes licenses and contracts awarded by the regime or 

by working as intermediaries for the benefit of the regime” (Said & Yazigi, 2018, 

p.5). In addition, various taxes were levied by the state to increase state revenues 

and thus the reconstruction of the country. These include the “martyr fee in 2014 

and the reconstruction tax of 5 per cent in 2013, that was increased to 10 per cent in 

2017” (Said & Yazigi, 2018, p.3). In general, Assad supports an open market 

economy, as before the beginning of the war, and promotes privatization of state-

owned companies and a neoliberal approach to the market economy. This type of 

open market economy often falls on the toes of states after conflicts as “post-war 

economies usually have little chance of recovery under open market policies, given 

that the physical and social infrastructure is devastated, skilled and educated labor 

is lacking and the industrial and agricultural sectors are severely damaged. Small 

scale farmers and producers in particular need a certain degree of protection to 

revitalize and be able to rise out of unemployment and poverty” (Said & Yazigi, 2018, 

p.7). 

 Other aspects related to the socio-economic foundations that the Assad 

regime is advancing concern the reconstruction of the country. In the course of this, 

the Decree 66 was issued in 2012, early on in the war, with the aim of promoting 
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and organizing reconstruction. To achieve this, the regime formulated this decree in 

such a way that expropriations are also possible in the sense of reconstruction in 

order to rebuild the infrastructure (Batrawi, 2018). The consequence of this was that 

this law „neither [supported the] return of pre-war residents, nor [did it] provide 

housing for low-income populations. [It also raised] concerns about possible 

expropriations and a forced demographic shift connected with people's loyalty to 

the regime“ (Said & Yazigi, 2018, p.4). Decree 66 was expanded and consolidated in 

2018 into the so-called Law 10, which made it possible to continue expropriating 

people throughout the whole country (Abu Ahmad, 2018; Heydemann, 2018; Said 

& Yazigi, 2018). According to the regime, these are still necessary steps for successful 

reconstruction. 

• Security: the peacebuilding activities of the regime regarding security are minimal 

to non-existent. The government, as several human rights organizations report, is 

still very authoritarian and a high number of e.g. enforced disappearances are taking 

place through its hands (SNHR, 2021). Weapons are also still in circulation in high 

numbers among all groups involved in the conflict, as well as among civilians (Dick, 

2019). 

In general, Assad's efforts to rebuild the state can be summarized as affecting a small group 

of supporters of the regime, regardless of ethnicity or region. Mainly for them, the 

peacebuilding and reconstruction activities introduced by the regime are beneficial. 

4.2.2. Other national non-governmental Actors 

 Next to the Syrian government, there are also other national players involved in 

reconstruction and peacebuilding in Syria. These include e.g. community leaders, women- 

and youth initiatives and civil society organizations (Naser et al., 2016). These groups are 

mainly involved in the field of Reconciliation and Justice peacebuilding activities. They 

thus play a special role in local “communities and […] in terms of conflict reduction at the 

local level, mediating and promoting peaceful values […] in relief work and development, 

promoting peaceful values and countering sectarian rhetoric, human rights activism, and 

conflict resolution” (Naser et al., 2016, p.7ff). The civil society organizations also make a 

special contribution to “providing critical humanitarian aid and development services” 
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(Naser et al., 2016, p.11). Further reconciliation initiatives have emerged, particularly from 

the efforts of the Syrian Center for Political and Strategic Studies. Conferences and 

exchanges initiated by them have resulted in initiatives such as the National Commission 

For Transitional Justice And Reconciliation, which works to ensure “fact-finding and 

commissions of inquiry, filing lawsuits, compensation, institution building for the future, 

and memorialization” (Ziadeh, 2015, p.98). 

4.2.3. International Actors 

 The international community's success in peacebuilding in Syria has been limited, 

as numerous conferences and subsequent agreements have failed due to the many different 

prevailing interests in the country or incomplete precedents (Ali, 2016; Said & Yazigi, 

2018). International actors and community in the context of this chapter means “all or 

several of the countries in the world, or their governments [as well as state- or non-state 

institutions], considered as a group” (Cambridge Dictionary, 2021). Some of the most 

relevant activities these actors took will be outlined in the following.  

• Political Framework: In order to rebuild the political framework and the political 

state of Syria, a lot has been discussed in the international community. But 

negotiations are not part of peacebuilding activities.  

 The reason that these discussions never ended in actual peacebuilding 

activities related to the political framework is that on the one hand, important 

groups are missing from the negotiating table, and on the other hand, Damascus is 

firmly committed to having no interest in power-sharing and political transition and 

is clearly distancing itself from the UN delegation (Asseburg, 2020b).  

• Reconciliation and Justice: In the field of reconciliation and justice, the international 

community has launched numerous initiatives. These include, for example, the 

establishment of the Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the 

Syrian Arab Republic which especially produces reports on all human rights 

violations and the like in Syria and does a lot of educational work (United Nations, 

2020b). 

• Socio-Economic Foundations: International actors are also playing an important role 

in rebuilding social and economic structures in Syria, such as numerous UN 
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initiatives like the United Nations Development Program in Syria, which is helping 

to e.g. push “economic recovery and social cohesion” (United Nations, 2020, p.4) 

through different support initiatives mainly on local levels. Also the UNHCR plays 

a big role in the construction of schools or neighborhood centers to rebuild 

education and social life in Syria (United Nations, 2021). De In addition, various 

international actors are working on the sustainable reconstruction of medical and 

health infrastructure. 

   

 One of the greatest challenges in general, especially for international players in the 

field of peacebuilding in Syria, is that Assad remains the country's political leader for the 

time being and further that Syria still has financial support from countries such as Russia 

and Iran. This is different from the experience of Peacebuilding processes in other countries 

such as Afghanistan or Iraq (Said & Yazigi, 2018). It also has consequences, especially for 

the financing of conventional peacebuilding initiatives, which, as mentioned in chapter 3, 

is always a major challenge in peacebuilding as is. This problem of financing arises from the 

fact that the largest frequent financiers of peacebuilding initiatives, such as the U.S. and the 

EU, are not willing to let money flow into the country ruled by the Assad Regime. The 

reasons for this is, in particular, the deep-seated structures that existed even before the war 

through the regime's leadership, such as „ corruption and abuse of office” (Said & Yazigi, 

2018, p.8) and thus not a fragile but rather a “fierce state [meaning a state] in which ruling 

elites elevate survival above all else and design institutions to support this aim [and in which 

governance] is managed as an expression of a zero-sum existential struggle in which conflict 

reinforces the determination of a ruling elite to defend existing institutional arrangements 

by force” (Heydemann, 2018, p.5). 

 It can be stated at this point, however, that an enormous challenge is that the regime 

currently remains in power and has not been deprived of this by the war, and that it is also 

pursuing its own reconstruction strategy, (as described above) which differs greatly from 

standard peacebuilding practices. Nevertheless “yet neither the officials charged with 

managing U.S. and EU policy toward Syria, nor the practitioners who design and implement 

reconstruction programs, have addressed its implications for policy, or how Syria’s 
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experience challenges the core assumptions that dominate current approaches to 

reconstruction” (Heydemann, 2018, p.4). 

 The conflict and the many failed or only slowly progressing initiatives against the 

conflict and its effects have driven many people in the country to flee. In order to be able 

to better classify this migration and to get an overview of its dimensions, it will be discussed 

further in the following paragraph. 

 

4.3. Migration Movements  

 The outbreak and course of the war in Syria has caused millions of people in the 

country to leave their place of residence and their homeland. By 2016, about 7.6 million 

people are internally displaced and 5.6 million have left Syria (De Bel-Air, 2016). Around 

76% of the people who have left the country have settled in countries of the region, such 

as „Jordan, Lebanon, Turkey, Iraq, as well as, in lesser numbers, to Egypt“ (De Bel-Air, 2016, 

p.1). But also European countries have seen more and more people arriving from Syria to 

seek asylum. In 2014, about 181,500 Syrians applied for asylum in the Europe, only one year 

later, in 2015, the number doubled to 362,800 and was continuously high in 2016 with 

334,800 Syrians applying for asylum. In 2016, Syrians accounted for 28% of all asylum 

applications in Europe. In addition, 6 out of 10 asylum applications were filed in Germany 

that year (Eurostat Press Office, 2017). Many Syrians who arrived in Germany initially 

obtained a refugee status and later a humanitarian status (Bolhuis & van Wijk, 2018). As 

mentioned before, the difference between these two is mainly that with a refugee status 

you are allowed to stay in Germany for three years, with a humanitarian status, residence 

is permitted for only one year (BAMF, 2019). Since 2011, the number of Syrians living in 

Germany has increased steadily and strongly. While there were around 33,000 Syrians in 

Germany in 2011, the figure had already risen to around 118,000 in 2014 and to around 

638,000 in 2016. By 2020, the number of Syrians in Germany continued to rise further to 

around 818,500 (Statista, 2021). This makes Syrians the third-largest group of foreigners in 

Germany, thus making them play an important role in the German society (Worbs et al., 

2019). 
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4.4. Syria today  

 This paragraph describes the current situation in Syria in order to deduce what 

potential returnees can expect in Syria. In particular, the humanitarian situation and the 

peace process will be examined, as these two are especially important for the thesis at hand. 

By presenting this situation, sub-question five ‘What situation awaits Syrians living in 

Germany when they return to Syria now?’ will be answered. In general, not only are 

developments in this peace processes stagnating and yielding little success, but also the 

humanitarian situation in the country today remains alarming. This will be further 

addressed in the remainder of this paragraph.  

 This chapter begins with a description of the general political situation in Syria. As 

referred to above, around two thirds of the country are currently under the control of the 

regime again (Asseburg, 2020a).  Large parts of the northeast are under Kurdish control, 

and in the north, on the border with Turkey, there are areas controlled by Turkey. Only 

two areas are still controlled by rebel groups, this including the Idlib region (Asseburg, 

2020a). The exact distribution of the different areas can be seen on the map below. There 

are only few actual battlegrounds left in the country. The ones that remain are particularly 

concentrated in Idlib (Neue Züricher Zeitung, 2021).  

 

Figure 3: Map of Syria 2020 (Asseburg, 2020a, p.33) 
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 The following figures aim to shed light on the humanitarian situation in Syria today. 

In the year 201911, 13.2 million people (75% of total population) in Syria were in need of 

medical care, 2.1 million children (12% of total population) were out of school, 6.2 million 

people (35% of total population)  lived in unsanitary conditions, 5.6 million (33% of total 

population) were food insecure, and 14,1 million (83% of total population) lived below the 

poverty line. In addition, 6.2 million people (35% of total population) were internally 

displaced. In total, 11.7 million people (66% of total population) were in need, 5 million of 

them children and 1.1 million of them living in hard-to-reach areas (OCHA, 2019).  

 These humanitarian challenges have been exacerbated by the COVID-19 pandemic 

since early 2020. In addition, combating the humanitarian challenges and supporting the 

people on the ground is therefore significantly more difficult:  

“The scale, severity and complexity of humanitarian needs worsened in 2020 due to the economic 

downturn, rising cost of commodities, and devaluation of local currency, all compounded by the 

socio-economic impact of COVID-19 and ongoing hostilities. This led to devastating consequences 

for already-vulnerable populations across the country, and particularly for displaced populations and 

returnees in the northwest and northeast of Syria. The current socioeconomic situation is resulting 

in some of the most challenging humanitarian conditions experienced in the past ten years of crisis.“ 

(UNICEF, 2020).  

 Furthermore, even if, as described, large parts of the land in Syria are under the 

control of the Assad Regime again, the war on the ground is not yet over. The still-occupied 

areas are still being fought over and international conflicts and power struggles are also 

being fought out in the country. In general, there is great uncertainty among the people, 

especially among those who live in areas that are still contested (Mhaissen & Hodges, 2019). 

Additional humanitarian and human rights challenges are posed by the regime's actions. 

The Syrian Network for Human Rights documents numerous human rights violations and 

violence in Syria, including cases of torture by the state and mass deaths in detention which 

are well documented and ongoing (SNHR, 2021).  

 Another big challenge for Syria is the growing scarcity of available food. The country 

is facing an “unprecedented levels of poverty and food insecurity” (World Food Programme, 

2021). Today, more than 1 million people are severely food insecure. 

 
11 In 2019 a total of 17.07 million people lived in Syria (Worldbank, 2021). 
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 The insecurities that exist on all sides due to this instability in the country also 

contribute to the current situation, which especially returnees encounter in Syria and 

which strongly affects them. The extent to which returnees are influenced by the situation 

in Syria today is explained in the following sub-paragraph. 

4.4.1. Challenges awaiting Returnees in Syria 

 From 2016 to 2021, a total of 282,283 refugees have already voluntarily returned to 

Syria (UNHCR, 2021a). In general, the challenges that they await depend on the region 

they are returning to, however these challenges can broadly be divided into five categories: 

physical protection, housing- land- and property (HLP) rights, livelihoods, access to 

services, and social tensions and divisions (Mhaissen & Hodges, 2019).  

 Particularly in the category of physical protection, the concrete dangers that 

returnees face when they return to Syria become clear. These include, as mentioned above, 

well-documented and persistent „extrajudicial killings and forced disappearances, forced 

conscription, refusal of entry at the border, movement restrictions, extortion, kidnappings, 

and gender-based violence including rape and sexual assault“ (Mhaissen & Hodges, 2019). 

For example in 2020 alone: 

• An estimated “1,734 civilians were killed at the [hands of any of] the parties of the 

conflict” (SNHR, 2021), 

• at least 157 people have died as a result of torture (SNHR, 2021), 

• 1,882 people are arbitrarily arrested (SNHR, 2021), 

• and people do still forcibly disappear12 (SNHR, 2021).  

These numbers concern all Syrians, not just returnees, but nevertheless, the danger of 

returning to Syria becomes clear. Another aspect that affects physical protection, and 

especially men, is that of compulsory military service. To date, men between 18 and 42 

years of age are subject to this obligation of the state. This also applies to returnees, who 

can be drafted at any time in Syria and, as a consequence of their refusal to serve, often have 

to go directly to the front instead of to prison (Mhaissen & Hodges, 2019).  

 
12 since 2011 there were 101,678 cases, 84% of them by regime forces (SNHR, 2021) 
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 The issue of HLP rights also plays a major role for returnees. Human Rights Watch 

(HRW) reports that: „the Syrian government is unlawfully preventing displaced residents 

from former anti-government-held areas from returning to their properties” (HRW, 2018). 

This finding is also supported by Law 10, already mentioned in sub-paragraph 4.1.3., which 

was enacted by the government in 2018 and allows, under certain circumstances, to 

expropriate a homeowner who does not come forward with official documents about the 

ownership of a property (Abu Ahmad, 2018; Heydemann, 2018; Said & Yazigi, 2018). In 

addition, many houses are destroyed or people do not know about the condition of their 

house and thus have little prospect of secure housing upon return (Mhaissen & Hodges, 

2019). 

 The living conditions and access to social services in Syria also remain limited. 

Figures that imply this are, for example, that more than half the population, namely 55%, 

were unemployed in 2019 (OCHA, 2019). Also the fact that “Syria’s infrastructure and social 

services are weak and in some areas completely nonexistent” (Mhaissen & Hodges, 2019, 

p.37) make it difficult to have a life worth living in Syria. 

 Additionally, aspects of social tension and division await returnees. The society in 

Syria is divided along lines of “political ideology, religious and sectarian identity, geography, 

and social class” (Mhaissen & Hodges, 2019, p.39). Tension also exist between “IDPs and 

host communities within Syria, as well as between Syrian refugees outside and Syrians 

inside” (Mhaissen & Hodges, 2019, p.39). These tensions are often also a reason why 

returnees worry that they will not be accepted by the Syrian society after their return 

(Mhaissen & Hodges, 2019). 

 Generally, all of these factors that returnees encounter when they return are 

problems and challenges of their own safety. This is also reflected in statistics in which 

displaced persons were asked for reasons why they do not want to return; 90% of displaced 

persons do not wish to return to their home-country due to security concerns (SACD, 2020).  

 

4.5 Conclusion 

 In general, it is clear from the description of the situation in Syria to date that 

politically the regime still has the upper hand. The establishment and pursuit of unified 
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peacebuilding activities is further complicated by the great interest in Syria shown by 

foreign actors such as the USA, Russia, China and Iran, all of whom want to assert their 

interests. This brings big challenges for the country in regards to peacebuilding with it. It 

further brings up the question what factors influence the decision of Syrian refugees living 

in Germany to voluntarily return to their home country and, additionally, what these 

returnees could contribute to the peacebuilding processes. 

 Thus, and combining the situation in Syria described and the theoretical 

assumptions made earlier about the role of returnees in peacebuilding, the next chapter 

takes a more focused perspective on these issues. It does so by analyzing both the interviews 

and the literature review in light of the research question posed.
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Chapter 5: German Refugees and Peacebuilding in Syria 

 This chapter answers sub question six ‘What role could Syrian returnees from 

Germany potentially play in peacebuilding activities in Syria?’ and seven ‘From the 

perspective of Syrians living in Germany, which factors do influence them when thinking 

about voluntarily return and what conditions must be met for them to consider to 

voluntarily return?’. To do so, findings from current literature as well as the conducted 

interviews was used. The method of obtaining and analyzing the data of the interviews has 

already been described in detail in chapter 2. The detailed content analysis of the interviews 

can be found in appendix 4. 

 As noted in chapter 2 eight respondents were interviewed. They are mainly from 

cities or urban areas in Syria and in their twenties. The majority has family in Germany or 

Europe. For the detailed characteristics of the respondents see Table 1 in sub-paragraph 

2.2.1.   

 In the following two paragraphs, the collected results are presented in relation to 

the research question posed. First, the possible role that returnees from Germany could play 

in the peace process in Syria, and second, the factors influencing the decision of a voluntary 

return of Syrians living in Germany will be discussed.  

 

5.1. Potential role of Syrian returnees in Peacebuilding  

 In order to answer the question of the actual potential role of Syrian returnees in 

peacebuilding in Syria, the theoretical insights developed in this paper must be brought 

together with the situation in Syria. In order to identify the potential of Syrians in Germany 

to participate in and influence peacebuilding in Syria and thus their role, it is interesting to 

look at the activities of the Syrian network in Germany, the Syrian diaspora in Germany, 

and bring these findings together, as their engagement in Germany influences them in their 

knowledge and skills related to peacebuilding.  
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 In general, the conflict that erupted in Syria in 2011 influenced the diaspora13 and 

“[mobilized its] members to take action” (Ragab, Rahmeier, & Siegel, 2017, p.26) in trying 

to be a part of “shaping their home country’s future” (Ragab et al., 2017, p.26). An overview 

of the areas in which Syrian organizations in Germany are involved in peacebuilding and 

how much they are involved can be found in Table 6.  

Fields of Engagement Proportion of total Organizations Proportion of total Engagement 

Humanitarian Assistance 56,6% 33,0% 

Integration 36,6% 21,4% 

Development 35,0% 20,4% 

Civil Society Sector 28,3% 16,5% 

Cultural 15,0% 8,7% 

Table 6: Fields of Engagement of Syrian Diaspora Organizations (Ragab et al., 2017 p.29) 

 In order to be able to classify the engagement and further the potential role of 

Syrians living in Germany in the peacebuilding process, the following sub-paragraphs will 

analyze the different peacebuilding activities presented in Figure 1. 

5.1.1. Political Framework 

 In the peacebuilding activity of the political framework, returnees can exert 

influence particularly in the areas of democratization, good governance and human rights. 

This ability and willingness is also fostered by their experiences during their escape and the 

stay in the host country. 

Democratization (parties, media, NGO, democratic culture) 

 In the aspect of democratization of the peacebuilding activities under consideration, 

Syrians living in Germany have been significantly involved since the beginning of the 

conflict. Various Syrian initiatives have started to “raise awareness among the German 

society, to establish contacts with German politicians to influence decision making on the 

Syrian case and to lobby for a peaceful resolution of the conflict” (Ragab et al., 2017, p.26). 

They thus try to “promote capacity development of Syrian civil society actors, in order to 

 
13 A group of people who have involuntarily left their homeland and have been scattered over several 

foreign regions (bpb, 2021). 
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establish a basis for social and political transformation” (N. J. Ragab et al., 2017; N. Ragab & 

Katbeh, 2018) 

Good governance (accountability, rule of law, justice system) 

 Syrians are also active in the field of good governance abroad. For example, many 

“aim [to promote] democratic change in Syria, based on principles of rule of law, freedom 

and equality” (Ragab et al., 2017, p.30). 

Human rights (monitoring law, justice system) 

 In the field of human rights, too, the Syrian diaspora in Germany is influencing 

events in the conflict in Syria. This is particularly possible through digital communication 

technologies, which provide evidence of human rights violations in Syria and can recently 

be tracked abroad and in some cases even have legal consequences (Tenove, 2019), as in the 

first case in Germany due to suspected state torture in Syria before a court in Koblenz 

(Hamdoun, 2021). Through this possibility, the diaspora is able „to pursue transitional 

justice aims even in the absence of homeland-based processes“ (Tenove, 2019, p.2).  

5.1.2. Reconciliation and Justice 

 Returnees can also potentially have an influence on the peacebuilding activities of 

reconciliation and justice. Based on their activities and experience in Germany, it can be 

assumed that this is particularly true in the areas of grassroots dialogue and bridge-building 

activities. 

Grass roots dialogue 

 In addition, the activities of the diaspora in Germany also show that Syrians are 

learning to deal with different views, to accept them and to enter into dialogue with 

them: 

“We have not learned to deal with differences. We have grown up in Syria, where one had to have 

a certain canon and one could not have a different opinion. And now it is just that people can 

express their opinion, that people can have their own thoughts and it was at the beginning difficult 

to deal with each other. But we have learned to do so” (Ragab et al., 2017, p.27). 

Other bridge building activities 

 The Syrian diaspora in Germany also provides support in the area of culture, which 

is intended to create connections within society in Syria. They are „promoting community 



 49 

building […] by providing a space for the expression of identities and the cultivation of 

heritage, traditions, customs and culture” (Ragab et al., 2017, p.31). 

5.1.3. Socio-Economic Foundations 

 In terms of socio-economic reconstruction activity, returnees are potentially 

particularly influential in physical and economic reconstruction, infrastructure of health 

and education as well as concerning food security. 

Physical and economic reconstruction 

 Syrian communities in Germany are active in the field of reconstruction. They are 

particularly committed to “humanitarian aid, development and reconstruction” (Ragab et 

al., 2017, p.27). In order to promote reconstruction and to support families in need, the 

Syrian community in Germany donates high amounts of money per year to organizations 

in Syria to promote reconstruction in particular (N. Ragab, 2013, p.4) (N. Ragab & Katbeh, 

2018). One of the interview partners also in particular mentioned that he wanted to return 

to Syria to rebuild the country. As a condition for this, he added that he only wanted to do 

this when he had learned as much as possible in Germany that he could use for this: When 

I go back I should do it with good skills and that I can somehow influence the country. I 

should bring knowledge so that I can then change something and help rebuild the country 

(I6, L83ff). The entrepreneurial character, thus the big chances for economic but, as the 

following quote of one interviewee will demonstrate, also for social reconstruction were 

further mentioned in the interviews One interviewee reported that he is currently not only 

setting up a company that imports products from Syria to Germany, but that he has also 

founded an association in Germany that aims to provide education for homeless children in 

Syria: …but [Syria] is still important to me. So that I don't have such a bad conscience. So 

that I just ran away from Syria and don't deal with it anymore, although I have so many 

possibilities here. We want to build schools for street children in Syria and help them that 

way. I think education is also very important for the future of the country. I want to give 

something back somehow (I3, L149ff). 

Infrastructure of health and education & Food Security 
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 More than half of the Syrian diaspora organizations in Germany are involved in 

humanitarian aid and provide support in their home country through the provision of 

medical aid, food or development work (Ragab et al., 2017, p.30). 

5.1.4. Security 

 In the area of the peacebuilding activities in the area of security, no information on 

engagement can be found in the literature, nor could any findings in this area be drawn 

from the interviews. 

5.1.5. Conclusion 

 The preceding paragraph analyzed the potential role that Syrians living in Germany 

could play in peacebuilding in Syria. In the areas of political framework, reconciliation and 

justice, and socio-economic infrastructure, various potential roles and activities were 

identified. These mainly include raising awareness in different areas such as 

democratization and good governance, monitoring human rights violations, leading 

dialogue in different areas and supporting in several areas of reconstruction. 

 On the basis of the foregoing, it can be assumed that in general the influence that 

returnees can exert in Syria is particularly strong at the civil society and economic level. 

One of the biggest hurdles however, which should be mentioned at this point, is that 

Syrians who have fled abroad, cannot get back into or return to their country; they are 

denied access. This is due to approach of the Assad regime, which sees “no return of 

refugees; […] and no political change” (Said & Yazigi, 2018, p.2) as previously mentioned 

in sub-paragraph 4.2.1.. This approach creates further difficulties for the potential influence 

of returnees in Syria, as it minimizes and severely hampers political participation by citizens 

and non-regime members. 

 

5.2. Factors influencing Syrians living in Germany on their decision of voluntary 

return  

 The above shows that potentially Syrian refugees currently living in Germany could 

contribute to peacebuilding activities in Syria. The question, however, is if and under what 

conditions they are willing to consider returning. This paragraph discusses the push-, pull-

, stay- and deter- factors which are considered by Syrians living in Germany when thinking 
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about voluntarily return. From these factors, conditions that would have to prevail in Syria 

for Syrians living in Germany to return voluntarily are derived. Consequently sub-question 

6 ‘From the perspective of Syrians living in Germany, which factors influence them when 

thinking about voluntarily return and what conditions must be met for them to consider to 

voluntarily return?’ will be answered. 

5.2.1. Push Factors 

 Push factors are those factors that make migrants want to leave the host country, in 

the present case Germany. Most of the respondents mentioned that although they feel 

generally welcome in Germany, a very different culture prevails. Some of the push factors 

referred to in the push-pull-stay-deter model were also referred to by the respondents.  

 For example, several interviewees reported having problems with integration as well 

as being tired of living with an unsecure residence status on the micro level and poor 

conditions and/or limited options in the host country on the macro level. Accordingly, 

three of the interviewees reported about problems of integration, which manifested 

themselves in different ways, but were mostly related to the establishment of a social 

environment (Interview (I)1, Line (L)283f; I4, L56; I5 L123f; I7, L147f; I7, L151). One of the 

interviewees, for example, made the following comment in relation to this: It's a different 

culture, different people (I4, L56). Current studies also show that it is difficult for refugees 

to establish social contacts with Germans and thus have difficulties with integrating fully 

into the German society. Studies show, that indeed, only about half of the refugees have 

regular contact with Germans (Schmidt, Jacobsen, & Krieger, 2020). A study by the German 

Federal Office for Migration and Refugees also shows that the social contacts of Syrians in 

Germany are mainly within their family circle. Leisure time is also spent predominantly 

members of the family (Sauer et al., 2021). Another aspect that was raised in connection 

with the difficulties of integration was the different relationship to one’s job in Germany: 

And then everyone here always works so hard and so much. Everyone always has deadlines 

and there is always so much stress in general (I4, L124f). Studies have also shown that it is 

not easy for Syrian refugees to integrate into the labor market. In 2020, 65% of Syrians in 

Germany still receive state support because they cannot earn their own living (Frankfurter 

Allgemeine Zeitung, 2021). Also the factor of being tired of living undocumented or with 
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an unsecure residence status plays a role in push factors: So I've been here [in Germany] for 

almost 6 years and my situation, so in terms of my residency status is still difficult. I'm still 

afraid that my status will be revoked or something like that, it's such an uncertainty (I4, 

L63ff). However, this aspect was only mentioned by one individual as a factor that makes 

him think about potentially leaving Germany. Also factors resulting in the feeling of no 

sense of home were described as push factors on the micro level (I1, L285ff & 299f; I6, L94f; 

I8). This was mentioned by three interviewees. One of them described this feeling as 

follows: Yes, well, it's just not my home. No matter how well I integrate into society. I get 

along really well and go to work and have friends. But it still always hurts that you're not 

in your home country (I6, L94ff). Another point that was mentioned was the feeling of 

aggravated circumstances due to the status of a refugee or foreigner in general: I have the 

feeling that it is always more difficult for me than for others who come from Germany. I 

can not say exactly why that is so. Because I mean I speak good German and everything, 

but I have the feeling for me or generally foreigners it is always an extra step (I8, L108ff).  

 On the macro level, poor political an social conditions and/or limited personal 

options play a role (I2, L357ff; I3, L185ff). With regard to this factor, all respondents noted 

that this was not the predominant case in Germany. This factor is therefore tied to a 

hypothetical change in Germany: So if in any case, for example, I no longer have the 

opportunity to live here like a normal person. So if I am disadvantaged all the time because 

of my residence status, because of my appearance or whatever. Then it doesn't make sense 

anymore. Or when a new government comes. And people of other nationalities are no 

longer so desirable (I2, L357ff). Further push factors that were mentioned on the macro 

level were, for example, the complicated bureaucracy that no one educates about (I4, L69f). 

5.2.2. Pull Factors 

 Pull factors are those that make migrants want to go back to their country of origin, 

in the present case Syria. Looking at these factors, aspects can be identified mostly on the 

micro level.  

 Pull factors mentioned are especially those of family and friends who are still in 

Syria (I1, L323; I2 L370; I4, L57), as well as for at least one of the interviewees the desire to 

help rebuild the country of origin: Yes, in any case [I want to go back to Syria] to change 
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the situation there and to influence it (I6, L115). The proportion of Syrians living in 

Germany with family and extended family in Syria is relatively high, according to a study 

by the German Federal Office for Migration and Refugees in 2020. The study shows that 

around one fifth of respondents still have a parent or parent-in-law, and around 40 percent 

still have other family members living back in Syria (Sauer et al., 2021). In addition to these 

factors, other aspects were mentioned at the micro level that can be identified as pull 

factors. These include, among others, the fact that there is no language barrier in Syria: One 

is also understood simply like that, so the language. You can express yourself just like that. 

No matter if you are sad or angry or mad. Sometimes when we are angry in Germany it is 

difficult to express ourselves because it is not the mother tongue. You can't find the right 

words so quickly or the words don't exist. The head is then faster than you find the words 

(I1, L326ff). The fact that everyday life in Syria is more pleasant than everyday life in 

Germany was also mentioned as a pull factor (I5, L139f; I8, L117). 

5.2.3. Stay Factors 

 Stay factors are those that make migrants want to stay in the host country, in the 

present case Germany. Looking at these factors, aspects can be identified on the micro level 

but mostly on the macro level.  

 The decisive point for the interviewees regarding stay factors is that they do not 

want to start all over again after where they are now (I2, L366; I4, L59; I4, L76ff, I7, L165ff). 

This becomes particularly clear in the following statement: Well, time is running out. And 

I don't want to start from scratch again. Six years is a long time. I have learned the language. 

I have an education. Well, here in Germany I am finally on the way to becoming a normal 

person, to having a normal life. So also to have a job, an apartment. I don't have to think 

about other things anymore. I can just live (I4, L76ff). Another stay factor that was 

mentioned by the interviewees is that of friends and the new social and work environment 

in Germany, which is why they would not want to leave (I2, L365f; I3, L19, I7, L165ff). 

Other studies also confirm this view. For example, a Syrian who came to Germany in 2015 

explained in a survey conducted by a Bertelsmann Stiftung magazine: It would be a 

catastrophe for me if I continue training in my profession for five years so that I can work 

in Germany and then have to return to Syria (Alkotaish, 2018).  
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 In addition, two factors were frequently raised at the macro level. One of these is 

that Germany offers significantly more opportunities for building a secure future (I1, L308f; 

I2, L364f; I5, L130ff; I6, L107ff; I6, L109f; I8, L99ff). One interviewee elaborates on this as 

follows: The future we are offered here. You are sure that you can build your future, even 

if you drop out of your studies, you can find another opportunity (I1, L308f). The second 

factor that was raised numerously is the political and social system in Germany as a stay 

factor (I1, L311f; I1, L315; I1, L317f; I3, L191ff; I4, L80; I5, L132; I5, L133ff; I6, L110f; I7, 

L161ff; I7, L163ff, I8, L100f). This factor includes aspects such as educational opportunities, 

insurance, the health system and the system of democracy as well as human and 

fundamental rights in Germany. One interviewee sums it up as: And of course I'm a bit in 

love with the system now. I don't know if I could get used to going back to such a chaotic 

country. I don't want to live in the past (I3, L191ff). The fact that the political institutions 

and the German state as such, have such a high reputation and attraction for refugees is also 

reflected in further studies (Schmidt et al., 2020).  

5.2.4. Deter Factors 

 Deter factors are those that make migrants not want to go back to their country of 

origin, in the present case Syria. Looking at these factors, aspects can be identified on the 

micro level but mostly on the macro level.  

 The deter factor mentioned in every interview and thus, most frequently of 

all factors overall, is that of security. At the micro level, security means personal safety and 

fear for one's own life, and at the macro level it means political and economic security, 

neither of which is currently given in Syria, as one interviewee states: The biggest fear in 

any case security, yes. There is zero security there (I1, L251f).  

 Another factor that was frequently mentioned is that of the poor social 

conditions in Syria. These vary in their exact content and range from the aspect of no longer 

having any family or friends close by because everyone has fled or died (I4, L58; I8, L103f), 

to the presumed new mentality that now prevails amongst the Syrian population after such 

a long conflict. The interviewees assume that this has changed the people and the way they 

live together (I2, L374; I2, L380f). In the case of the deter factors, it is clear that the factors 

on the micro level in particular are very individual and strongly related to personal 
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experiences in the country of origin. The deter factor of not having a place to return to 

illustrates this perfectly. Interviewees mentioned this as a reason keeping them from 

returning to Syria, they state that many of their families properties and houses are destroyed 

and that they have nothing to return to (I2, L20; I7, L16f). Furthermore, one interviewee 

reported that she had always planned to return to Syria as soon as possible, however, since 

finding out that her mother was kidnapped and tortured by the regime, she has felt a real 

‚hatred‘ for the country and don’t want to return anymore: The government itself tortured 

our mother. And we saw what must have happened to our mother there. That changes 

everything. A few months later our mother got breast cancer. So of course we don't know 

for sure if the torture was a reason for it, but probably it was. We still have a lot of hatred 

against Syria (I1, L217ff). 

5.2.5. Conclusion 

 This paragraph analyzed the factors influencing Syrians living in Germany when 

thinking about voluntarily return. According to this analysis, it can be assumed that there 

would generally be a willingness to return if the circumstances were right. This assumption 

can be made on the basis that aspects of the push factors (e.g. sense of home) on the one 

hand and the pull factors (e.g. no language barrier) on the other hand encompass significant 

factors of human identity and that these needs are perceived as having a higher chance of 

being met in Syria. At the same time, there is a lack of significant further factors that make 

Syrians want to return to their home country. These become particularly clear when one 

contrasts the factors identified by the analysis - on the one hand, why people stay in 

Germany, on the other hand, why they do not go back to Syria. 

  First and foremost, this confrontation points out the lack of security on a personal, 

political and economic level, which was also a major topic in the interviews. It becomes 

clear that democratic values, especially freedom of movement and opinion, are lacking in 

Syria and that the existence of these also represents a prerequisite. Furthermore, it is evident 

that people in Syria do not see the possibility of building a future or securing themselves in 

any way (health care, insurance,…), which can thus also be identified as a factor. What also 

emerges from the interviews is that a prerequisite would be for the people in Syria to put 
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aside the hatred and desire for revenge that they carry within them as a result of the conflict 

and to find their way back to earlier patterns of social behavior. 

 Based on the interviews conducted and analyzed, the following results of factors that 

influence Syrians living in Germany in their decision on return voluntarily can be 

summarized: 

 Micro level (individual level) Macro level (public-domain level) 

Push factors 

 factors that 

make people 

from Syria 

want to leave 

Germany 

• problems of integration  

• tired of living as undocumented 

• feeling of no sense of home 

 

• poor conditions and/or limited 

options Germany 

• bureaucracy in Germany 

 

Pull factors 

 factors that 

make people 

from Syria 

want to go back 

to Syria 

• family and friend in Syria  

• political commitment or a desire 

to help rebuild the country of 

origin 

• no language barrier in Syria 

• everyday life is more peasant 

 

 

Stay factors 

 factors that 

make people 

from Syria 

want to stay in 

Germany 

• a long period of stay in the host 

country  do not want to start 

over again after where they are 

now 

• friends and new social 

environment in Germany 

• more opportunities for building 

a secure future in Germany 

• political and social system in 

Germany (social security and 

freedom)  

Deter factors 

 factors that 

make people 

from Syria not 

want to go back 

to Syria 

• personal Security 

• having no family in the country of 

origin 

• anger against Syria due to 

personal experiences and losses 

• a lack of political and/or 

economic security in the 

country of origin  

• poor social conditions in the 

country of origin 

Table 7: Factors influencing Syrians living in Germany in their decision on voluntarily return 
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At this point, it should briefly be noted that none of the interviewees mentioned a pull 

factor at the macro level. This shows that especially the structures on the state and political 

level in Syria seem to leave a lot to be desired. 

 Further it should be mentioned that not all of the interviewees were considering a 

voluntary return at the time of the interview. Only two of the interviewees clearly stated 

that they would definitely – one day – return voluntarily (I5 & I6). One further mentioned, 

that he would like to return when the situation andpolitical landscape would change 

fundamentally (I7). However, neither of them named a specific time for this. Interviewees 

who did not comment or clearly stated that they did not want to return voluntarily were 

nevertheless asked about factors that influenced their thoughts on the subject.
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Chapter 6: Conclusion and Discussion 

 Based on the research conducted in the course of the work at hand, this thesis set 

out to answer the question of what factors influence the decision of Syrians living in 

Germany to voluntarily return to Syria and what role could Syrian returnees potentially 

play in peacebuilding activities in Syria. The following paragraphs will provide a final 

conclusion and discussion regarding this question. Moreover, recommendations for further 

research will be provided. 

6.1. Conclusion 

 The conflict in Syria has been going on for around 10 years now and has been 

particularly hard on the civilian population, even though it began as a liberation movement 

against the regime of Bashar al-Assad. With the continuation of the conflict and the increase 

in violence, millions of people have lost their homes and left their country. Nevertheless, 

the connection to one's own country remains strong with many people to this day. As this 

thesis has shown, the return of refugees can play a significant role in the peacebuilding 

processes of a state in conflict. The return of refugees to their country of origin, can 

according to the results stated earlier, be an essential component of long-lasting, sustainable 

peacebuilding and thus an important component in the rebuilding of a functioning state. 

Understanding the results of this thesis is crucial to help states to build peace again and to 

be able to understand the relevance of empowering fled residents to return. Therefore, this 

thesis attempted to answer the following question: What role could Syrian returnees from 

Germany potentially play in peacebuilding activities in Syria and what factors influence 

their decision to voluntarily return or not? 

 Firstly, this paper has focused on the impact Syrian refugees currently residing in 

Germany may have on peacebuilding activities in case they would return to Syria, in 

particular how they can advance these through their return and thus help to rebuild the 

country they have left. It became clear that the characteristics that many returnees bring 

with them as well as their experiences abroad can have a positive influence on 

peacebuilding activities in Syria. More concrete and based on the data obtained through the 

literature review and the interviews as well as their analysis in the thesis at hand, it becomes 
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clear that the potential role returnees could play in peacebuilding activities ranges from 

their engagement in areas such as raising awareness for, amongst others, democratization 

and good governance, monitoring human rights violations, leading dialogue in different 

areas e.g. in reconciliation, supporting the local communities in reconstruction, helping to 

rebuild the economy and social structures, influencing social projects such as mediation and 

rehabilitation work and in general to serve as a role model for others. Measurable 

developments in various areas of peacebuilding activities through the influence of returnees 

have also already occurred in other countries.  

 In addition, the example of Syrians in Germany was used to investigate the factors 

influencing the decision of a voluntary return of Syrians living in Germany. Factors 

influencing the decision of a voluntary return of Syrians living in Germany are mainly 

related to the level of security on a personal and state level, the extent to which democratic 

values are represented, if there is a social infrastructure to build up a secure future, as well 

as the progress of reconciliation on all levels.  

 On the basis of the foregoing, the research question posed in this thesis can be 

answered. When it comes to the question of what role Syrian returnees from Germany 

could potentially play in peacebuilding activities in Syria, it can be said, that through their 

characteristics they have as refugees and potential returnees as well as through the skills 

they acquired during their time abroad, they can play an active and enriching part in 

peacebuilding. What role already became clear in the preceding remarks: raising awareness 

in different areas such as democratization and good governance, monitoring human rights 

violations, leading dialogue in different areas such as reconciliation and supporting in 

several areas of reconstruction, helping to rebuild the economy and social structures, 

influencing social projects such as mediation and rehabilitation work and in general to serve 

as a role model for others. The question of the factors affecting considerations of a voluntary 

return has also been addressed above. Accordingly, the decision is influenced by the level 

of security on a personal and state level, the extent to which democratic values are 

represented, if there is the existence of a social infrastructure to build up a secure future, as 

well as the progress of reconciliation on all levels.  
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 In general, and what could also be depicted in the interviews, it becomes clear, that 

due to the different perceptions of these factors of each individual and also due to the 

different areas of origin in Syria, some of the Syrians living in Germany want to return, for 

others Syria remains part of the past. 

 

6.2. Discussion 

The findings of this thesis indicate that that the role of returnees in peacebuilding and thus 

also the factors influencing them on voluntarily returning or not is significant for 

peacebuilding processes and should be addressed and thought-out in different areas and 

from different actors, interested in peacebuilding. 

 In the following, methodological limitations will we recapped, implications for the 

theory and suggestions for further research will be made and policy recommendations will 

be discussed. 

6.2.1. Methodological Limitations 

 In addition to the limitations already mentioned in paragraph 2.3., there are further 

limitations with regard to the interpretation of the results. In relation to methodological 

limitations of the research design, it is to be said that the data collected is based on subjective 

perceptions. Sensations refer to the purely subjective and qualitative characteristics of the 

perceptual content (Ansorge & Leder, 2011). One could put the subjectivity into perspective 

and increase representativeness to the study by increasing the sample size and thus 

collecting more information on the population (Mayring, 2010). This could be done, for 

example, by means of a replication study in which the same research design is applied 

repeatedly to test the validity of the research (Wirtz, 2020). In addition, the revised model 

could be tested through quantitative research to illustrate potential correlations. Another 

drawback of the research design is that people that have actually returned to Syria have not 

been interviewed.  

 Nevertheless, this study did provide valuable and unique insight into the aspects 

considered. 
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6.2.2. Implications for the theory and suggestions for further research 

 In this thesis, various theories on which the work is based were discussed and 

reviewed. With the knowledge gained on the basis of these theories in the further course 

of the work, implications for the theory can be derived. One of the challenges that arose 

working with the theories in this thesis was that when the theory was applied to the specific 

example of the present work, in this case Syria, many of the explanations were not 

applicable. This is particularly due to the fact that in the latest peacebuilding theories it is 

assumed that situations in which peacebuilding takes place are those in which new, peace-

related regimes are in power, ones that have replaced the regime that was in power when 

the conflict erupted or during the conflict. However, the example of Syria shows that this 

is not always the case. The authoritarian regime that was in power at the beginning of the 

conflict is still in power. Peacebuilding measures are nevertheless necessary. 

 From this implication for the theory as well as from current developments, 

recommendations for future research can be derived. These include, first and foremost, that 

peacebuilding research should be undertaken that considers the circumstance of 

implementing peacebuilding activities when the prevailing (authoritarian) regime remains 

in power. Another aspect that should be explored in more detail is how security in 

particular can be promoted and advanced in peacebuilding activity, since, as has became 

clear in the paper, it falls very much by the wayside, even though it is essential to 

peacebuilding and, when security is provided, also influences refugees in their decision to 

return. Another further research opportunity is to investigate whether those who have 

already returned voluntarily fulfill the knowledge gained about them in this work. Also it 

would be interesting to examine, whether the potential role of returnees in peacebuilding 

differs between refugees who return voluntarily and those who are deported back to their 

home country and if yes, in which aspects and why this is the case. The present study also 

reveals an interesting research gap with regard to the question of the potential role in 

peacebuilding processes. In this respect, it would be interesting to investigate whether the 

characteristics and skills attributed to the returnees actually apply. 
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6.2.3. Policy Recommendations 

 In addition to the implications for the theory and the further research derived from 

this thesis, there are also policy recommendations that can be derived from the findings. 

 Refugees in their host countries should be actively encouraged and structurally 

motivated to engage in peacebuilding activities for their home country. 

 A stronger and structured involvement and support of returnees, especially 

voluntary returnees, in peacebuilding processes should be promoted and implemented. 

Through the positive influences they can have on the process, their role should be 

encouraged by these regional actors. 

 When it comes to community work and social as well as economic rebuilding in 

Syria, policies should be implemented to involve returnees. This can not only promote 

peacebuilding in general, as shown in this thesis, but can also have potentially positive 

effects on many other social factors and promote sustainable peace through peacebuilding 

from within by returnees as part of the community. 

 Factors that potentially encourage refugees to return should be given greater 

prominence in peacebuilding activities and their focus. In this way, circumstances can be 

created that potentially actively encourage refugees to return voluntarily and thus the can 

become an active part of peacebuilding in the country. 

6.2.3. Closing Remarks 

 Syria remains an insecure country, also for returnees. The regime still holds power, 

and the revolution launched in 2011, which ended in conflict, was unsuccessful. Despite 

this dangerous situation in Syria and the constant potential danger of escalation in all areas, 

the possibility of potential deportations from Europe to Syria is getting closer. Denmark has 

already decided to withdraw the protection status of Syrians, i.e. to allow and carry out 

deportations, on the grounds that several regions in Syria are safe again (Blenker, 2021). 

Against the backdrop that returnees in particular are still frequently abducted, tortured and 

killed by the regime itself, this seems like a debatable decision. 

 What remains and especially when more people will be forced to return to Syria, is 

that Syria must continue to make progress on the road to peace. Not only to provide a safe 

haven for the people on the ground, but also to fade away as a proxy war and to provide a 
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home for the thousands of refugees. What this thesis points out in regards to this and what 

should be used and taken into account more actively in existing structures, is that returnees 

could play a significant role on this way to more reconciliation, to a functioning, save state 

and, ultimately, to peace. 
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