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Residential trajectories of refugees  
in Germany

by Kerstin Tanis

At a glance

 � Based on data from the IAB-BAMF-SOEP survey of 
refugees, it can be seen that the majority of refugees 
who entered Germany between the beginning of 2013 
and the end of 2016 had already moved more than 
once by the time of the 2019 survey. This applies in 
particular to persons who entered before 2016 and 
have a protection status. 

 � The length of stay in the first accommodation, which 
is often a reception centre, is polarised: Many peo-
ple leave the reception centres after less than three 
months, others stay longer than 18 months. 

 � The main reason for relocation in 2019 is allocation 
by authorities. However, there are already first signs 
that the reasons for moving are becoming increasingly 
individualised. 

 �When looking at the distance of relocation, it be-
comes clear that refugees often change their place of 
residence and not only their accommodation. 

 � The analysis of the transitions from shared to private 
accommodation of persons with protection status 
shows that in 2019 most of them are already living 
in private accommodation. Persons whose asylum 
application was decided after 2016, who are younger 
and have no children, change from shared to private 
accommodation comparatively late.
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Introduction

Residence defines the centre of life for every person. 
Numerous studies show that the housing situation 
is an important determinant in the integration pro-
cess, especially for immigrants and their descendants 
(Braun/Dwenger 2020; Bratsberg/Ferwerda/Finseraas/
Kotsadam 2020; Edin/Fredriksson/Åslund: 2004; Proi-
etti/Veneri: 2018). Since the housing situation can only 
be shaped individually to a limited extent, the desire 
for change can often only be realised through a move. 
A change of location and/or residence therefore offers 
the opportunity to bring the housing situation in line 
with individual living conditions or needs.

Compared to other (migrant and non-migrant) 
population groups, however, the housing situation of 
refugees1 is special, as both the place of residence and 
the type of accommodation in Germany are regulated 
by law, at least in the short term.2 Especially directly 
after their entry, the housing conditions of refugees 
are strongly influenced by official allocation. Howev-
er, with increasing duration of stay and recognition 
of a protection status, these restrictions are steadily 
loosened and increasingly reflect individual needs. This 
brief analysis explains and analyses for the first time in 
detail how the relevant legal regulations determine the 
housing histories3 of refugees since their arrival.

To this end, the first part comprehensively examines 
the currently applicable legal regulations. Subsequent-
ly, various characteristics of the residential history will 
be empirically examined: The question of the extent to 
which refugees are mobile and which socio-structural 
characteristics favour or reduce relocations will be 
investigated. In order to be able to make differentiated 
statements about the proportion of relocations due to 
allocation by authorities, the reasons for relocation are 
then analysed and differentiated according to cross-lo-
cal and intra-local relocations. Finally, it is important 
to examine the connection between the length of stay 
in collective accommodation until moving into private 
flats and socio-demographic characteristics. On the 
one hand, the results are of particular interest for the 
design of legal regulations, on the other hand, they 

1 The terms refugees and protection seekers are not used here 
in the legal sense, but as collective terms for persons who have 
applied for asylum in Germany, regardless of whether or how 
this application was decided (for a detailed description of the 
population considered here: Kroh et al. 2016).

2 The housing situation of refugees in 2016 or its development 
from 2016 to 2018 is comprehensively analysed in the BAMF 
brief analyses by Baier and Siegert (2018) and Tanis (2020).

3 The term "housing history" covers all places, accommodation 
and flats up to 2019 that the respondents have lived in since 
their arrival in Germany. 

also show potentials for support in the integration 
process.

The analyses consider data from the IAB-BAMF-SOEP 
survey of refugees (Kroh et al. 2016, see Infobox) with 
persons of age at the time of entry who entered Ger-
many from the beginning of 2013 to the end of 2016 
and filed an asylum application. The analysis is based 
on a retrospective additional survey of residential 
history in the survey year 2019, in which each place of 
residence was queried including the respective length 
of stay, type of accommodation and reason for the 
move since arrival in Germany. The survey was limited 
to 15 dwellings. The maximum number of flats indicat-
ed by a respondent is ten.

Current legal regulations on the 
residential mobility of refugees

Due to legal regulations, the residential mobility of 
refugees is not directly comparable to that of other 
(migrant) population groups. In order to be able to 
understand the residential histories of refugees, the 
following is a simplified explanation of the current4 
legislation for refugees. Figure 1 provides a condensed 
overview. The degree of restriction on residential 
(place) mobility decreases from left to right.

The vast majority of asylum seekers in Germany fall 
under Section 14 (1) AsylG.5 This means that they have 
to file their asylum application at a branch office of 
the Federal Office and report in person at a reception 
centre (Section 22 (1) AsylG). There they are taken in 
or forwarded to another competent reception cen-
tre (Section 22 (2) AsylG). Upon filing an application, 
these persons are then at the same time subject to a 
housing obligation in the assigned reception facility 
(Section 47 AsylG). In 2019, the obligation to live in the 
initial reception facility was extended to regularly up 
to eighteen months. However, if certain obligations to 
cooperate are disregarded6 , the maximum limit can be 
extended indefinitely. Various family constellations re-
main exempt from this tightening. For asylum seekers 
with minor children, the time limit is reduced to up to 
six months.

4 The period considered covers the years 2013 to 2019. During 
this period, the relevant legal regulations were amended several 
times, for example by the Act to Improve the Enforcement of 
the Obligation to Leave the Country or the Integration Act.

5 This does not include, for example, asylum applicants who have 
a residence title of more than six months (cf. Section 14 (2) 
AsylG).

6 This concerns, for example, the obligation to cooperate in the 
procurement of identity papers (section 15 (2) sentence 6 AsylG).



3BAMF Brief Analysis 01|2022

The IAB-BAMF-SOEP survey of refugees is conduct-
ed since 2016 as a nationwide longitudinal survey of 
persons who came to Germany between 1 January 
2013 and 31 December 2016 and applied for asylum 
here, regardless of the course and outcome of the 
asylum procedure. Thus, both persons who were in 
the asylum procedure (asylum seekers) and those 
who had already been granted protection status were 
taken into account. Furthermore, persons were inter-
viewed whose asylum application had been rejected, 
but whose departure or deportation had been sus-
pended for various reasons and who had therefore 
predominantly received a toleration (Duldung) (Kroh 
et al. 2016). In addition, the household members 
of these persons are also interviewed. The basis for 
the sampling was the Central Register of Foreigners 

(AZR). When statistical weighting procedures are 
used, the results obtained are representative for the 
households of the population delimited above (for 
a detailed description of the sampling: Kroh et al. 
2016, Kühne et al. 2019; Jacobsen et al. 2019).

The survey programme is comparatively extensive 
(Kroh et al. 2016), which allows a comprehensive 
analysis of the living conditions of the refugees. In 
the analyses, it is therefore possible to consider a va-
riety of relevant characteristics, such as time of entry, 
gender, age, country of origin, level of education or 
residence status.

All data refer to self-assessments by the refugees.

Infobox: The IAB-BAMF-SOEP survey of refugees

Figure 1: Overview of the current legal regulations on the residential mobility of refugees

Housing obligation 
Section 47 AsylG

 � Applicants for asylum 
according to Section14 
(1) AsylG

 � Housing obligation in 
reception facilities

 � Spatial restriction  
(Section 56 AsylG)

Residence requirement 
Section 60 AsylG

 � Refugees without  
compulsory residence 
and without secure 
means of subsistence

 � Distribution within the 
country to districts of 
the foreigners author-
ity and compulsory 
residence in shared or 
private accommodation

Residence regulation 
Section 12a AufenthG

 � (certain) persons with 
protection status

 � “Provision of adequate 
housing”, usually private 
accommodation

 � Obligation to reside 
in the Federal Land to 
which the person has 
been assigned for the 
purpose of carrying out 
the asylum procedure 
(if applicable, also 
assignment of place of 
residence)

Source: Own representation

If persons are obliged to live in a reception centre, they 
face also a spatial restriction (Section 56 AsylG). The 
so-called residence obligation regulates the move-
ment radius of the persons concerned. Consequently, 
persons in reception facilities are not only restricted 
in their residential mobility, but also in their general 
mobility.7

7  Pursuant to Section 57 of the Asylum Act, the Federal Office 
may allow a foreign person who is obliged to reside in a recep-
tion centre to temporarily leave the area of validity of the resi-
dence permit if compelling reasons so require.

After expiry of the housing obligation8 , refugees 
are generally no longer obliged to live in a recep-
tion centre. In most cases, the applicants are further 
distributed within the federal state after being accom-

8 The obligation to live in a reception centre ends after a maxi-
mum of 18 months pursuant to Section 47 (1) sentence 1. Or 
if the foreigner is obliged to live in another place or in another 
accommodation, has been granted a protection status, or fulfils 
the requirements for the granting of a residence title according 
to the Residence Act after marriage in the Federal territory (Sec-
tion 48 Asylum Act).
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modated in the reception centres (Section 50 AsylG). 
In this process, the Land authorities decide whether 
accommodation is provided in shared accommodation 
or permission is granted to take a private flat. Persons 
who are not or no longer obliged to live in a reception 
centre and who at the same time are unable to support 
themselves independently also receive a residence re-
quirement from their competent immigration depart-
ment in accordance with Section 60 AsylG. This means 
that refugees are further distributed by the responsible 
municipalities to smaller communal accommodations 
or private flats, where they must then take up resi-
dence.

Until 2016, asylum seekers were free to choose where 
to live from the moment they received a positive asy-
lum decision, i.e. when they were granted protection 
status. In summer 2016, the Integration Act also sig-
nificantly restricted the residential mobility of refugees 
with protection status. According to Section 12a of 
the Residence Act, beneficiaries of protection are now 
legally obliged to take up residence in the federal state 
to which they have been assigned for the purpose 
of carrying out their asylum procedure (section 12a 
(1) sentence 1 AufenthG). Furthermore, the federal 
states may, at their own discretion, make additional 
allocations to a certain place of residence (section 12a 
(2) sentence 1 Residence Act). As a rule, beneficiaries 
of protection are therefore regionally restricted in 
their choice of place of residence for a maximum of 
three years after recognition. The residence regulation 

according to section 12a AufenthG pursues, among 
other things, the goal of “providing adequate housing” 
to promote sustainable integration. The residence 
regulation therefore still restricts recognised refugees 
in their residential mobility geographically, but not to a 
specific accommodation. Only after expiry of the resi-
dence regulation can persons with protection status be 
said to have unrestricted mobility decisions to satisfy 
individual needs and preferences (depending on their 
financial situation).

In summary, the residence of refugees is determined 
by law (in the short term) during and after their asylum 
procedure. This means that refugees are assigned to 
certain places of residence and accommodation by 
authorities and have no (unrestricted) freedom of 
mobility. While tolerated persons9 are affected by resi-
dence restrictions in the long term, these usually cease 
to apply to recognized refugees after three years after 
their asylum application has been approved, unless 
there are exceptions10.

9 Tolerated persons are foreigners who are obliged to leave the 
country and whose deportation has been temporarily suspended 
(Section 60a AufenthG). Accordingly, they are not entitled to 
protection.

10 The residence regulation does not apply if, for example, a min-
imum subsistence income from employment subject to social 
insurance contributions or the commencement of vocational 
training or studies is available (Section 12a (1) sentence 2 
AufenthG). It may also be waived upon application, for example 
to avoid hardship (Section 12a (5) AufenthG).

Infobox: Historical development of section 47 of the Asylum Act  
„Obligation to live in reception facilities”

1992: The Act on the Reorganisation of the Asylum 
Procedure of 26 June 1992 introduced the accommo-
dation of asylum seekers in central reception centres 
of the Länder for a period of six weeks, but no longer 
than three months.

2015: With the Asylum Procedure Acceleration Act of 
20 October 2015, the maximum length of stay for asy-
lum seekers in initial reception centres was increased 
from three to six months. In addition, persons from 
so-called safe countries of origin11 were obliged to live 
there for an unlimited period of time. 

11 The following are considered safe countries of origin: the Mem-
ber States of the European Union, Albania, Bosnia and Herzego-
vina, Ghana, Kosovo, Macedonia, the former Yugoslav Republic 
of, Montenegro, Senegal and Serbia.

2017: The Act on the Better Enforcement of the 
Obligation to Leave the Country (Gesetz zur besser-
en Durchsetzung der Ausreisepflicht) of 20 July 2017 
introduced a limitation of the duration of stay in initial 
reception facilities to a maximum of 24 months in 
extreme cases.

2019: The Second Act on Better Enforcement of the 
Obligation to Leave the Country (Zweite Gesetz zur 
besseren Durchsetzung der Ausreisepflicht) of 20 Au-
gust 2019 extended the central housing obligation in 
the initial reception centre to regularly up to eighteen 
months; if certain obligations to cooperate are not 
met, the maximum limit is dropped entirely. Various 
family constellations remain exempt from this tight-
ening. 
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These legal regulations, their historical development 
and their consequences for the housing history of refu-
gees must be taken into account when interpreting the 
following results. It should also be mentioned that due 
to the extraordinary conditions resulting from the very 
high numbers of asylum seekers arriving in 2015 and 
2016, there are no ideal-typical histories, especially 
with regard to the first type of accommodation (central 
initial reception centre or decentralised shared or pri-
vate accommodation). Many refugees were distributed 
ad hoc to where free accommodation capacities were 
available, and temporary accommodation (emergency 
accommodation) may also have been set up (Baier/Sie-
gert 2018). In addition, when interpreting the results, 
it must be taken into account that serious differences 
(e.g. in accommodation type and equipment) prevail 
in initial and follow-up accommodation between the 
federal states and over time (Wendel 2014; Aumüller 
et al. 2015).

Mobility frequency

In view of the explanations on the legal regulations for 
the residential mobility of refugees, it can be assumed 
in most cases that refugees, regardless of the outcome 
of their asylum procedure, move at least once after 
being accommodated in an initial reception centre. 
Specifically, this is the move from the reception centre 
to a usually decentralised follow-up accommodation in 
the municipalities, which usually falls under the hous-
ing obligation in the case of a negative outcome of the 
asylum procedure and under the residence regulation 
in the case of a positive outcome. Many NGOs distin-
guish here between the term “placing”, which is used 
primarily for centralised accommodation, and the term 
“living”, which is used for accommodation in decen-
tralised communal or private accommodation (Hinger/
Schäfer 2017).

The empirical analysis of the frequency of relocation 
based on the data of the IAB-BAMF-SOEP survey of 
refugees confirms this assumption: The vast major-
ity of refugees were mobile at least once during the 
observation period (Figure 2). A differentiation of the 
mobile persons according to the number of times 
they moved shows that about one third of all per-
sons moved once and another third twice. One in five 
people moved three times (22%) and 16% moved four 
times or more.

Figure 2: Proportion of people by mobility and by number 
of moves (in percent)

Source: IAB-BAMF-SOEP survey of refugees 2019. Retrospective 
survey of housing history. 

Basis: 3,208 or 2,613 persons (data weighted).

16.8%

30.4%

32.4%

21.6%

15.7%

83.2%

Number of removals

Immobile Mobile

1

2
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However, it also shows that around 17% of the re-
spondents have never moved, i.e. belong to the group 
of immobile people. Since only people who immigrat-
ed between 2013 and 2016 inclusive and were inter-
viewed in 2019 are included in the analysis, this means 
that approximately one in five respondents (still) lives 
in their first accommodation. This may be due to a va-
riety of reasons, but in this analysis only the following 
two hypotheses are explored. Firstly, it is conceivable 
that the year of arrival has an influence on mobility: In 
particular, people who immigrated in 2016 or later are 
increasingly subject to legal restrictions, which leads 
to a higher proportion of (involuntary) immobility. 
In addition, those who arrived later had less time to 
move by the time of the survey in 2019. Alternative-
ly, secondly, it may also be a matter of persons who 
have not received recognition and/or persons who do 
not fulfil certain obligations to cooperate and whose 
obligation to live in the reception centre has therefore 
been extended indefinitely. In order to test the two 
hypotheses, Figure 3 and Figure 4 map mobility by year 
of arrival and residence status. Both hypotheses seem 
to be true: Both those who arrived in 2016 and those 
with toleration have a significantly higher proportion 
of immobility than the comparison groups.12

12 Another obvious explanation for the relatively high proportion 
of immigrants could be that these are people who come from 
safe countries of origin and have to stay in reception centres 
until they are deported (section 47 (1a) sentence 1 Asylum Act). 
However, this hypothesis does not tend to apply in the present 
analysis, as only 1% of all respondents come from such a coun-
try. 
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In addition to these considerations, the relatively high 
number of immobile persons who have lived in their first 
accommodation for at least three years since their entry 
can be explained by possible problems in the data collec-
tion: The residence biography was collected retrospec-
tively, which means that it is assumed that all respondents 
remember their residences fully and in the correct order, 
even if they were only of very short duration (like a few 
days). Due to a possible “non-remembrance” of such 
shorter residences, it can be assumed that the proportion 
of persons without a move is distorted and somewhat too 
high. This must also be taken into account when interpret-
ing the results.

Figure 3: Proportion of (im)mobile persons by year of 
arrival (in percent)

Source: IAB-BAMF-SOEP survey of refugees 2019. Retrospective 
survey of residential history. 

Base: 3,125 (data weighted), of which 4.4% arrived in 2013, 14.6% in 
2014, 59.6% in 2015 and 21.4% in 2016.

16.4 13.7 11.0
25.5

83.6 86.4 89.0
74.5
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20%

40%
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80%

100%
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Immobile Mobile

Figure 4: Proportion of (im)mobile persons by residence 
status (in percent)

Source: IAB-BAMF-SOEP survey of refugees 2019. Retrospective 
survey of residential history, residence status in 2019. 

Basis: 3,079 persons (data weighted), of whom 9.5% are in the  
procedure, 85.2% with protection status and 5.4% with toleration.
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In addition to the frequency of moves, the respective time 
of a move is also of particular interest when analysing 
housing histories. As already explained, the first accom-
modation that refugees occupy is usually a central initial 
reception facility. In principle, the stay is (currently) limited 
to a maximum of 18 months. The question now arises as 
to when refugees move for the first time. Figure 5 shows 
the length of stay in the first accommodation among 
mobile persons. It shows that half of the first moves take 
place within the first quarter after arrival (50%). Thus, 7% 
of the refugees move in the same month, around a quarter 
(23%) stay in their first accommodation for one month 
and a further 13% for two months. For almost 40 % of the 
respondents, however, the first move lasted longer than six 
months, for 30 % one and a half years or longer.

In summary, it can be said that the majority of refugees are 
mobile or have to be mobile due to official allocations. This 
applies in particular to persons who entered the country 
before 2016 and have a protection status. Among the mo-
bile persons, a clear polarisation can be seen in the length 
of stay in the first accommodation: While almost half of all 
respondents leave the first accommodation within three 
months, almost 30% stay in the accommodation for longer 
than 18 months.
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Reasons for moving

As already mentioned several times, both the housing 
situation and the relocation behaviour of persons with 
a refugee background are largely determined by legal 
regulations, especially at the beginning of their stay. If 
refugees are no longer subject to external regulations, 
it can be assumed that the housing situation and rea-
sons for moving will increasingly be based on individual 
preferences:

On the one hand, relocation serves to satisfy needs. For 
example, the need for a larger or better-equipped flat can 
lead to a move, as can the change to a preferred place 
of residence that offers certain opportunities for leisure 
activities, proximity to family members or acquaintanc-
es, or even to shops specific to the country of origin. In 
addition to these housing-related motives, there are also 
reasons for moving that can be attributed less to hous-
ing conditions and more to the living circumstances of 
persons or households. Examples of this would be the 
merging of individual households or taking up a new oc-
cupation. According to this, spatial mobility always occurs 
when living conditions and housing conditions come into 
conflict with each other (Scheider 1997). 

In the present analysis, a significant majority of respond-
ents (86 %) state that they moved into their first accom-
modation (2013-2016) because it was assigned to them 
by the authorities. This corresponds to the statements 
made above that the majority of refugees in Germany 
are initially subject to a housing obligation. 6 % stated 

other reasons and 4 % of the respondents stated “family 
members” as the main reason for moving into the first 
accommodation. As already explained above, section 
50 (4) sentence 5 of the Asylum Act, which allows close 
family members to express their wishes for allocation, 
may apply to family members in the allocation decision. 
Consequently, refugees can express a wish for allocation 
before the internal distribution within the country after 
the housing obligation has ceased.

When looking at the accommodation occupied in the last 
year of observation (2019), it is noticeable that official as-
signment continues to be the most frequently mentioned 
reason for moving overall (51 %) (Figure 6). Both mobile 
and non-mobile persons fall into this category. A differ-
entiated analysis of mobile persons shows a very similar 
picture (50 %). However, with a significant increase of 19 
percentage points, other reasons13 are now the second 
most important reason for moving (25 %). At 6% each, 
the move was due to family members or for professional 
reasons. In the case of the latter, it is evident that legal 
restrictions on residence can be lifted by means of a 
special regulation as soon as refugees are in employment 
that meets their needs. In addition, many of the refugees 
who immigrated between 2013 and 2016 inclusive are no 
longer subject to any restrictions. The fact that more and 
more refugees are free to choose their place of residence 
in 2019 is also reflected in the fact that the reasons “prac-

13 Other reasons" can include, for example, the desire to live in a 
private flat, the landlord's own needs, disputes with neighbours, 
building defects, health problems due to mould, for example, or 
the desire to be able to keep pets.

Figure 5: Proportion of mobile persons by length of stay in first accommodation in months (in percent)

Source: IAB-BAMF-SOEP survey of refugees 2019. Retrospective survey of housing history. 

Basis: 2,143 persons (data weighted). Median: 4 months. Mean: 16 months. Values below 3 % are not shown. 

Note: The bars indicate the shares per month in percent, the line indicates their cumulative shares. The sudden jump in the line after 18 months 
is due to the aggregation of months 19 to maximum.
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tical location” (5%) and “friends and acquaintances” (3%) 
have gained in importance for choosing a new place of 
residence. Since fewer and fewer refugees are subject to 
legal restrictions on where they can live as their length of 
stay increases, it can be assumed that these reasons will 
also become more important in the future when it comes 
to choosing a place to live. 

With regard to the reasons for moving, it can be sum-
marised that refugees continue to move and take up 
residence at least three years after their entry, mainly due 
to official assignment. However, with increasing length of 
stay and an increasing number of people who have a free 
choice of residence, this external reason loses importance 
and individual reasons become more important.

Moving distance and direction

In addition to the frequency of moves, the length of 
stay in the first accommodation and the reasons for 
moving, the distance travelled is also important in the 
analysis of residential mobility patterns. A distinction 
must be made here between intra-regional (local/
near-regional moves) and inter-regional moves. While 
in the former only the dwelling is changed, in the 
case of interregional moves the location also changes. 
Depending on the distance between the old and the 
new place of residence, the living environment and the 
associated infrastructure (e.g. urban vs. rural region) 
as well as the social network change. This is not, or at 
least usually less, the case with local moves.

Figure 7 shows that in more than two out of three 
(70%) of the moves that took place, not only a change 
of residence but also a change of location was carried 

out. In one out of three moves, refugees only changed 
their flat, but not their place of residence, and thus 
retained their further living environment as well as any 
existing local acquaintances and friendships (30%). 

If the reasons for moving are further differentiated 
according to inner-city and interregional moves, signif-
icant differences can be seen (Figure 8). Moves due to 
family members (55 %) or low rents (62 %) mostly take 
place in the same locality. On the other hand, mobility 
due to assignment by public authorities mainly leads 
to a move that is also associated with a change of 
location.

When looking at the distance of relocation, it becomes 
clear that most refugees not only change their accom-

Figure 6: Proportion of people by reason for moving (in percent)

Source: IAB-BAMF-SOEP survey of refugees 2019. Retrospective survey of housing history. 

Basis: 3,183 and 3,166 and 2,586 persons respectively (data weighted). Values below 3 % are not shown.
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modation, but also their place of residence. Most of 
these moves are the result of an assignment by the 
authorities. The consequences of these changes of 
location are closely linked to the respective length of 
stay: For example, many changes of location and short 
periods of residence can lead to people not being able 
to build up local social networks. A possible negative 
consequence of frequent cross-location moves would 
therefore be fewer opportunities for social integra-
tion or continuous participation in measures, e.g. an 
integration course.

In addition to the moving distance, the direction of the 
moves is also an important feature for the description 
of residential histories.14 The initial regional distribu-
tion of asylum seekers is based on the Königsstein Key. 
The distribution quota is generally determined annu-
ally by the Federal Government-Länder Commission15 
and determines what proportion of asylum seekers 
each Federal Land takes in. This is to ensure an appro-
priate and fair distribution among the federal states 
(BAMF 2021). Among the Flächenländer, most asylum 
seekers are distributed among the western Länder of 

14 The regional mobility within Germany of refugees with pro-
tection status is examined in detail in the BAMF publication by 
Weber (2022). 

15 The distribution ratio is made up of two-thirds tax revenue and 
one-third population of the Länder (cf. https://www.bamf.de/
DE/Themen/AsylFluechtlingsschutz/AblaufAsylverfahrens/
Erstverteilung/erstverteilung-node.html [15.11.2021]).

North Rhine-Westphalia, Bavaria and Baden-Würt-
temberg. The smallest number of protection seekers 
to be accepted will be allocated to the eastern federal 
states of Mecklenburg-Western Pomerania, Thuringia 
and Saxony-Anhalt. As a rule, refugees have to take 
up residence in the federal state to which they were 
assigned during their asylum procedure, also after 
the procedure. When relocation within Germany is 
possible depends on the year of recognition. Thus, for 
persons with protection status whose recognition took 
place before 2016, relocation across federal state bor-
ders was possible directly from the time of recognition. 
For refugees whose protection status was recognised 
in 2016 or later, relocations between the federal states 
are currently only possible after the expiry of the resi-
dence regulation that applies to them. 

If we look at the percentage change in the number of 
refugees by first and current accommodation across 
the federal states, we see that some states achieve 
migration gains and others migration losses (Figure 9). 
The federal state with the most inflows is the city state 
of Berlin (+3 percentage points), followed by Lower 
Saxony (+2 percentage points). In third place is an east-
ern federal state, Brandenburg (+1 percentage point). 
Here it can be assumed that the influx is determined 
in particular by the spatial proximity to Berlin and the 
comparatively cheap rents. The largest migration loss 
between initial accommodation and current accom-
modation is achieved by North Rhine-Westphalia 

Figure 8: Proportion of people by reason for moving and moving distance (in percent)

Source: IAB-BAMF-SOEP survey of refugees 2019. Retrospective survey of housing history. 

Basis: 5,832 observations (data weighted).
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(-3 percentage points), followed by Schleswig-Holstein 
(-2 percentage points) and the city state of Bremen 
(-1 percentage point).

Transitions from collective to  
private accommodation for  
persons with protection status

An important parameter when researching housing 
histories is the type of accommodation. It can be 
assumed that people in shared accommodation want 
to move quickly into private flats (Baraulina/Bitterwolf 
2016). A comparison of the first with the current ac-
commodation shows that many refugees have already 
succeeded in moving into private accommodation or 

have been allocated such accommodation by munici-
palities (see also Tanis 2020). Only refugees who have 
been granted protection status are included in the 
following analysis, as persons whose protection status 
has been rejected usually remain in shared accom-
modation until they leave the country, which would 
distort the results.16

While the vast majority (81%) of persons with pro-
tection status were initially accommodated in shared 
accommodation after their arrival in Germany, in 2019 
only one in four refugees (24%) still lives in such ac-

16 Persons whose obligation to leave the country has been sus-
pended (tolerated persons) can move into private accommo-
dation if their livelihood is secure (section 61 (1d) sentence 1 
Residence Act). Due to the low number of cases, however, this 
group of persons cannot be analysed multivariately at this point.

Figure 9: Percentage change in distribution among the federal states according to first and current accommodation  
(in percentage points)

Source: IAB-BAMF-SOEP survey of refugees 2019. Retrospective survey of housing history. 

Basis: 3,163 or 1,981 persons (data weighted).
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commodation (Figure 10). If only the accommodation 
of persons who were mobile during the period under 
consideration is considered, the proportion is reduced 
by a further two percentage points to 22%. In other 
words, of the protection seekers who arrived between 
2013 and 2016, around one in four to one in five has 
still been living in shared accommodation for up to six 
years in 2019.

If the transition to private housing is successful, the 
previous duration of residence in collective accom-
modation is of particular analytical interest. Figure 11 
shows for the group of persons with protection status 
who moved into private accommodation during the 
observation period how long they lived in collective ac-
commodation before moving. Due to the data situation, 
it is unfortunately not possible to differentiate whether 
the length of stay reflects the free capacities of the 
municipalities in private accommodation or the extent 
of access to the private housing market for refugees. 
Around one in ten refugees with protection status 
moves from shared accommodation (9%) to private 
accommodation within the same month (2%) or after 
one month at the latest. Overall, every third person with 
protection status (32%) leaves the collective accom-
modation within the first six months. Almost half of all 
refugees (48%) who moved into private accommodation 
did so within one year. Consequently, the majority of 
persons with protection status living in private accom-
modation in 2019 (52%) have lived in shared accommo-
dation for longer than twelve months before moving 
into this private accommodation.

The extent to which the length of stay in shared 
accommodation is related to socio-demographic 
characteristics of the refugees is shown in Figure 12. 
It shows the regression coefficients of a multivariate 
OLS regression. The variable to be explained is the 
“length of stay in shared accommodation until moving 
to private accommodation in months”. Explanato-
ry variables are gender (female/male), age in years, 

Figure 10: Proportion of persons with protection status by 
type of accommodation (in percent)

Source: IAB-BAMF-SOEP survey of refugees 2019. Retrospective 
survey of housing history. 

Basis: 2,666 and 2,663 and 2,186 persons respectively  
(data weighted). Values below 3 % are not shown.
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presence of children (yes/no), duration of education in 
years (school and training), year of receipt of asylum 
decision (before 2016/2016 and later) as well as a 
dummy variable indicating whether the person resides 
in a western or eastern federal state. 

There is no significant correlation between gender, 
length of education and residence in a western/
eastern federal state and the length of stay in shared 
accommodation. This means that women and men as 
well as lower and higher educated persons, controlling 
for the other characteristics in the model, live in 
shared accommodation for about the same amount of 
time before moving into private housing. Older people 
and people with children (regardless of gender) move 
into private housing more quickly than younger people 
or people without children (negative correlation). With 
each additional year of life, adults spend about 0.2 
months less in shared accommodation. Persons with 
children move out of shared accommodation about 
three months earlier than persons without children. 
There is a positive correlation between the length of 
stay in shared accommodation and asylum decisions 
issued after 2015. Persons whose asylum cases were 
decided in 2016 or later lived in shared accommoda-
tion for approximately two and a half months longer 
than persons whose asylum decision was issued 

before 2016. This may be a direct consequence of 
the described amendment of section 47 AsylG on the 
obligation to live.

The analysis of the transitions from shared to private 
accommodation shows that the majority of refugees 
have already made the transition. However, a non-neg-
ligible proportion of refugees who moved between 
2013 and 2016 still remain in collective accommo-
dation (22% and 24% respectively). The multivariate 
regression analysis of persons with protection status 
indicates that these are mainly persons whose asylum 
application was decided after 2016, who tend to be 
younger and childless.

Summary

This brief analysis provides initial empirical findings on 
the residential history of refugees who arrived in Ger-
many between 2013 and 2016 inclusive. The analyses 
consistently show that their residential history in 2019 
was still strongly determined by the legal restrictions 
on residential mobility. However, initial tendencies are 
already discernible that suggest an increasing individu-
alisation of the reasons for moving. This becomes clear 
when comparing the first and current accommodation: 

Figure 12: Correlations between length of stay in collective accommodation and socio-demographic characteristics of 
persons with protection status (linear regression analysis, coefficients)

Source: IAB-BAMF-SOEP survey of refugees 2019. Retrospective survey of housing history. 

Basis: 803 persons. 

Note: Linear regression analysis (R²: 0.0391). The dots indicate the respective value of the coefficients, the blue lines stand for the corresponding 
95 % confidence interval. Filled dots indicate a significant correlation with a p-value <0.05, unfilled dots indicate an insignificant correlation 
(p-value>0.05). Points to the left of the red line indicate a negative correlation, i.e. the length of stay in community shelters is shortened; points 
to the right of the line indicate a positive correlation, i.e. the length of stay in community shelters is lengthened.
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More and more people say that they moved because 
friends or acquaintances are nearby or because the 
location is convenient. 

The majority of refugees have moved at least once in 
the observation period since their entry until 2019. 
This applies in particular to persons who did not enter 
in 2016 but between 2013 and 2016 and who have a 
protection status. Many persons move quickly after 
arrival, others stay longer than 18 months in the first 
accommodation. Moves currently (still) take place 
mainly due to official allocation. When looking at the 
distance of the move, it becomes clear that refugees 
often change not only the accommodation, but also 
the place of residence. The analysis of the transitions 
from shared to private accommodation shows that 
the majority of persons with protection status have 
already made the transition. Especially persons whose 
asylum application was decided after 2016 and who 
tend to be younger and childless seem to need more 
time to move into private accommodation. 

The consequences of housing histories for the inte-
gration process of refugees must be researched in 
the future. Studies are conceivable that examine the 
connection between the change of residence/location 
ordered by the authorities and social integration, or 
that shed light on the influence of a longer period of 
stay in shared accommodation on the level of German 
language skills. Since assignment mobility will become 
increasingly less important for this study group in the 
future, further research into the residential histories 
and relocation patterns of refugees is also essential for 
estimating future regional migration flows and design-
ing legal regulations.



14 BAMF Brief Analysis 01|2022

Aumüller, Jutta/Daphi, Priska/Biesenkamp, Celine (2015): Die 
Aufnahme von Flüchtlingen in den Bundesländern und Kommu-
nen. Behördliche Praxis und zivilgesellschaftliches Engagement, 
Stuttgart: Robert-Bosch-Stiftung.

Baraulina, Tatjana/Bitterwolf, Maria (2016): Resettlement: 
Reception and Integration Experiences of Refugees in Need 
of Special Protection. Qualitative study. Working Paper 70 
of the Research Centre Migration, Integration and Asylum of 
the Federal Office for Migration and Refugees (forthcoming), 
Nuremberg: Federal Office for Migration and Refugees. 

Braun, Sebastian T. /Dwenger, Nadja (2020): Settlement loca-
tion shapes the integration of forced migrants: Evidence from 
post-war Germany, in: Explorations in Economic History, 77, 
101330.

Bratsberg, Bernt/Ferwerda, Jeremy/Finseraas, Henning/
Kotsadam, Andreas (2020): How settlement locations and local 
networks influence immigrant political integration, in: American 
Journal of Political Science, 65(3), 551-565.

BAMF - Bundesamt für Migration und Flüchtlinge (2021): Erst-
verteilung der Asylsuchenden (EASY), online: https://www.bamf.
de/DE/Themen/AsylFluechtlingsschutz/AblaufAsylverfahrens/
Erstverteilung/erstverteilung-node.html [15.11.2021].

Hiner, Sophie/Schäfer, Philipp (2017): „Wohnst Du schon - oder 
wirst Du noch untergebracht?“ Eine Bestandsaufnahme der 
Wohnsituation Asylsuchender in Deutschland, Federal Agency 
for Civic Education, online at: https://www.bpb.de/gesellschaft/
migration/kurzdossiers/243947/wohnst-du-schon-oder-wirst-
du-noch-untergebracht [15.11.2021].

Edin, Per-Anders/Fredriksson, Peter/Åslund, Olof (2004): 
Settlement policies and the economic success of immigrants, in: 
Journal of population Economics, 17(1), 133-155.

Proietti, Paola/Veneri, Paolo (2021): The Location of Hosted 
Asylum Seekers in OECD Regions and Cities, in: Journal of Refu-
gee Studies, 34(1), 1243-1268.

Schneider, Nicole (1997): Residential Mobility and Housing 
Conditions in West and East Germany. Discussion Paper FS III 
97-404 of the Wissenschaftszentrum Berlin, online: http://bibli-
othek.wz-berlin.de/pdf/1997/iii97-404.pdf [15.11.2021].

Tanis, Kerstin (2020): Entwicklungen in der Wohnsituation 
Geflüchteter. Issue 05|2020 of the Brief Analyses of the Research 
Centre Migration, Integration and Asylum of the Federal Office 
for Migration and Refugees, Nuremberg: Federal Office for 
Migration and Refugees.

Weber, Johannes (2022): Internal mobility of refugees with pro-
tection status in Germany: An explorative analysis based on the 
Central Register of Foreigners. Working Paper of the Research 
Centre Migration, Integration and Asylum of the Federal Office 
for Migration and Refugees (forthcoming), Nuremberg: Federal 
Office for Migration and Refugees. 

Wendel, Kay (2014): Accommodation of Refugees in Germany. 
Regelungen und Praxis der Bundesländer im Vergleich, Frankfurt 
am Main: Förderverein PRO ASYL e. V..

Literature

https://www.bamf.de/DE/Themen/AsylFluechtlingsschutz/AblaufAsylverfahrens/Erstverteilung/erstverteilung-node.html
https://www.bpb.de/gesellschaft/migration/kurzdossiers/243947/wohnst-du-schon-oder-wirst-du-noch-untergebracht


15BAMF Brief Analysis 01|2022

Author

Imprint

Published by
Bundesamt für Migration und Flüchtlinge
Forschungszentrum Migration, Integration und Asyl
90461 Nürnberg

ISSN
2750-1655 

Version
03/2022

Design
Federal Office for Migration and Refugees (BAMF)

Visit us at
 http://www.bamf.de/forschung
 www.facebook.com/bamf.socialmedia
 @BAMF_Dialog
 @bamf_bund

Other language 
www.bamf.de/publikationen

Full title 
Tanis, Kerstin (2022): Residential trajectories of refugees in 
Germany. Issue 01|2022 of the Brief Analyses of the Migration, 
Integration and Asylum Research Centre of the Federal Office for 
Migration and Refugees, Nuremberg.

Dissemination
This printed paper is published free of charge as part of the  
public relations work of the Federal Office for Migration and  
Refugees. It may be reproduced and disseminated free of charge 
for non-commercial purposes, including in excerpt form,  
providing the source is stated. Its dissemination, including in 
excerpts, via electronic systems or on data media requires the 
prior consent of the Federal Office. All other rights are reserved.

Dr. Kerstin Tanis
is a research assistant at the Research Centre Migration, 
Integration and Asylum of the Federal Office for Migration and 
Refugees, Nuremberg.

Contact: Kerstin.Tanis@bamf.bund.de

mailto:Kerstin.Tanis@bamf.bund.de
http://www.bamf.de/forschung
http:www.facebook.com/bamf.socialmedia
http://www.bamf.de/publikationen
https://twitter.com/BAMF_Dialog
https://www.instagram.com/bamf_bund/

	BAMF Brief Analysis
	Residential trajectories of refugeesin Germany
	At a glance
	Introduction
	Current legal regulations on theresidential mobility of refugees
	Infobox: The IAB-BAMF-SOEP survey of refugees
	Infobox: Historical development of section 47 of the Asylum Act„Obligation to live in reception facilities”
	Mobility frequency
	Reasons for moving
	Moving distance and direction
	Transitions from collective toprivate accommodation forpersons with protection status
	Summary
	Literature
	Author
	Imprint




