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Push factors: reasons for leaving Iraq

Whilst many of the reasons for leaving Iraq are not new, the 
factors behind the recent mass emigration have become more 
acute, in particular the worsening security situation and the 
economic crisis. Issues such as political instability, corruption 
and insecurity are not new in Iraq; however most participants 
feel that the current context is worse, so they have little hope 
for the future and believe that the situation will improve. Key 
points that emerged from the discussions include:

• It is not possible to indicate a single reason for emigrating: 
there are several, highly intertwined reasons. Therefore, 
direct correlations between the origin of migrants and 
their reason for migrating cannot be clearly identified.

• Based on FGDs findings, the main reasons for migrating 

are: 

 ► Security (general and personal), 

 ► Lack of equality and social justice, and 

 ► Political and economic instability. 

• Across the geographical areas where the FGDs were 
conducted, it was observed that responses tend to 
be homogeneous in terms of content, but different 
importance and priorities are given to these reasons, 
depending on the location of origin of the participants. 
For instance, personal security was reported to be a 
factor of more influence in Baghdad than in the KRI. Or, 
economic instability was mentioned across all locations, 
but considered secondary to security concerns in 
Baghdad.   

• It was also noted that security and economic factors could 
not be considered as mutually exclusive, as both were 
periodically quoted as interlinked issues that prompted 
participants to decide to migrate, independently from 
the composition of the group. A crosscutting lack of 
hope that the current living conditions can change, 
whether on the short or long term, can be observed.  

Pull factors: why Europe, why now?

The discussions highlighted that the reasons behind 
choosing Europe as a destination were multifaceted. As in 
the case of the push factors, the reasons that make Europe 
attractive to migrants are not completely new. Security, 
equality and social justice, and functioning welfare systems 
are not recent European characteristics, but what made 
Europe an attractive destination at the time of leaving Iraq, 
namely around August 2015, was a combination of need and 
opportunity: the decision to emigrate matured while the 
situation in Iraq deteriorated, alternatives dwindled and the 
journey became more feasible.

• Based on this research’s findings, the pull factors do not 
seem to indicate any significant difference in relation to 
the various locations where the FGDs were conducted.

• The choice of Europe was reportedly made due to 
various reasons:

 ► No other viable options were available in the region

 ► The way to Europe was perceived as open, which, for  
 migrants, implied lower risks and lower costs.

 ► With regards to the reception system, European   
 countries were perceived as implementing welcoming  
 immigration policies.

Life in the country of destination and 
reasons for return

The last section of the report analyzes the reasons why 
participants decided to leave Europe and return to Iraq. The 
discussions focused on their level of satisfaction with their life 
in Europe in relation to each country’s immigration policies 
and reception system. Participants were also asked how they 
had collected the information that made them build certain 
expectations and how this was related to their decision to 
returning.

• Most migrants reported that life in Europe had been 
somehow idealized and that the reality was harder than 
expected.

• The main reported sources of disappointment and 
frustration were the length and unpredictability of 
the asylum-seeking requests, followed by the living 
conditions (highly dependent on the reception system in 
place in the specific country of destination). 

• All participants, with no exception, reported they had 
gathered information exclusively through word of 
mouth. No participant reported to have relied on official 
sources or channels of communication.

• It is possible to identify three main reasons for return:

 ► The majority of the participants reported to have 
returned because they were exhausted from the 
waiting time to have their asylum request processed 
and because they were unsure of the final outcome. 
Many reported they were could not afford living for 
months in such a limbo, without an income to support 
themselves or their families at home. 

 ► A significant number returned because they were 
highly disappointed by their overall experience in 
Europe. 

 ► Finally, a limited number of people reported they had 
a positive experience in Europe but were forced to 
return because of tragic or exceptional events that 
required their presence in Iraq, and that otherwise 
they would have stayed in Europe.

Summary of key findings
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SEX

AGE

OUT OF 86 PARTICIPANTS, ONLY 6 WERE WOMEN. OF THESE, 
NONE TRAVELLED TO EUROPE ALONE. TWO WERE WIDOWS 
JOINING THEIR SONS, ONE WAS A YOUNG STUDENT TRAVELLING 
WITH HER BROTHER, WHILE THE REMAINING THREE TRAVELLED 
WITH THEIR HUSBANDS AND CHILDREN.

FAMILY STATUS 
OUT OF 86 PARTICIPANTS, ONLY 29 WERE MARRIED (AND ONE 
DIVORCED), AND 25 OF THEM HAD DEPENDENTS. 

THE AVERAGE AGE OF THE PARTICIPANTS WAS 29. THIS WAS 
INFLUENCED BY THE EFFORT TO CONDUCT AT LEAST ONE FGD 
COMPOSED OF MEN OVER THE AGE OF 35. HOWEVER, THIS IS IN LINE 
WITH THE AGE PROFILE OF THE MIGRANTS SAMPLED IN THE 
QUANTITATIVE PART OF THE STUDY.

IDP
ONLY TWO PARTICIPANTS IN FGDS CONDUCTED IN DAHUK WERE 
IDPS, ORIGINALLY FROM MOSUL, AT THE TIME OF DEPARTURE. 

JOURNEY 
WITH THE EXCEPTION OF A FEW INDIVIDUALS, ALL PARTICIPANTS 
TRAVELLED TO EUROPE THROUGH TURKEY AS A TRANSIT COUNTRY, 
FOLLOWED BY EITHER GREECE OR BULGARIA AND THE BALKANS. A 
FEW WERE BLOCKED IN GREECE OR BULGARIA AND COULD NOT GO 
ANY FURTHER. 

COST AND DURATION
The average cost of the journey to Europe was USD 7,000 per person, and it lasted between 10 and 30 days. 
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IT IS VERY IMPORTANT TO REMARK THAT THESE FIGURES ARE NOT REPRESENTATIVE IN ANY WAY OF RETURNING PATTERNS FROM EUROPE. THE HIGH 
NUMBER OF RETURNEES FROM BELGIUM FOR EXAMPLE, WITHIN THE FRAMEWORK OF THIS RESEARCH, CAN BE ATTRIBUTED TO NO FACTORS OTHER 
THAN THE SAMPLING TECHNIQUE. 

1.4 Participants’ profile

A few preliminary questions were asked during the FGDs about the participants’ demographics, socio-economic 
background and journey. These questions did not represent a selection criterion and their only purpose was to contribute 
to understanding whether the group was homogeneous in terms of composition and experience, and whether any of the 
participants would stand out.

These questions allowed to draw a profile that does not claim to be representative of the whole Iraqi migrant population, 
but allows the reader to have a better understanding of the sample considered in this study.
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5. Push factors: reasons for migrating
In order to gain insights on the reasons that triggered the movement from Iraq to Europe, participants were invited to discuss the 
reasons that pushed tens of thousands of Iraqis to leave their country in 2015.

Even though many answers were homogeneous and presented several similarities, it is possible to detect some differences between 
the various geographical areas where the FGDs were conducted. Differences were particularly noticeable between governorates 
in the Kurdistan Region of Iraq (KRI)4  and Baghdad, and somewhat less significant variations were noticed between the three KRI 
governorates. It is worth noting that the differences were detected more in the order of priorities than in the substance. In other 
words, respondents tended to indicate similar push factors, but gave them different weights.

2. Push factors: reasons for migrating
In order to gain insights into the reasons that triggered the 
movement from Iraq to Europe, participants were invited to 
discuss the reasons that pushed tens of thousands of Iraqis to 
leave their country in 2015.

Even though many answers were homogeneous and presented 
several similarities, it is possible to detect some differences 
between the various geographical areas where the FGDs 
were conducted. Differences were particularly noticeable 

between governorates in the Kurdistan Region of Iraq (KRI)5 

and Baghdad, and less significant variations were noticed 
between the three KRI governorates. It is worth noting that 
the differences were detected more in the order of priorities 
than in the substance. In other words, respondents tended to 
indicate similar push factors, but gave them different weights.

5. The KRI is composed of the governorates of Erbil, Sulaymaniyah and Dahuk.

7

Migrants in the Greek island of Lesbos.
© IOM/Amanda Nero 2015
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6. Many participants reported that since personal threats represented their main reason for migrating, once they returned to Iraq they could not live in 

the same neighborhood or village where they used to live before their departure anymore, for they would be exposed to the same risks. 

Personal threats and targeted violence
In the case of Baghdad, security concerns were brought up 
immediately as a main concern and reason for migrating. 
These were not necessarily only related to the conflict, military 
operations or terrorism, but —in many cases—also to personal 
threats or targeted violence perpetrated by unspecified armed 
groups (AGs), whether politically or religiously affiliated, or 
common criminals. 

Many participants from Baghdad reported that they received 
personal threats or that personal threats —including attempts of 
forced recruitment— were addressed to their close relatives or 
children. Some reported they lost their source of income when 
their business (the case of barbershops and internet cafes was 
mentioned several times) was set on fire by what they defined as 
“groups of religious extremists,” while others reported that they 
were abducted and tortured. Most participants described these 
episodes not as exceptional experiences, but as something quite 
common that could happen to anybody.6  

Although cases were indeed reported in the KRI, targeted 
violence was not mentioned as often as in Baghdad. The cases 
mentioned were more related to political affiliation than to 
crime. Episodes of arrests or persecution because of political 
rivalries were mentioned several times. 

Armed conflict
In Baghdad, in addition to personal security concerns, 
participants reported the fear of terror attacks, the volatile 
security situation due to military operations and clashes, the 
presence of armed groups (AGs) and sectarian militias, the 
tension among different ethno-religious groups and, in general, 
the political instability of the country, as  the main reasons for 
migration. 

Political instability
Security concerns were also raised in the FGDs conducted in the 
KRI, but with different nuances. The geographical proximity to 
the frontline of the battle with the self-proclaimed Islamic State 
was underlined, especially in Dahuk and Erbil, since ISIL posts 
are sometimes only a few kilometers away from KRI cities and 
villages. Although the threat of terror attacks and violence does 
not seem to be as strongly felt as in Baghdad, most participants 
reported to be profoundly concerned about the instability of 
the area and the unpredictability of the security situation. The 
frontline can quickly shift farther or closer. Participants report 
to be living with the fear that everything can change overnight. 
In the words of an FGD participant in Dahuk: “One day I might 
wake up and find ISIL at my door”.

Security concerns are compounded by fears about political 
instability because the government is perceived as weak and 
unstable —both at the central level in Baghdad and regional 
level in the KRI. References to the internal political instability 
were frequent. For instance, in Sulaymaniyah, security concerns 
were not only associated to the military operations and the 
frontline’s proximity, but also to civil unrest caused by the 
political tensions among different ruling parties within the KRI. 
Similarly, in Baghdad, many mentioned the recent protests in 
the streets against the government. 

2.2 No “system” in place
The absence of a “system” was mentioned in numerous occasions 
as a major reason to leave Iraq. When asked to elaborate further 
and to define more clearly the concept of “system”, respondents 
provided various articulated arguments that can be grouped as 
follows:

Lack of law and law enforcement 

Security and safety concerns go hand in hand with what is 
perceived as a lack of law and law enforcement. An often-
repeated statement was: “there cannot be security without law 
and there cannot be law without security”. 

Participants across all FGDs locations often reported feeling 
defenseless and abandoned to themselves, whether in everyday 
life issues such as minor car incidents, or in exceptional events 
such as the episodes of violence 
mentioned above. In general, 
participants reported they did 
not feel protected by the law or 
by those who should enforce it. 
As reported by a participant from 
Baghdad: “What is missing is not only the law, but the sense of 
law”. 

Participants reported a general sense of detachment and 
distrust in the authorities that are supposed to protect them. 
Especially during FGDs in Baghdad, it was explained that, in  the 
case of personal threats or abductions, none of the participants 
would turn to security forces such as the police to deal with the 
matter. In the KRI, several participants explicitly reported they 
were afraid of the police. “No Iraqi feels protected as an Iraqi 
citizen”, reported a participant from Dahuk.

2.1 Security and political instability 

“One day I might wake up and find 

ISIL at my door”

8

“There cannot be security without law and 
there cannot be law without security”

“What is missing is 
not only the law, but 

the sense of law”

“No Iraqi person feels protected as an 

Iraqi citizen”
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Social justice 

The lack of a system was often associated to the lack of social 
justice. According to the respondents, Iraqi citizens have unequal 
access to services, education, healthcare, job opportunities, 
resources and wealth. Lack of fairness, justice and equality was 
often pointed out across all focus groups, irrespective of the 
location.

Respondents argued that the law does not apply equally to 
everybody: its enforcement is 
highly politicized and hence 
people are not equal in front 
of the law. Many participants 
complained that to achieve any 
thing, it is necessary to have the “right connections”. Corruption 
and nepotism were also mentioned frequently. “You need to 
know someone to get things done”, said a participant in Dahuk.

A great sense of frustration could also be perceived, as there 
were many complaints that Iraq is a country rich in resources, but 
that these are not equally distributed. “Some have everything 
and some have nothing”. 

Participants often linked this alleged absence of justice and law 
enforcement —or of a “system”— to the feeling of not receiving 
what it is perceived as entitlements. This includes welfare 
benefits, quality public education, and access to healthcare. 
When asked to provide examples, one of the participants in 
Baghdad explained: “In Europe if you are sick and you go to the 
hospital, they treat you even if they do not know you”.

Furthermore, the absence of justice was also expressed with 
remarks about the lack 
of freedom of speech or 
expression. A number 
of participants reported 
having received 
personal threats or 
having been arrested 

and tortured because of their political affiliation, particularly in 
Baghdad; a few episodes were also mentioned in Dahuk. Even 
though this experience concerned a limited number of people, all 
participants in Baghdad and in the KRI mentioned a widespread 
sense of having no rights and not being entitled to advocate 
for or demand these rights. In the words of a participant from 
Baghdad: “There are no human rights in Iraq”.

2.3 Economic factors

Lack of job opportunities
Economic factors such as unemployment, lack of job 
opportunities, and the difficulty to make a living were reported 
as reasons behind emigration across all locations, yet with major 
differences between the FGDs conducted in Baghdad and those 
conducted in the KRI. 

In Baghdad, the lack of job opportunities was mentioned among 
the factors pushing people to migrate. However, it is worth 
noting that many of the respondents in Baghdad were employed 
when they left the country (mostly state employees or occasional 
workers). Even though many reported that this economic factor 
existed and played a role in their choice —since their income was 
sometimes barely enough for survival— participants stressed 
that this was secondary to personal security, which is considered 
overwhelmingly more important. On the other hand, Baghdad 
respondents also suggested that the lack of job opportunities 
could possibly be seen as a more relevant reason for migrants 
coming from safer areas of the country, since they do not have 
to face the same level of security threats. 

As predicted by the FGDs conducted in Baghdad, many 
participants in the KRI mentioned the lack of job opportunities 
as a major reason for emigrating. Many pointed out that the KRI 
is holding out off ISIL and suffering the economic consequences 
of the conflict, while hosting over one million displaced persons, 
be they Syrian refugees or Iraqi IDPs. “One million refugees 
reach Europe and all the newspapers write about it. There 
are one million IDPs in Kurdistan and nobody cares”, said a 
participant from Dahuk.

Many blame refugees and IDPs for the economic crisis in the 
KRI. In particular, refugees and IDPs —regardless of the real 
impact of their presence on the labor market— are blamed for 
reducing the number of job opportunities and lowering salaries, 
since they accept to work for less.

Even though many were employed at the time of departure, 
the high cost of living and the economic downturn made it very 
difficult to earn enough money to cover all living expenses. 
Many respondents agreed that they barely earned IQD 10,000 
to 30,000 per day (roughly USD 8 to 25), while rent alone can 
be as high as of IQD 600,000 (approximately USD 500) per 
month. Additionally, services such as good quality healthcare or 
education are largely private and prices had become prohibitive. 

As other studies illustrate,7 the Government represents the 
main employer in the KRI, with a large and articulated public 
sector. 

7. The World Bank released a report on 1 June 2016 titled Iraq - Reforming the economy for shared prosperity and protecting the vulnerable. Available online 

at: http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/2016/06/26421488/reforming-economy-shared-prosperity-protecting-vulnerable-main-report. The report 

provides insights on the current economic situation in the KRI. The World Bank had released also another report on 17 April 2015, titled The Kurdistan 

region of Iraq: assessing the economic and social impact of the Syrian conflict and ISIS. Available online at: http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/

en/2015/04/24381228/kurdistan-region-iraq-assessing-economic-social-impact-syrian-conflict-isis. This report provides an understanding of the economic 

context in the region before migration flows from Iraq to Europe increased. 

“You need to know 
someone to get things 

done”

“Some have everything and some have 
nothing”

“In Europe if you are sick 
and you go to the hospital, 
they treat you even if they 

do not know you”

“One million refugees reach Europe and all 
the newspapers write about it. There are one 

million IDPs in Kurdistan and nobody cares”

“There are no human rights in Iraq”
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However, public employees, including teachers, doctors and 
soldiers have not received a full salary since the summer 
of 2015.8 Still in the KRI, across all three locations, many 
participants reported they did not want to go to Europe but felt 
compelled to leave because they could not afford living in the 
KRI. 

Participants who were IDPs at the time of departure reported 
that they lost everything they left behind. They also reported 
they knew they were an exception because they managed to 
economically sustain their journey to Europe, while most other 
IDPs cannot afford it. Moreover, they added that in addition to 
the reasons given by other participants, as IDPs, they have no 
hope to return to their location of origin: they said they face 
ethnic discrimination, which makes their lives difficult in the 
short term and jeopardizes their integration in the long term. 

Quality of life

Respondents in all locations reported enduring a low quality of 
life in Iraq. As reported, this low quality of life is the result of 
many factors, including violence and security threats, and lack 
of access to basic services such as healthcare and education. 
Many respondents insistently mentioned electricity cuts as a 
source of distress and as an example of their daily struggles. 

Stress as a constant presence in daily life was mentioned several 
times. Instability, uncertainty, and constant risks and dangers 
are often reported as a major cause of distress with serious 
emotional and psychological consequences. Many respondents 
explained they only strived for a normal life and peace of mind. 
“We just want a normal life”, said a participant from Baghdad.

2.4 No hope in the future
FGD participants were asked to address a point highlighted 
by the first phase of this study. When asked what their main 
reasons for emigrating were, many respondents indicated “no 
hope in the future”, without providing any further explanation. 
Moreover, many FGD participants reported they were seeking 
a better future and hoping to achieve it in Europe.

Respondents explained that the feeling of hopelessness in 
the future comes from their certainty that all the issues and 
struggles they face daily are not temporary: participants feel 
these will never improve. “The country has been moving from 
one war to another”. The concerns, fears and problems reported 
during the discussions might have intensified during the 
current conflict, but the fact that Iraq has witnessed decades of 
violence and instability is unquestionable. 
Respondents also stated that they would never desire to raise 
their children in Iraq because there is little or no future for 

them. Young single men across all locations also illustrated their 
hopelessness by explaining that they cannot manage to get 
married. At their age (in their 
late twenties), they feel they 
are supposed to be married 
men, capable of taking care 
of a family. Given the current social, economic and political 
situation, and despite their age and their willingness to do so, 
they still cannot provide for a family; because of their financial 
precariousness, they are not considered “eligible bachelors.” 
In the words of a male participant from Baghdad: “In Iraq you 
cannot achieve anything: no job, no land, no marriage”.

Finally, many respondents reported they felt compelled or 
forced to migrate, against their will, because they could not 

see how the situation would ever 
change. The statements included 
“They pushed us to leave the 
country” and “Iraq rejected us as 

a country”, while “European countries make their citizens love 
their countries”.

8. EKurd (2015), Iraqi Kurdistan News in brief, 10/10/2015. [online] Available at http://ekurd.net/iraqi-kurdistan-news-in-brief-oct-10-2015-2015-10-10. 

Retrieved on 3 June 2016.

EKurd Daily (2015), Iraqi Kurdistan cabinet announces significant pay cuts to top government officials. [online] Available at http://ekurd.net/kurdistan 

announces-pay-cuts-govt-2015-12-22 . Retrieved on 3 June 2016.

Rudaw (2015), Protests continue across Kurdistan region, 8/10/2015. [online] Available at http://rudaw.net/english/kurdistan/081020152. Retrieved on 

3 June 2016. 
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Migrants crossing the Serbian-Croatian border. © 
Francesco Malavolta/IOM 2015


