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Abstract
Refugee youth constitute around a third of the refugee population in 
Germany. We studied the experiences of newly arrived Syrian and Iraqi 
refugee youth, aged 14 to 18 years (N = 20), in Germany. We utilized semi-
structured interviews and thematic analysis to investigate (a) the main 
challenges faced by youth and (b) their main coping resources to deal with 
these challenges. We grouped challenges into three levels: the individual 
level, the immediate social level, and the broader societal level. The most 
frequently mentioned challenges in our sample related to psychological 
wellbeing, school, friendship, accommodation, and discrimination. Youth 
reported relying on social support (friends, family, social services) and 
on themselves (through avoidance, persistence, activity seeking, active 
engagement) to cope with their challenges. Our findings provide insights into 
refugee youth’s experiences in Germany, encompassing the acculturative, 
developmental, and generational aspects of their lives and demonstrating 
their coping and resilience. We discuss our results in relation to the 
literature on refugee youth in high-income countries.
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In the past decade, political turmoil and armed conflicts in the Eastern 
Mediterranean region have resulted in the largest refugee population in the 
world (UNHCR, 2018). As a consequence, many refugees have embarked 
upon the perilous journey to Europe (Ostrand, 2015; Sirin & Rogers-Sirin, 
2015). In the summer of 2015, Germany temporarily suspended the Dublin 
Regulation1 and subsequently witnessed the highest number of asylum appli-
cants on record (Crul et  al., 2017). According to recent figures, Germany 
currently hosts more than one million refugees and ranks fifth on the list of 
countries hosting refugees worldwide (UNHCR, 2020). Reports published by 
the German Federal Office for Migration and Refugees show that, in 2017 
and 2018,2 35% of asylum seekers were children and adolescents and a third 
of the refugee population in Germany came from Syria and Iraq (Bundesamt 
für Migration und Flüchtlinge, 2017, 2018). Refugee adolescents do not only 
have to navigate the challenges of adapting to their host country, they simul-
taneously face developmental tasks such as negotiating relationships with 
parents, friends, and forming their sense of self (Brough et al., 2003; Jugert 
& Titzmann, 2020).

Challenges for Refugee Youth

The challenges refugee youth face in their new country are often interrelated 
and nested in different contexts (AMSSA, 2016; APA Presidential Task Force 
on Immigration, 2012). Bronfenbrenner’s ecological perspective provides a 
guiding framework to systemize these different contexts of the refugee youth 
experience and the main challenges they face in their new countries 
(Bronfenbrenner, 1977; Lustig, 2010; Suárez-Orozco et al., 2018). The cur-
rent study focuses on three levels of the ecological systems model, namely 
the individual level (e.g., mental health, acculturative stress), different 
domains of the microsystem (e.g., family, school, living conditions) and how 
they interact, and the macrosystem (e.g., societal factors). The exosystem and 
chronosystem were not investigated.

Research has established that exposure to war and adversities negatively 
impacts the psychological well-being and mental health of refugees. Reviews 
show that 19% to 54% of refugee youth and children living in Europe and 
North America exhibit PTSD (Post Traumatic Stress Disorder) and around 
30% depression (Abou-Saleh & Christodoulou, 2016; Bronstein & 
Montgomery, 2011; Fazel et  al., 2012; Hassan et  al., 2016; Henley & 
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Robinson, 2011; Kirmayer et al., 2011; Lustig et al., 2004; Tam et al., 2017). 
In Germany, a recent study with asylum seeking minors from Afghanistan, 
Syria, and Eritrea found that 36.7% of accompanied minors scored above the 
clinical cut-off for Post-Traumatic Stress Symptoms (PTSS), 30% for depres-
sion, and 23.3% for anxiety, with even higher prevalence for unaccompanied 
minors (64.7% for PTSS, 42.6% for depression, 38.2% for anxiety; Müller, 
Büter, et  al., 2019). These figures are considerably higher than those for 
German youth in general,3 of which 17.9% manifest depressive symptoms 
and less than 2% PTSD (Essau et al., 2000a, 2000b). A longitudinal analysis 
of mental health in young Middle Eastern refugees in Denmark showed that 
symptoms decreased over time, suggesting a role of length of stay in the new 
country (Montgomery, 2010).

In addition to potential challenges to their mental health, refugees often 
experience losing all that is familiar as they face new languages, values, and 
cultures that are distant from their own, when they arrive in their new country 
(d’Abreu et al., 2019; Kirmayer et al., 2011; Lustig et al., 2004; Papadopoulos, 
2001). Intercultural contact often results in a process of cultural and psycho-
logical change, called “acculturation,” and the outcomes of said process can 
determine newcomer youth’s adaptation to their new life (Berry et al., 2006). 
In the context of migrant youth, the age at which an adolescent moves to a 
new country has been shown to determine whether they undergo an accul-
turative process (integrating one’s home culture and the new culture) or an 
enculturating process (learning the norms of one’s society; Titzmann & Lee, 
2018). There are no studies, to our knowledge, on acculturation orientation in 
refugee adolescents, but a recent study on adult Syrian refugees in Germany 
showed that an affiliation with the culture of the new country promoted over-
all mental health (Green et al., 2019).

In the literature on the experiences of newcomer refugee youth, three 
domains of the microsystem are relevant to their wellbeing in their new 
countries, namely (1) education, (2) family, and (3) living conditions. 
Education was highlighted as a top priority for refugee youth in studies 
conducted in Australia and Germany (Gifford et al., 2009; Gruttner et al., 
2018). Yet, only 23% of refugee children around the world are enrolled in 
secondary school, compared to 84% of the world’s children (UNHCR, 
2017). Even when refugee youth attend school, they face several difficul-
ties. For example, a study in Canada found that, due to insufficient lan-
guage skills, newcomer refugee youth were often placed in classes that 
failed to match with their academic level in their home country (Shakya 
et al., 2012). In a review on migrant youth in Germany, Frankenberg et al. 
(2013) noted that migrants of all age groups succeeded less often in the 
German school system and were at least four times more likely to repeat a 
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school year. Additionally, migrant youth were often streamed into schools 
that provided fewer years of schooling (“Hauptschule,” “Realschule”), 
which negatively impacted future academic opportunities such as attend-
ing university (Frankenberg et al., 2013).

Family is an important aspect of the experience of refugee youth. Life in 
a new country can influence family roles and values (e.g., greater emphasis 
on autonomy, independence, freedom), which often have the potential to 
positively or negatively impact adolescents’ wellbeing (Anderson, 2001; 
Brough et al., 2003; Greenfield et al., 2003; Hassan et al., 2016). The fam-
ily can be both a protective and a risk factor for refugee youth (Alami, 
2020; McMichael et  al., 2011). While communication, family cohesion, 
and good parental mental health are considered protective factors (Fazel 
et al., 2012; Lustig, 2010), lack of trust between parents and their children, 
conflict in the family (between parents and their children and between par-
ents), and domestic violence are considered risk factors (Hassan et  al., 
2016; McMichael et al., 2011). For unaccompanied refugee youth, separa-
tion from their family as well as difficult procedures of family reunification 
often result in psychological distress (Muller, Brewer, et al., 2019). Refugee 
youth also endure other disruptions of their social networks upon leaving 
their home country, such as separation from friends and acquaintances 
(Kirmayer et al., 2011).

Third, living conditions in a new country, such as uncertainty regarding 
their legal status and socio-economic strains, shape young refugees’ expe-
rience and adaptation to their new life (Alami, 2020; Anderson, 2001; 
Fazel et al., 2012). Additionally, housing represents a multifarious chal-
lenge for refugee youth. A longer stay in refugee accommodation centers, 
frequent relocation between accommodation centers, the inadequate con-
ditions of refugee accommodation centers, and the difficulty of finding a 
private accommodation impact young refugees’ psychological wellbeing 
(Anderson, 2001; Braun-Lewensohn & Al-Sayed, 2018; Nielsen et  al., 
2008).

On the broader societal level, factors such as political climate and public 
attitude can affect adolescents’ overall sense of wellbeing (Frankenberg 
et  al., 2013). In a recent large-scale panel study on discrimination in 
Germany, more than a third of participants, aged 14 and above, reported 
encountering discrimination based on factors such as their ethnic origin, 
gender, disability, religion or worldview, age, or sexual identity (Beigang 
et al., 2016). Exposure to discrimination, both experienced and perceived, 
has been identified as a risk factor to the well-being of refugee youth in 
studies in Europe, North America, and Australia (Brough et al., 2003; Ellis 
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et al., 2008, 2010; Fazel et al., 2012; Hassan et al., 2016; Montgomery & 
Foldspang, 2008; Patel et al., 2014; Shakya et al., 2010). A study in Denmark 
found that Middle Eastern refugee youth reported on average 1.8 experi-
ences of discrimination since having arrived in the country up to 3 years 
before (Montgomery & Foldspang, 2008).

Developmental Tasks in the Context of Refugee Youth

In addition to acculturative challenges, refugee youth have to navigate ado-
lescence-specific developmental tasks (Jugert & Titzmann, 2020). In adoles-
cence the relationship with parents shifts as adolescents spend less time with 
parents, involve them less frequently in decisions, and seek meaningful con-
nections with their peers (Petersen, 1988). When discussing refugee adoles-
cents and their relationship with their parents, it is imperative to recognize 
that autonomy (and its counterpart, relatedness) are valued differently across 
cultures (Greenfield et al., 2003; Kagitcibasi, 2005). In that regard, differ-
ences between parents’ values and expectations and the values of the new 
country can cause tension for newcomer youth, and affect their relationship 
with their parents (Motti-Stefanidi & Masten, 2017). For example, parents 
may expect adolescents to choose friends that align with the values of their 
heritage culture; on the other hand, peers may expect newcomer adolescents 
to conform to the values of their culture. Ultimately, the way in which adoles-
cents resolve these contrasting expectations informs their choice of close 
friends (Baolian Qin, 2009). Importantly, previous research suggests that 
refugee adolescents’ resistance to conform to cultural expectations of their 
new country might increase the risk of being bullied by their peers, particu-
larly in the school context (Schachner et al., 2018).

Coping by Refugee Youth

Despite the multitude of challenges faced by refugee youth, they often show 
remarkable resilience and coping (Henley & Robinson, 2011; Lustig et al., 
2004; Patel et al., 2017; Ward, 2001). Coping can be defined as “constantly 
changing cognitive and behavioral efforts to manage specific external and/or 
internal demands that are appraised as taxing or exceeding the resources of 
the person” (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984, p. 141). These demands can be met 
with two types of responses: (1) problem focused coping, which refers to 
behavior aimed at changing features of the stressful environment, and (2) 
emotion based coping, which refers to changing one’s perception and 
appraisal of stressful events (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984; Ward, 2001). 
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Research has found that actively engaging with the challenges at hand and 
exerting effort to change stressful circumstances has a positive impact on 
adolescents’ long-term adjustment (Ebata & Moos, 1991). However, adoles-
cents’ general mental health can influence their coping response: the same 
study found that adolescents with depressive symptoms did not rely on active 
engagement and instead demonstrated more avoidance (Ebata & Moos, 
1991). Moreover, the extent to which refugee adolescents are able to change 
aspects of their environment impacts their coping. For example, adolescents 
have varied levels of agency over stressors such as education and discrimina-
tion, which in turn leads them to adopt different coping strategies to deal with 
these stressors (Khawaja et al., 2008; Ward, 2001).

Only a few studies have focused on coping amongst refugee youth. A 
qualitative study with newcomer refugee youth in Australia revealed that 
adolescents relied on social support from family, friends, and engaged in 
individual and community activities (Brough et al., 2003). Similar results 
were found for Somali refugee youth in the US (Goodman, 2004). A recent 
study by Muller, Brewer, et al. (2019) showed that newcomer refugee 
youth of multiple ethnic backgrounds in the US used both emotion focused 
coping and problem focused coping. Interestingly, the study also revealed 
that coping was stressor and situation specific, and that adolescents adapted 
their coping response to the situation at hand: When youth felt no agency 
to resolve the stressor or perceived that it could be harmful to do so, they 
were more likely to rely on emotion focused coping (Muller, Brewer, et al., 
2019).

The Current Study

Previous research has highlighted the importance of studying refugees’ expe-
riences in their new country, as those experiences can impact their well-being 
in the long-term (Montgomery, 2010). The German context is unique due to 
the high numbers of refugees from Syria and Iraq that have arrived since 
2015. Yet, studies with refugee youth in Germany are still scarce and have 
mostly focused on mental health (Müller, Büter, et  al., 2019; Müller, 
Gossmann, et al., 2019) and education (Crul et al., 2017; Frankenberg et al., 
2013; Gruttner et al., 2018). To our knowledge, few studies have investigated 
refugee youth’s own perspective on their new lives and challenges in 
Germany. Moreover, to overcome a purely deficits focused perspective on 
refugee youth (Baker & McEnery, 2005; Keddie, 2012; Ryu & Tuvilla, 2018), 
our study also examined coping resources of refugee youth in Germany. This 
allowed us to address a significant gap in the current literature on coping by 
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refugee youth in Germany and contributes to the literature on positive youth 
development (Chung et  al., 2021). We conducted a qualitative interview 
study with Syrian and Iraqi refugee youth in Germany to address the follow-
ing two research questions:

(1) 	� What are the main challenges faced by refugee youth from Syria and 
Iraq?

(2) 	� How do refugee youth cope with these challenges, and who supports 
them?

Method

Participants

Twenty participants (7 female, 13 male) between the ages of 14 and 18 years 
(M = 16.00, SD = 1.72) took part in the study. Fourteen participants (70%; 
five female) were Syrian, and six were Iraqi (30%; two female). For further 
socio-demographic details, see Table 1. Participants had arrived in Germany 
on average 20 months (SD 8.8 months, range = 1–33 months) before the 
interview took place. Sixteen participants had journeyed through the Balkan 
route to Germany and four arrived in Germany via plane with a family 
reunion visa.

We recruited 14 participants from Berlin and six from Potsdam. At the 
time of the study, Berlin had approximately 3.7 million inhabitants and 
nearly one-third (27.7%) of the population had a migration background 
(Amt für Statistik Berlin-Brandenburg, 2019; OECD, 2018). Potsdam, a city 
that borders Berlin on the west, had approximately 184,000 inhabitants, 
11.9% of whom had a migration background (Amt für Statistik Berlin-
Brandenburg, 2018; Bereich Statistik und Wahlen der Landeshauptstadt 
Potsdam, 2019).

We interviewed five additional participants but did not include them in the 
final data set because they differed substantially from the rest of the sample: 
Two were unaccompanied adolescents, one adolescent had a hearing and 
visual disability, one adolescent was married and had children, and one ado-
lescent had insufficient Arabic language skills.

The study was approved by the ethics committee of the Faculty of 
Education and Psychology at Freie Universität Berlin (approval no. 
157_2/2017). Data collection started in November 2017 and ended in July 
2018. As a thank you for their participation, participants received an €8 shop-
ping voucher from an electronics store.
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Recruitment

We recruited adolescents using three different methods. First, we contacted 
accommodation centers in Berlin and received permission from two centers 
to recruit adolescents (n = 11, three female). After gaining the approval of the 
management of these two refugee accommodation centers in Berlin, we con-
tacted all Arabic speaking families living there with children aged 14 to 
18 years and informed them about the study. The first author explained that 
the research aimed to understand the experience of young Arabic speaking 
refugee youth in Germany. Contacted parents raised no concerns regarding 
the study and every contacted family agreed to the participation of their teen-
age children. After parents had given their informed consent for their teenage 
children to participate, we contacted adolescents and invited them to take part 
in the study. All adolescents gave informed consent before participating. All 
participants were interviewed in a quiet room in their accommodation center. 
Importantly, we informed both accommodation centers and families that data 
collection was conducted solely for research purposes and would neither 
affect the funding for the accommodation center nor influence the asylum 
application process of the families. We faced challenges while recruiting par-
ticipants in accommodation centers as most of the contacted organizations 
never replied to us, refused to take part, or operated on yearly contracts and 
occasionally closed. Hence, we had to rely on two additional recruitment 
strategies to complete our sample.

Second, we contacted local initiatives that provided support to or orga-
nized activities for refugee adolescents and recruited participants in an activ-
ity center (n = 6, three female). This center offered free-time activities for 
adolescent refugees in Potsdam and allowed us to contact adolescents aged 
14 years and older. We interviewed them in the accommodation center where 
the free-time activities took place. Two participants lived in accommodation 
centers in Potsdam (one participant was living at the center where the study 
took place) and four lived in private apartments in Potsdam. Adolescents 
gave informed consent before taking part in the study. We did not obtain 
parental consent for this group, as we did not contact them through their par-
ents (note that adolescents aged 14 years and older do not require parental 
consent to participate in non-invasive, psychological studies in Germany).

Third, we used snowballing sampling (n = 3, one female). We recruited 
these participants in Berlin through their friends who had already taken part 
in the study and recommended the study to them. All of them lived in private 
apartments and agreed to complete the interview in the nearby accommoda-
tion center where their friends lived. Adolescents gave informed consent 
before taking part in the study; no parental consent was obtained.
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Procedure

The first author, a Syrian counseling psychologist and a native Arabic speaker, 
conducted all interviews in Arabic. The first author piloted the interview pro-
cedure and script with adults and one refugee adolescent. Pilot interviews 
were videotaped, and the first author received feedback from the third author 
throughout the pilot phase.

The main interviews took place in a quiet room and all participants were 
interviewed individually. When meeting participants, the interviewer engaged 
them first in small talk to establish rapport and to ensure they felt comfort-
able. Only then would the interview begin: participants received an explana-
tion of the goal of the study and a description of the interview procedure. 
Next, the interviewer guided them through the informed consent form. For 
those who had difficulty reading in Arabic, she read the consent form out 
aloud. Participants also received a brief explanation of the field of 

Table 1.  Socio-Demographic Details of Participants.

N (%)

Country of origin
  Syria 14 (70)
  Iraq 6 (30)
Ethnicity
  Arab 16 (80)
  Kurdish 2 (10)
  Izidi 2 (10)
Religion
  Islam 15 (75)
  Izidi 2 (10)
  None 3 (15)
School
  Regular classes 13 (65)
  Welcome classes 7 (35)
Legal status
  Asylum status 10 (50)
  Subsidiary protection 4 (20)
  Rejection 2 (10)
  Family reunion visa 4 (20)
Accommodation type
  Refugee center 13 (65)
  Private 7 (35)
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psychology4 and what a research study entailed. All contacted adolescents 
agreed to taking part in the study, signed a consent form and, in addition, the 
interviewer asked whether they agreed to be audio recorded. At that point, the 
interviewer switched the voice-recorder on.

The interview began with a series of socio-demographic questions asking 
participants about their age, gender, religious and ethnic affiliations, their 
journey to Germany, their school attendance in Germany, and their legal sta-
tus in Germany (see Supplemental Material for the full socio-demographic 
survey). The interviewer collected this information verbally for all partici-
pants and live-coded their responses.

The first question of the interview probed participants’ daily routines in 
Germany, then the interviewer proceeded to ask participants about the big-
gest challenges they had faced since arriving to Germany, how they had 
dealt with each of these challenges, and who had helped them. After that, 
she followed up with scripted questions probing for challenges in five 
domains of participants’ lives in Germany (studying and school, accom-
modation, financial situation, health, their emotions since arriving in 
Germany), unless participants had already mentioned challenges in these 
domains in response to the previous question (biggest challenge). For each 
domain, the interviewer also inquired how they had dealt with each chal-
lenge and who helped them. Table 2 presents the English translation of the 
complete list of interview questions (see Supplemental Material for the 
interview script in Arabic).

During the interviews, the interviewer utilized her active listening skills to 
minimize influence on participants’ responses, and to avoid reactions that 
might have condoned or condemned participants’ answers. Interviews varied 
in length, and while some participants responded in great detail, others gave 
brief answers. On average, the recorded section of the interview lasted 
22 minutes, with a range of 16 to 39 minutes. The entire session (including 
warm-up, introduction to study and the recorded interview section) lasted 
approximately 30 minutes to an hour.

Data Coding

An Egyptian native speaker of Arabic (not the first author) transcribed all 
interviews using F4transcript (Dresing et  al., 2015). The first author then 
checked and proofread these transcripts. After that, the person who had tran-
scribed the interviews translated them to English. To ensure accuracy, the 
first author checked the translated transcripts and compared them with the 
Arabic original. Discrepancies were corrected by the first author.

We analyzed the interviews inductively using thematic content analysis 
(Braun & Clarke, 2006; Green et al., 2007; Pope et al., 2000). Specifically, 
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the first author thoroughly read all the transcripts and then developed line- 
by-line in vivo codes (Kuckartz, 2014) for a selection of eight representative 
interviews, taking into consideration gender, time since arrival to Germany, 
and accommodation type. In this step, she reduced each sentence of the tran-
script to keywords. The first and last authors then grouped these keywords 
into comprehensive main categories and developed a coding guide (for more 
on this, see Supplemental Material). Next, the first author coded all 20 tran-
scripts in F4Analyse (Dresing et al., 2015). To ensure that the main categories 
were coded reliably, we trained a second coder (none of the authors). She first 
coded three interviews that were not part of the main data set, received feed-
back and then independently scored all 20 transcripts. Next, we compared all 
statements coded by the first and second coder. If both coders assigned the 
same section of the transcript to the same category, we considered this a 
match. If only one coder scored a section, we considered this a mismatch. 
There were 73% matches (361 matches, 131 mismatches) between the first 

Table 2.  English Translation of the Complete List of Interview Questions.

Order Question text

1 Please describe your daily routine.
2 What are some challenges you face in your daily life?
3 What are the three most challenging situations you have 

faced since coming to Germany?a

  3.1 How has your experience with studying and school been 
since you came to Germany?b

Do you have someone to study with/ help you with studying?
Do you understand the German educational system (e.g., 

how to plan your studies)
  3.2 How has your accommodation situation been since you came 

to Germany?b

  3.3 How has your financial situation/money been since you came 
to Germany?b

  3.4 How has your health been since you came to Germany?b

  3.5 How have your emotions and feelings been since you came 
to Germany?b

4 What is your impression of Germany?
5 What is your impression of Germans?
6 What are your wishes for the future
7 What are your plans for the future?

aThis question is followed up by questions 3.1 to 3.5.
bFor each challenge mentioned, the interviewer asked: How did you face this problem? Who 
helped you?
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author and the second coder. Next, the two coders discussed all mismatches 
to arrive at a consensus coding (63% of the time, the decision sided with the 
first author’s coding). Using the statements from the consensus coding, the 
first and last authors identified sub-themes within the main categories and 
categorized the statements accordingly.

Results

We organized participants’ statements into two main themes to answer our 
research questions about (1) the main challenges faced by refugee youth from 
Syria and Iraq, and (2) refugee youth’s coping with these challenges. We used 
the ecological framework of Bronfenbrenner and Morris (1998) as a guide to 
systematize adolescents’ challenges and investigate youth’s coping induc-
tively. The result section is structured to address these questions separately.

What Challenges Do Refugee Youth in Germany Face?

We grouped participants’ challenges into three main spheres (Bronfenbrenner 
& Morris, 1998): the individual, their immediate social level, and broader 
societal level (see Figure 1 for an illustration). At the individual level, 

Figure 1.  Main challenges reported by refugee adolescents in our study.
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participants reported challenges relating to their psychological wellbeing, 
physical health, and financial situation. At the immediate social level, partici-
pants faced challenges with family, friends, school, and accommodation. The 
broader societal level included experiences of discrimination, challenges with 
a new lifestyle, and policies and bureaucracy in Germany. Table 3 illustrates 
the prevalence of these challenges amongst participants.

Challenges at the individual level
Psychological well-being.  When asked about their emotional and psycho-

logical state since arriving in Germany, 16 adolescents reported negative 
emotions. Most participants used generic descriptions such as “upset, tired, 
difficult, not good, bad” and only one participant, who was in therapy at the 
time of the interview, used the term “depressed.”

Starting over in a new country and abandoning previous hopes and dreams 
negatively affected four participants’ well-being as illustrated by the follow-
ing statement:

I want to have a job, a car and a family. These were my wishes when I was in 
Iraq, I was there for 15 or 16 years and now, I am here. I put those wishes on the 
side when I came here, it’s like starting over, like just being born from the 
mother’s womb and having the first day in life. Everything that we did is now 
gone and I have to start over which is difficult and I need time to figure things 
out (boy, 18).

The majority of participants, who reported negative emotions, did so in 
relation to experiences of discrimination and challenges regarding family, 
education, and friends. We clustered these challenges into separate catego-
ries, which we will further discuss in the following sections.

Physical health.  In total, eight participants reported health issues they expe-
rienced in Germany. One boy (16) mentioned being sick upon arriving to Ger-
many “because of the road, weather change” and the fact that “the weather 
in Syria is very different from Germany.” Another boy (15) reported an eye 
infection, which he attributed to the unsanitary conditions of his accommoda-
tion center: “I caught a disease in the accommodation center with the mice, I 
don’t know its name. My eyes turned red.”

Financial situation.  Apart from four participants, the majority of adoles-
cents did not report any financial challenges. One boy (15) struggled finan-
cially as his family was split between Germany and his home country: “It 
is hard for my father because my father [sends money] to my mother and 
my sister [back home].” Another participant (boy, 17) reported that “my 
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financial situation [.  .  .] was kind of bad but every day it is improving. It 
is [bad] because we had a problem in Greece where someone defrauded us, 
but now every day the financial situation is improving.” An older partici-
pant (boy, 18) compared his financial situation to that of his peers, saying 
that “I see a friend [.  .  .], he bought a car and I say why can’t I be the same 
thing. This is the nature of life and I just wish they give us the space to 
work more and get a job.”

Challenges at the immediate social level
School.  All participants attended school at the time of the interview and 

all of them reported some school-related difficulties. Fifteen participants per-
ceived learning German, “speaking and grammar rules” and “coordinating all 
the rules together” (boy, 16) as a challenge. One participant stated:

I find a lot of difficulty in the language because it’s not your language. It 
doesn’t matter how much you learn it you will not know it. So, one always 
faces difficulties and now I am almost done, and I will go to grade nine by 
God’s Will (girl, 15).

The struggle to learn German occasionally caused conflicts with teachers, 
as illustrated by the following boy (17):

I keep fighting with a teacher. I would read a whole text in German and pause 
over a word, and then she would say why you do not read fast. I tell her I was 
not born here in Germany, I am still new, and all of these words are new to me. 
She fights me, I fight her and so on.

Adolescents with insufficient German language skills usually first attended 
so-called “welcome classes” and once they had acquired sufficient language 
skills, they transferred to regular classes. This transition posed a challenge for 
the following girl (18):

During Welcome Classes we only had German, German grammar rules, new 
words, etc. When I joined my school, I saw that they were also teaching math, 
English, physics, chemistry and they knew the words specifically about the 
subject. For example, what is a square, what is a triangle.  .  .etc.

These difficulties were mirrored by the following boy (15), who reported 
struggling with a school subject he previously excelled in, and attributed this 
to insufficient language skills and differences in teaching styles:

[.  .  .] The most difficult subject, I like Mathematics, in Syria I was the best in 
class. [.  .  .] but I came to Germany and I feel restrained a lot because of the 
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language. It’s difficult and their educational style is different, everything is 
different, everything changed for me, the entire program changed.

Some participants also worried that their proficiency in German would 
affect their career choices: “One must know the language very well before 
going to the 10th grade otherwise it will be very difficult. [.  .  .] if I get good 
grades, I will go to the 10th grade but if not then I am obligated to do 
Ausbildung [professional apprenticeship]” (girl, 18). Another participant 
(boy, 18) felt pressured to start working instead of continuing his education:

They [the Job Centre, social welfare centre] don’t care, they only want you to 
do an Ausbildung [professional apprenticeship]. I wanted to do an Abitur 
[German high school diploma], then go to university, but they don’t care. They 
just want you to finish school quickly and then pay taxes.

Accommodation.  When they first arrived in Germany, most refugees lived 
in accommodation centers and living conditions could vary between cen-
ters. Many participants reported dissatisfaction with their assigned accom-
modation, which was highlighted in statements such as “my home is small 
[.  .  .] studying is a problem for me at home” (boy, 18), “in this sports hall 
we weren’t sleeping well, because of the noise and people looking at you” 
(girl, 15), “it was very dirty, even the food” (girl, 18). Some also reported that 
“there were problems in the hall and men fought, physically, and the police 
would come” (boy 15) and another shared that “there was a lot of thefts” 
(boy, 15).

Participants usually had to move at least once between different accom-
modation centers and one boy (15) described his experience graphically:

We move from centre to centre to centre, this is really bad. [.  .  .] They brought 
us to [name of the area]. [Name of the accommodation centre] was really big 
but really bad, it had a lot of refugees from all countries, really bad. We stayed 
there for about 2 months then after [name of the accommodation centre] we 
went to that other centre that had mice and we stayed there for a year. Everyone 
there was disgusted by it, including my family, they were really upset.

Many participants wished to move to private accommodation but found 
that process challenging for various reasons “because we didn’t get a resi-
dence permit” (boy, 17) or “One can’t move unless they work and I am young 
and I can’t work, neither my sister nor my mother” (girl, 14).

Friends.  Thirteen adolescents reported a multitude of challenges with 
friendships, as this girl (18) aptly summarized:
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The first problem is loneliness; the loneliness I felt at the beginning was very 
difficult. Sometimes I still feel it. In Syria, we always had our neighbours 
around us and one knows everyone in the neighbourhood. For example, one 
can hang out with one’s friends even if they are not close but here one finds it 
very difficult.

The main sub-themes that emerged in this category included the challenge 
of making new friends in Germany and the challenge of sustaining already 
existing friendships back home or in Germany. Eight participants reported 
difficulties in making new friends and the following girl (18) reflected on the 
numerous reasons why this had been a challenge:

I can’t blend in with the other students [at school]. I don’t know if it is the age 
difference between us or if it is the language or if it is because we come from 
different countries or if it is something else. So, I don’t blend in that much with 
the students in my school. Sometimes I think it’s the age difference, but I feel I 
can’t even blend in with the Arab students in my school.

Other participants mirrored these impressions, stating that “it is difficult to 
find someone to hang out with if you don’t speak the language” (girl, 15) or 
that “there is an age difference between me and the others, they are 14 and I 
am 18, so I feel that my mind doesn’t match their minds” (girl, 18). These 
statements highlight the dual effects of lack of language skills and of age dif-
ferences due to interrupted schooling which created barriers to forming new 
friendships. One girl (15) attributed her struggle in making friends to the dif-
ferences in friendship styles between her home country and Germany: “They 
[Germans] don’t care for having one close friend. I want a friend to stay with 
and continue to be my friend.”

Sustaining existing friendships, in Germany or back home, was a chal-
lenge for six participants. One boy (17) stated that “sometimes there are prob-
lems between my friends and I, or a problem between my best friend and 
me.” Differences between living conditions in Germany and friends’ living 
conditions back home burdened one girl (15) “I think a lot of my friends in 
Iraq. I am comfortable here and they are there in a camp with cold and hot 
[weather] not like here. They are not well” (Girl, 15). Lack of opportunities 
for face-to-face interactions with friends back home affected the following 
boy’s friendships (18) “[.  .  .] I don’t like to stay in touch with people I don’t 
see. [.  .  .] I got busy and I didn’t stay in contact with them. I came here and I 
am forced to start a new life here.” Another challenge related to differences 
in political opinions, as the following girl (18) explained “I have some prob-
lems with my friends in Syria because of the current events.”
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Family.  Overall, 12 participants reported numerous challenges with 
regards to their family life, which we grouped into two sub-themes: “changes 
in family life” and “lack of independent decision making.”

Changes in family life affected a girl (17), who lived with both of her 
parents in Germany. She described how resettlement had strained her parents’ 
marriage: “My parents fight sometimes, and this upsets me. Being in diaspora 
it becomes compulsory to fight.” Eight adolescents struggled with separation 
from parents and siblings. For example, one girl (15) “feels something is 
missing” without her mother, and another boy (15) stated that “there is one 
thing I think about a lot, my mother, I want her to come here. It was very dif-
ficult for me to leave my mother and come here.” For some, this was associ-
ated with the feeling that “there is nothing I can do” to change the situation 
(girl, 15). Two participants reported losing members of their nuclear or 
extended family in the war. One of those participants (girl, 18) stated that 
“This was really difficult, and I haven’t forgotten until now, but life goes on 
and one must.”

Perceived lack of independent decision making was reported by four par-
ticipants, who wished to have more say over everyday life decisions. One boy 
(15) stated “I wish I could transfer to [the school] where my friend is. [.  .  .] 
my family, I will not start this conversation with them. They will tell me no.” 
In addition, some of these four adolescents stated that their parents had made 
the life changing decision to move to Germany, and that they “didn’t want to 
come here in the first place but my mother made me” (girl, 18). This led one 
boy (15) to resent his father, saying that “I don’t speak with my father because 
he separated us.”

Challenges at the broader societal level
Discrimination.  Fifteen participants mentioned that “racism sometimes is 

a difficult thing” (girl, 15). Participants described different experiences of 
discrimination including ones that were based on factors other than race, such 
as language or religion. It should be noted that participants commonly used 
the term [عنصرية] unsuriya “racism” when referring to discrimination. In the 
everyday Arabic language, the term “discrimination,” [تمييز], tamiyiz, liter-
ally translates to “differentiation.” However, it does not convey a sense of 
differential treatment based on color of skin, religion, gender, sexual orien-
tation, age, or socio-economic background. Participants described different 
types of discrimination, which we grouped into “obvious discrimination” and 
“ambiguous discrimination,” respectively (Patel et al., 2014).

Obvious discrimination included experiences of being ridiculed, being 
called names, being asked to go back home, not to speak their mother tongue, 
and being physically assaulted. Specifically, 12 participants described that 
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they were called “Ausländer” (foreigner) or reported that “they say bad words 
to us” and “they make fun of us because we are refugees and came to them” 
(boy, 15). Others reported that they were told to” go back to your countries 
and leave Germany, go to your countries and don’t stay here” (boy, 18) or that 
“you took everything from us” (boy, 18). For a girl (15), speaking her mother 
tongue in public provoked a discriminatory comment as a stranger told her 
“we are in Germany and we must speak German.” One boy (14) shared a 
story of physical assault he experienced at school: “At the beginning when I 
was at school, I used to face some racism but not anymore. They used to call 
me refugee or foreigner. They assaulted me once [.  .  .] physically.”

We classified statements of four participants as ambiguous discrimination, 
in which participants reported that they felt discriminated against. However, 
we could not fully discern whether discriminatory intent was involved (i.e., 
no slurs or demeaning language were reported). For example, one girl (15) 
described her experiences with strangers and attributed their stares to her 
foreign appearance and language:

It maybe shows that I am Arab so if there is a Nazi or someone similar, they 
stare at you like you should go back to your country. I faced something not nice 
from someone in the tram if you speak Arabic with someone you get stared at 
and given the look like “what are you talking about.”

The following girl (15) reported that others’ reactions to conversations 
about religion made her feel uncomfortable, stating that “if we speak about 
our religion Islam, they are surprised, or they joke about it. They pay too 
much attention to the religion when at the end we are all the same” (girl, 15).

Bureaucracy and policies.  Six adolescents reported challenges in this cat-
egory, “Because first you don’t know all the regulations and you don’t under-
stand the language” (boy, 18). Some reported difficulties with paperwork 
such as inconsistent spelling of Arabic names in Roman letters,5 as the fol-
lowing girl (15) stated:

My name is not like the name of my father. So, when I went to the Job Centre 
[social welfare office] the first thing, they would say is no. They would say I 
am not his daughter.

Other challenges with paperwork included renewal of documents, missing 
documents, or incomplete applications. In particular, applying for a residence 
permit and waiting for the outcome caused a lot of anxiety for participants, as 
illustrated by the following statement:
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I am afraid because of the residency. Anytime they can say “get out, we will 
deport you” how can this happen, it can’t happen. Residency is the most 
important thing. When the residency comes, one can feel that one settled a bit. 
My dad always talks on the phone about fellow refugees who cause problems. 
There are a lot of things happening and when these things happen, the situation 
worsens (boy, 15).

According to participants, obtaining a residence permit played a crucial role 
as it determined whether they would be able to move to private accommodation 
or get a job. For example, a boy (18) stated that “I just wish they give us the 
space to work more and get a job. But they don’t allow us to get a job.”

Difficulties were not only reported with regards to obtaining documents 
and permits, but also with regards to securing school places. One boy (18) 
reported that “when I first came it took them 7 months to place me in a 
school.”

Adapting to German lifestyle.  Three participants reported that they expe-
rienced challenges with “adjusting to living here with the Germans and in a 
European country” (girl, 15). One girl (18) elaborated on this topic, stating 
that “in Syria, talking about sex is unacceptable but here everything is accept-
able, nothing is unacceptable” and explaining further:

[.  .  .] many times I wish I can wear short dresses without thinking but when I 
do, I keep thinking about the fact that I am wearing a short dress. Even if it is 
hot and even though it is normal, I can’t be comfortable.

What Coping Responses Do Refugee Youth Show?

During the interview, we asked participants how they had coped with each 
challenge they mentioned and who had helped them. We grouped partici-
pants’ coping responses into two main categories: rely on social support and 
rely on self. We found that each participant mentioned these two main coping 
strategies during the interview. Across the sample, both strategies were used 
to address the different challenges (with the exception of challenges relating 
to their financial situation), but to varying degrees (see Figure 2). In addition, 
four participants made faith-related statements that were grouped separately 
from the main categories.

Rely on social support.  All participants expressed relying on social support 
and referenced different sources of support such as “my family helps me and 
I help them” (boy, 15), “only my friend [helps me]” (girl, 16), “I know a 
teacher in another school, she helps me” (boy, 17), or “I go to a social worker 
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here in the management [office in the accommodation centre] and ask her, I 
ask the security [guard6]” (boy, 15). Four participants reported relying on 
people from their community for support, this included “people in the accom-
modation centre” (boy,16), “the people who have been in Germany for a long 
time” (boy, 15; girl, 15), or the “Arab community” (boy, 18) more generally.

Rely on self.  Seventeen participants also stated that they relied on themselves 
to mitigate the challenges of their new life in Germany. Some highlighted 
general self-reliance as in “I help myself” (boy, 15), while others elaborated 
more on the strategies they used. We grouped these more specific strategies 
into avoidance, persistence, seeking distraction, active engagement, and cog-
nitive appraisal (ordered from most frequent to least frequent).

Avoidance of (potentially) problematic situations or places was mentioned 
by 11 participants. For example, one boy (15) reported that “the team I played 
with was all Germans and they hated us, so I stopped playing.” Another par-
ticipant, a girl (16), mentioned removing her Hijab (Islamic headdress that 
covers a woman’s hair) as a reaction to experiencing discrimination: “I was 

Figure 2.  Different coping resources used per challenge across 20 participants.
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veiled at the time and they don’t like veiled women and when this [being 
called bad names] happened to me I took it off.”

When faced with an obstacle, nine participants demonstrated persistence 
and exerted continuous and conscious effort to overcome it, as illustrated in 
the statement of this girl (15):

[.  .  .] I try to push myself at home so I can achieve what I want. I get home I 
translate everything that I didn’t understand. If there is a lesson that I didn’t 
understand I research it online and sometimes I use Google.

Seven adolescents reported engaging in activities to distract themselves 
from the challenges they faced. For example, one boy (18) stated “when I 
have a problem, I search for something to keep me busy until the time has 
passed,” and a girl (18) reported that “I try to sleep or go out a bit. Sometimes 
I walk with music.” Others distracted themselves with their mobile phones as 
illustrated by the following quote “I stay by myself and watch stuff on the 
phone” (boy, 15). The following girl (18) demonstrated resourcefulness in 
dealing with loneliness at school:

Well, I keep attending [school] but I don’t do anything. Sometimes I try to 
speak to someone next to me or I try to forget about it, I try to breathe slowly, 
I try to draw if it’s a drawing related subject or I try to listen to music if it’s 
allowed because sometimes, they don’t allow us.

Five adolescents reported active engagement with the challenges at hand 
and tried to resolve problematic situations. For example, a boy (15) addressed 
a problem at school and stated that “if we can resolve it, between me and the 
person, then we do so.” A girl (15) reported standing up for herself when 
harassed in the tram for not speaking German: “I told her that it’s not her 
business to tell us what we do since we are on the street not at school.”

To cope with a challenge, three participants reported changing (or attempt-
ing to change) their mindset. The following girl (15) relied on optimism and 
hope of a better future, reporting that “I convince myself that what is yet to 
come is better, just like that I try to overcome my feelings.” Another partici-
pant (boy, 15) exercised self-control when experiencing discrimination:

I was going to hit him but there are rules here and hitting is not allowed. I 
controlled myself and didn’t hit him, and then it became normal.

Lastly, a girl (18) struggled with her new life in Germany and reflected on 
her experience as follows:
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I am still lost. But sometimes I tell myself I came here, and I have to adjust and 
sometimes I tell myself I have to keep my customs that I was raised with. Yet 
sometimes I see that here is right and there is wrong. Sometimes I see that there 
is right and here is wrong.

Rely on faith.  In some cases, participants used the following terms Thank God 
 These are very common expressions in the ”الحمد لله“ and God willing ”انشالله“
everyday Arabic language, and they do not necessarily have a religious con-
notation. Although they originate from religious Islamic culture, they could 
be used by both religious and not religious individuals. In the statements of 
four adolescents, we noticed that when using these expressions, they did not 
emphasize an exclusive reliance on God nor did they mention them along with 
engagement in religious activities (i.e., prayer, recital of Holy Scriptures). 
Rather, they seemed to convey hope that things will be better in the future as 
illustrated by the following statements by different boys (15) “inshallah I will 
have money,” “I don’t know, I ask God that the nationality [German citizen-
ship] comes quickly,” or “[my dad] tells me by God’s will, we will bring [the 
mother] in 1 or 2 months and I say by God’s will in less than 1 months.”

Discussion

Our study investigated the challenges for Syrian and Iraqi refugee youth in 
Germany and their main coping resources. We prioritized youths’ own per-
spectives (Ryu & Tuvilla, 2018) and used semi-structured interviews and the-
matic analysis, informed by similar studies with refugee youth in Australia 
(Brough et al., 2003; Gifford et al., 2009) and immigrant youth in Malaysia 
(Arbabi et al., 2016). We organized participants’ accounts of their challenges 
into three levels (individual level, immediate social level, and broader soci-
etal level) drawing on Ecological Systems Theory (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 
1998). We inductively grouped coping responses into two main categories: 
rely on self and rely on social support. Next, we discuss our main findings 
from the challenges and coping analyses.

Challenges for Refugee Youth in Germany

On the individual level, refugee youth’s mental health challenges were at 
center stage. Adolescents discussed experiencing stress due to starting a 
new life in Germany, homesickness, alongside challenges with family 
separation and making new friends. When referring to their feelings, 
youth often used words such as “sad,” “bad,” or “not good.” Only one girl 
mentioned experiencing depression and attending psychotherapy. A 
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review on the mental health of Syrian adults affected by armed conflict 
(Hassan et al., 2015) found that they tended to use vague and colloquial 
terms to describe psychological symptoms and placed a stronger empha-
sis on psychosomatic symptoms. Participants in our study did not mention 
mental health challenges relating to war exposure or difficult flight expe-
riences. It should be noted that the interview centered on youth’s life in 
Germany and did not explicitly probe their war or flight experiences. 
Given that we did not conduct a clinical interview, we could not deter-
mine whether youth had in fact experienced traumatic events and/or suf-
fered from mental health disorders. Moreover, the interview was 
conducted by an unfamiliar adult and adolescents may not have wanted to 
share some of their experiences in this context.

On the individual level, youth also mentioned financial strains, in line 
with previous reviews (Alami, 2020; Fazel et  al., 2012). Adolescents wit-
nessed their parents’ financial difficulties who, for example, had to send 
money to family back home. Adolescents also compared their living stan-
dards to those of their peers and were aware of differences in financial 
resources. Such social comparisons are particularly salient for adolescents 
given the significance of peers and peer influence in this developmental 
period (Zarrett & Eccles, 2006).

On the immediate social level, and in line with previous findings from 
refugee youth in Australia (Gifford et al., 2009), school and education were 
highly significant topics for refugee youth. Learning German occupied a 
central place for youth as it affected not only their placement in school 
classes, relationship with teachers, and academic performance, but also had 
potential downstream effects on further educational (e.g., continuing into 
higher education) and vocational opportunities. A German study on access 
to higher education highlighted that education is perceived by refugee stu-
dents not only as a means out of poverty and marginalization in their new 
country, but also as a means to support their families both in the new coun-
try and their home country (Gruttner et  al., 2018). The study’s authors 
assert the need for professional counseling and high-quality language 
courses to support refugee youth on their way to higher education or profes-
sional apprenticeship programs.

Adolescence is a period in which meaningful bonds with friends and 
autonomy from family become increasingly important (Greenfield et  al., 
2003; Lerner & Galambos, 1998; Zarrett & Eccles, 2006). Our participants 
struggled with making new friends and they attributed this to differences 
in age, language and culture. Similar results were reported by a study with 
refugee adolescent girls in Sweden (Bergnehr et  al., 2020) and refugee 
youth in Australia. (Riggs & Due, 2010). They also struggled with main-
taining friendships back home owing to political differences amongst 
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friends, geographical distance, slim chances of reunion, and different living 
conditions. Concerns regarding friendships were more frequently reported 
in our sample than challenges with immediate family, which highlights the 
importance of friends for adolescents in our study. It should be noted, how-
ever, that the majority of youth in our study lived with both parents and that 
those who were separated from immediate family members experienced this 
separation as stressful. Participants’ living conditions, accommodation, was 
also reported as stressful and dissatisfactory due to a lack of a quiet space to 
study, and a private place to be on their own. Similar challenges with accom-
modation centers were reported in a survey study of Arabic speaking refu-
gees in Germany (Georgiadou et al., 2017).

On the broader societal level, participants reported experiencing discrimi-
natory interactions, in the form of verbal and physical abuse, which they 
attributed to their looks or refugee status. Exposure to discrimination has 
been documented as a common and taxing experience that negatively impacts 
refugee youth adaptation (Australia; Buchanan et  al., 2018). Additionally, 
refugees living in shared accommodation reported experiencing more dis-
crimination than those living in private accommodation (Brücker et al., 2016; 
Gurer, 2019). A large survey study in Germany found that around a third of 
those surveyed favored immediate deportation of unaccompanied refugee 
youth and less than a quarter thought that Germany could host more unac-
companied youth (Plener et al., 2017). Germany is not yet considered a mul-
ticultural society based on diversity and policy indexes (Hanke et al., 2017), 
and a preference towards cultural homogeneity and a perception of foreigners 
as threat, rather than an enrichment, could explain negative attitudes in parts 
of the population. Importantly, at the same time, a striking rise of volunteer 
movements has been recorded across different age groups, municipalities, 
cities, and towns in Germany. Volunteers and “welcome initiatives” not only 
filled the gap in providing services for asylum seekers but also created safe 
spaces for them in their neighborhoods and countered right-wing movements 
(Hamann & Karakayali, 2016).

Youth in our study also mentioned challenges with regards to their legal 
status and, in particular, referred to the uncertainty of obtaining a residency 
permit. In Germany, the country of origin of an asylum seeker affects the time 
it takes to process the asylum application and may lead to different pathways 
for obtaining residency permits. Syrians have a much higher chance of get-
ting asylum status than Iraqis (Pro Asyl, 2019). Within our sample, two Iraqi 
participants had their asylum application rejected and were in the process of 
appealing that decision, which took a toll on their overall wellbeing. This is 
in line with recent findings showing a relationship between legal status and 
mental health of asylum seeking children and adolescents in Germany 
(Müller, Büter, et al., 2019; Müller, Gossmann, et al., 2019).
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Taken together, our findings provide valuable insights into refugee adoles-
cents’ lives in a high-income country such as Germany. First, these chal-
lenges mirror two interrelated aspects of refugee youth’s experiences, namely 
their experiences as refugees (e.g., losing contact with significant social net-
works at home, learning a new language) and their experiences as adoles-
cents (e.g., importance of friendships). There is a lack of empirical studies 
examining refugee youth development in the context of cultural transition 
although the significance of such integration has been highlighted in recent 
review articles (Juang et  al., 2018; Lustig, 2010; Ward & Szabó, 2019). 
Second, education was a frequently reported challenge by adolescents in our 
study and one with a large impact on the future aspirations of refugee youth 
in their new countries. Educational challenges, combined with low income, 
inadequate living conditions, uncertainty about their legal status, and an 
exposure to discrimination all affected the quality of life and wellbeing of 
young refugees. Future work could investigate how these challenges develop 
over time and whether they are resolved after a prolonged stay in Germany.

Coping Responses by Refugee Youth

In our analysis of participants’ coping statements, we grouped their strategies 
as “rely on self” and “rely on others” as we were primarily interested in who 
they relied on for support (see also the wording of our question “who helped 
you with this challenge?”). Our participants accessed both social networks and 
inner resources (avoidance, persistence, activity seeking, active engagement) 
to deal with the different challenges they faced, with the exception of economic 
challenges as family support was the only coping resource mentioned there.

Examining cultural variation in coping preferences is important to under-
standing coping in context (Ward & Szabó, 2019), and, to our knowledge, 
there are no previous studies on coping by refugee youth from the Eastern 
Mediterranean region in a high income country like Germany. There are par-
allels between our findings and those of Muller, Brewer, et al. (2019) who 
found that migrant adolescents in the US used emotion focused coping strate-
gies and problem focused coping strategies. In our sample, emotion-based 
strategies included avoidance of and seeking distractions from a challenging 
situation or accessing social support as a source of comfort. Our participants 
also showed problem focused coping by actively attempting to resolve their 
challenges or by accessing social support to access relevant information and 
to better understand a problem.

Previous findings on refugee youth wellbeing emphasized the role of reli-
gion as a protective factor and a coping resource (Alami, 2020; Fazel et al., 
2012). In our study, some participants mentioned God in a vague colloquial 
term “inshallah” which translates to “God’s willing” but did not report 
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resorting to religious practices for dealing with the challenges in their new 
lives. A recent survey in 10 Arabic speaking countries found a decrease in 
youth’s religiosity (Arab Barometer, 2019), which might explain our find-
ings. Similar decline in interest in and practice of religion was also found in 
German youth, although Muslim youth in Germany were in general more 
religious than catholic or protestant youth (Albert et al., 2019).

Our participants referred to online resources such as Google and YouTube 
for help with their studies. In addition, they reported using their phones for 
distraction or for keeping themselves occupied. These accounts reflect a 
common characteristic of their generation which has a constant online pres-
ence through platforms such as YouTube, Instagram, and Snapchat amongst 
others (Parker & Igielnik, 2020). Recent studies showed that Syrian refugee 
youth in Canada used social media for community support (Veronis et al., 
2018) and that refugee youth used the internet as a resource for education 
during their flight journey (Lucić & Liharska, 2019).

Study Limitations and Future Directions

Our results apply to the specific context of Syrian and Iraqi refugee youth 
living in a high-income country and our findings may not generalize beyond 
the characteristics of our study sample and the context of our study. Our sam-
ple of 20 adolescents could be considered relatively small. Past qualitative 
research with refugee youth and adults has reported sample sizes ranging 
from 24 to 67 participants (Baolian Qin, 2009; Gurer, 2019; Muller, Brewer, 
et al., 2019). However, it is important to highlight that many of these studies 
included a wide range of countries of origin (e.g., Brough et al., 2003; Gurer, 
2019; Muller et al., 2019), whereas our sample consisted of adolescents from 
“only” two countries of origin. Moreover, we had initially planned to focus 
on participants from Berlin but experienced difficulties in recruiting suffi-
cient numbers of participants and consequently expanded our recruiting 
efforts to the neighboring city of Potsdam. It is worth mentioning that Berlin, 
the capital of Germany, is larger and more culturally and ethnically diverse 
than Potsdam. The two cities could therefore provide different experiences 
for newcomer refugee youth. Furthermore, it is unclear how the experiences 
of refugee youth in our study would relate to experiences of those settling in 
other parts of Germany (e.g., more rural parts). Future research could inves-
tigate the impact of location of residence in more detail.

Our interviews varied in length between participants and, although all par-
ticipants answered all of the interview questions, some of them went into 
more detail than others. It is possible that participants’ young age and unfa-
miliarity with a one-to-one interview setting might have had an effect on the 
interview length. A longer, more in-depth interview might have provided 
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more nuanced insights into youth’s experiences but may have necessitated a 
smaller sample size due to added transcription and coding workload. 
Generally, sharing details about interview-length, though uncommon in pre-
vious studies, provides transparency about the method and can inform future 
researchers’ data collection plan and analysis method.

Our study offers a snapshot in time of refugee youth’s experiences in 
Germany but did not follow up for a second (or third) interview. Longitudinal 
studies can address questions such as how post-migration challenges change 
over time (Chung et al., 2021) and whether said challenges correspond with 
main developmental tasks. For example, adolescents may perceive making 
friends as a main challenge, but as young adults they might be more con-
cerned about accessing the job market. Future research could examine the 
role of length of stay on refugee youth’s experiences and further help to 
inform future interventions and services supporting refugee youth.

Conclusion

Results from the current study highlight education, psychological wellbeing, 
friendship, accommodation and discrimination as major challenges for Syrian 
and Iraqi refugee youth in Germany. Refugee youth in our study demon-
strated nuanced coping as they relied on social networks and themselves 
(including avoidance, persistence, activity seeking, active engagement) to 
mitigate the challenges of their new life. Overall, our study indicates that 
educational settings could be fruitful targets for programs aiming to support 
refugee youth and to improve their well-being. Schools could also serve as 
places to actively engage refugee and non-refugee students in programs 
aimed at understanding their diverse experiences and countering discrimina-
tory behavior (e.g., Juang et al., 2020). Such programs could provide space 
for refugee youth to create their own narratives by emphasizing their strengths 
and unique experiences, challenging the deficit view of refugee youth (Ryu 
& Tuvilla, 2018). This could help in promoting a shift from focusing on chal-
lenges and risks towards acknowledging (refugee and non-refugee) students’ 
capacities and strengths (Riggs & Due, 2010).

Recent reports forecast increases in migration in the coming decades due 
to the climate emergency (Xu et al., 2020) and economic and political insta-
bilities (Hodal, 2019). Migration and subsequent acculturative challenges 
may hence become a common experience for many youth world-wide. 
Results from our study may help to better understand the experience of youth 
migrating to high income countries such as Germany and support their adap-
tation and wellbeing.
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Notes

1.	 “The purpose of this Regulation, adopted in 2003, is to determine which State 
is responsible for processing an asylum application. Normally this is the State 
where the asylum seeker first entered the EU” (UNHCR & ECRE, n.d.). 

2.	 2017 and 2018 are the years of data collection for this study.
3.	 Comparing the prevalence of mental health disorders between newcomers and 

the general population might not be accurate. Groups of veterans and domes-
tic violence survivors, for example, might provide a more informed comparison 
(Hameed et al., 2018).

4.	 Knowledge of the field of psychology and specific psychological terminology is 
not common in Syria and Iraq. Therefore, the interviewer explained that psychol-
ogy is a field of science focused on the study of thoughts, feelings and behav-
ior and that some psychologists work in counseling and therapy, while others, 
such as the interviewer, work in research to increase our understanding of these 
phenomena.

5.	 For example, there are multiple ways to spell the first author’s name (in Arabic
.in Roman letters: Lina, Lena, and Leena ( لينا

6.	 Most security guards working in refugee accommodation centers have a refugee 
or migration background themselves.
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